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Nigel Hewitt-Cooper examines some 
overlooked pitchers of the tepuis and 
gives some tips on their tricky cultivation

Heliamphora:  
the forgotten 
carnivore

their botanical secrets, as they were accessed by 
helicopter. It is impossible to land a plane on the 
plateaus, and the vertical cliffs of all but a couple 
are not climbable.

The biogeography of these plateaus, the present-
day remnants of the eroded Guiana Shield, is a 
subject covered in depth by McPherson (2008),  
a book I highly recommend.

These peaks, isolated for millennia, demonstrate 
high levels of micro-endemism, and it is of little 
surprise to learn that many of them harbour 
unique plant species found nowhere else. It is 
almost exclusively on these mountains that 
Heliamphora are found, although some occur over 
several peaks with each demonstrating slightly 
different characteristics. Others are found on 
individual mountains, sometimes as tiny populations.

Every pitcher tells a story
To understand the type of climate needed for 
successful cultivation, one first needs to appreciate 
the natural habitat. The summits of the tepuis are 
predominately bare rock, blackened by algae. Though 
appearing flat, they are often scarred by deep 
canyons and support tall, elaborately carved pillars 
of sandstone, creating an alien world in shifting mists.

Situated near the equator, the Guiana Highlands 
are 1–2,000m above sea level, and the tepui 
summits can be over 1,000m higher. Their surfaces 
are scoured by winds and lashed by the rains which 
are the product of their own unique topography, 
creating some of the wettest places on Earth. 
Known as rain deserts, plant life clings precariously 
in shallow depressions where basic peaty soil can 
develop, and it is in these habitats that the 
majority of Heliamphora species are found.

Many of the plants are low-growing, the scant 
soil being poor in nutrients, accounting for the high 
incidence of other carnivorous genera (Drosera, 
Genlisea, Utricularia and Brocchinia). However, some 
plateaus support low-growing Bonnetia forest.

The high-altitude summits of the tepuis are cool, 
and typically see a maximum daily temperature  
of around 24°C, with a night-time low of 3–4°C. 
Another important factor is light. Equatorial 
regions receive the highest levels of solar radiation 
on the planet, and the tepuis, with their added 
altitude, see even greater intensities, to which the 
flora they support has had to adapt.

As pretty as a pitcher
Morphologically, the 23 species recognized  
are similar in form – an upright pitcher, open 
mouthed, and with a small lid, often referred  
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THE SARRACENIACEAE COMPRISES 
three genera, all native to the Americas. 
The most well-known genus is Sarracenia, 

the North American pitcher plants, of which there 
are eight species. These are found in the eastern 
and south-eastern states of the US and will be 
familiar to most readers. Darlingtonia californica, 
the monotypic cobra lily, is found in the cool 
mountainous hills of California and Oregon, to the 
west of the continent. Finally, the largest and least-
known genus in the family, Heliamphora, comprises 
23 species, and three as yet unclassified taxa. The 
name is derived from the Greek helos, marsh, and 
amphora, pitcher, and are therefore called marsh 
pitchers (sun pitchers, as they are sometimes 
referred to, is erroneous). 

These are the only pitcher plants native to South 
America and are found exclusively in the Guiana 
Highlands of southern Venezuela, Brazil, French 
Guyana and the extreme eastern tip of Colombia.

This region is famous for the flat table mountains, 
known as tepuis, of which there are approximately 
one hundred. These incredible plateaus, some 
many kilometeres across, others barely hundreds 
of metres, tower above the lowland forests and 
savannahs, and are perhaps some of the most 

HELIAMPHORA
Genus 23 species 
currently accepted
Distribution 
Heliamphora are native 
to the Guiana Highlands 
of southern Venezuela, 
northern Brazil, French 
Guyana, and the 
extreme eastern tip  
of Colombia.
Habitat Tepuis in very 
wet, nutrient-poor 
soils, exposed to strong 
winds and high levels 
of solar radiation.
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remote and unexplored places on earth. Indeed, it is  
the remoteness and inaccessibility of the tepuis that  
has meant that until as recently as the early 1990s  
there were only four species of Heliamphora described. 
However, thanks to the Herculean efforts of a small 
number of botanists these mountains gradually gave up 

The astonishing landscape  
and bizarre flora of the  
South American tepuis;  
Heliamphora nutans on 
Roraima Tepui (right).
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replicates the conditions in the wild, those being 
sudden downpours, and then a return to drier 
conditions, allowing the pitchers to maintain their 
water levels, something that seems to be essential. 
It also assists in rapidly reducing the temperature 
in very hot weather. Over winter I reduce this to 
three times per day.

The pots sit in water year-round, to a depth  
of about 5cm. Some growers prefer to keep them 
drier, just flushing them through daily. Mine are  
in large beds which overflow to maintain a level 
which remains topped up by the overhead spray. 

With the cooling unit I am able to leave the glass 
unshaded, resulting in plants which colour well, as 
much I feel as can possibly be achieved in 
greenhouse conditions. Heliamphora are ideal 
candidates for terrarium cultivation, and with 
modern LED grow-lights fantastic results can be 
achieved. For a small collection, this type of set  
up may be more appropriate as the conditions  
can be controlled more easily.

Pitcher perfect
The keys to succeeding with Heliamphora are full 
sun, a plentiful supply of rainwater, and cool 
temperatures, and this is where the challenge 
arises. By nature, greenhouses in full sun will 
overheat, but a reduction in light will see the 
plants lose their vibrancy, something I find over 
winter with the drop in light levels.

To combat this, I use a portable evaporative 
cooler which works well, with the temperature in 
the greenhouse not exceeding 29°C, even on the 
hottest days. This is still a few degrees higher than 
the plants would see in the wild, but with the 
regime I have them growing under it seems to do 
no harm. In winter I maintain a minimum of 7°C.

To mimic the high rainfall of the tepuis I use an 
overhead spray, powered by a high-pressure pump. 
The jets produce a fine rain, rather than a mist 
which seems to encourage growth of sooty mildew 
(harmless but unsightly), and in summer this runs 
for a one-minute burst, five times per day. This 

to as a nectar spoon. The leaves vary in height 
from around 7.5 to 45cm and, as they are open-
mouthed, collect rainwater. To prevent the pitcher 
contents from flushing out in the frequent 
downpours, there is a drainage hole or slit at the 
front of the leaf which regulates the level within.

The pitchers are often brightly coloured, varying 
from green to yellow to red, some turning almost 
black with age. In greenhouse cultivation the plants 
are seldom as vibrant as in the wild as European 
light levels are much lower, but under lights in a 
terrarium impressive results can be achieved.

The nectar spoon, which faces downwards to 
prevent the sweet attractant from washing away, 
provides the lure for flying insects. There is also 
evidence of UV-induced fluorescence, though the 
extent to which this acts as a method of drawing 
prey to the plants is not established (Golos 2020). 
The upper section of the pitcher interior is often 
hairy, or sometimes waxy, and visiting insects 
soon lose their footing and fall into the water 

below. Here they drown and are digested by the 
plant, though again the role that digestive enzymes 
play is unclear, having only been isolated from 
H. tatei. Bacterial decomposition may also play  
a part, but this aspect of their behaviour needs 
further study, as does the impact of infauna.

In cultivation the larger-growing species seem 
efficient catchers of flies and wasps, though the 
lower-growing species seem less so.

The flowers are all similar in design; four tepals 
which open white or pink, before gradually fading 
to a dirty red. The nodding flowers on their red 
stems remain on the plant for many months. In 
cultivation they are produced in early spring, 
usually heralding a good flush of leaf production. 
The flowers are protogynous (the female stigma  
is receptive before pollen is released) so two open 
flowers are required for pollination to occur. Seed 
production is rare in cultivation for this reason, 
and the stigmas require vibration to mimic the 
beating wings of a pollinator.

Rising sheer from 
the landscape 
(above), tepuis 
generate their  
own very wet 
environment (left). 

Wasp on the nectar spoon of  
Heliamphora purpurascens (top left);  
a collection of Heliamphora species  
in cultivation (above);  the water level in 
pitchers of Heliamphora pulchella (left).
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omit it would be unfair as there are so many plants 
in cultivation. However, most of these are actually 
of hybrid origin, especially the so-called Oxford 
clone from Oxford Botanic Garden. The pure 
species is somewhat uncommon and, to be honest, 
a little unimpressive!
6  Heliamphora neblinae From the Neblina Massif, 
this large and showy species reaches over 35cm in 
height. It can catch voraciously and in good light 
produces a characteristic blood-red vertical stripe 
which reaches up to the large nectar spoon.
7  Heliamphora sarracenioides The odd man out of 
the genus. Found on Ptari Tepui, the name referring 
to a superficial resemblance to the related Sarracenia, 
this bizarre species possesses pitchers which at 
first glance appear to be simple, rolled leaves to 
around 25cm. The nectar spoon is absent, with  
the nectar-secreting glands embedded in the rear 
of the pitcher interior. The leaves are long-lived, 
often lasting two or three years, and very woody.
n Heliamphora tatei Another tall species to 35cm, 
and one which over time produces a woody trunk 
to enable the crown of pitchers to push through 
surrounding vegetation. This can be anything up 
to 2m in height on wild specimens, suggesting 
these individuals must be many decades old. It is 
found on Cerro Duida, as well as Marahuaca and 
Huachamacari Tepuis. The leaves are generally 
pale yellow-green, sometimes with red lids, and 
occasionally veined.
8  Heliamphora uncinata A rare species that is 
seldom seen. This large growing plant, to 30cm,  
is characterized by its blood-red, hooked nectar 
spoon, which terminates in a point that overhangs 
the mouth. The stocky pitchers are a strongly 
contrasting apple green.

There are very few collections of Heliamphora  
in the UK and most species are rarely, if at all, 
offered. I propagate a few from my own collection 
and list these on the Hewitt-Cooper Carnivorous 
Plants website www.hccarnivorousplants.co.uk  

Nigel Hewitt-Cooper is an expert grower and 
proprietor of Hewitt-Cooper Carnivorous Plants.  

Dedication This article is dedicated to my good friend 
and plantsman extraordinaire Andy Smith (1972–
2020), whose love of tepui flora was infectious. 
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I use a mix of equal parts moss peat and perlite, 
the same compost I use for the related Sarracenia, 
mimicking the peaty soil of wild plants. They are 
all clump-forming and once large, when they can 
get unruly, can be divided. This is best attempted 
in early spring, as the divisions need to be rooted 
through before the heat of summer to prevent 
losses. These plants are all exceptionally brittle, 
and individual growth points will break away with 
no root, so great care should be taken.

Get the pitcher
Space does not allow a description of all the 
species, so I shall describe a few of my favourites.
1  Heliamphora exappendiculata Found 
predominantly on the Chimanta Massif, this 
species produces leaves to around 20cm. It is a 
species adapted to lower light levels, but in good 
sun blushes a beautiful pink. This species is  
unique in that the nectar spoon is recessed in  
the tip of the leaf.
2  Heliamphora ionasi My favourite species, and 
the one which holds the accolade for the largest 
pitchers in the genus; anything up to 50cm in 
shaded conditions. This plant is found in a single 
valley between Ilu and Tramen Tepuis. The wide-
mouthed pitchers are lined with bristly yellow 
hairs, each atop a small swelling, a unique 
character. They are particularly impressive, and 
can be veined green or red-orange. I am currently 
trialling my larger plants in container pots, and 
feeding well as this species seems to produce 
juvenile, and then two types of adult leaf, the 
latter being the largest. Alas, it is a slow grower, 
and will remain rare in collections.
3  Heliamphora macdonaldae First discovered in 
the 1920s on Cerro Duida, this was the last species 
to reach cultivation, as little as four or five years 
ago. The tall leaves can reach 35cm, though there 
seem to be no large plants at this height currently 
in collections. The fluted leaves are beautifully 
patterned with bright red veins and a deep 
burgundy nectar spoon, making this undoubtedly 
the most beautiful of all Heliamphora. The interior 
of the pitchers are glabrous, but there is a ring of 
conspicuous white hairs around the rim of the mouth.
n Heliamphora minor A small species from Auyan 
Tepui with leaves to 15cm in height, each topped 
by a red circular nectar spoon. There is a variant, 
4  H. minor var. pilosa, that bears an unusual 
covering of white hairs.
n Heliamphora nutans This species from Roraima 
Tepui was the first of the genus to be described, in 
1840. I mention this one for completeness, as to 

HELIAMPHORA SPECIES
1 H. exappendiculata
2 H. ionasi
3 H. macdonaldae
4 H. minor var. pilosa
5 H. neblinae
6 H. sarracenioides
7 H. tatei
8 H. uncinata
9 Flower of H. huberi
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