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Introduction

The genus Paphiopedilum hails from tropical areas in south-east Asia. It is one of five slipper orchid genera (plural of genus); the others are Cypripedium, Phragmipedium, Mexipedium, and Selenipedium.  These genera are known as slipper orchids because the species of each genus share the characteristic of having a slipper-shaped lip (the central part of the flower). As well, the column (sexual part of the flower) takes the shape of a staminode (which looks like a shield), and each flower has a dorsal sepal and two other sepals fused into a single one (the synsepal), as well as two petals on the right and left side of the lip. There are a few oddities that differ slightly from this general structure, but they will not be discussed here.

Because Paphiopedilums are from the Asian islands of the Pacific, many different species have evolved separately and there is much diversity in the some 80 species within the genus. In horticulture (but not necessarily taxonomy), we divide the genus into several groups based on their appearance and cultivation (the groups vary slightly in the cultural practices they require): Parvisepalous species and hybrids, Brachypetalum, Maudiae type hybrids, multifloral species and hybrids, Cochlopetalum (sequentially flowering), novelty hybrids, complex hybrids, and other species. In the coming weeks I will post articles on the website that are specific to each group; but this article will look at the genus as a whole.
The Groups

The horticultural groups, or “types”  of Paphs require slightly different growing conditions (although theoretically all should grow in the same environment) in order to perform best. There is also variation in the difficulty of culture between the groups. I will explain the basic characteristics of each group and their levels of difficulty.

Parvisepalous species and hybrids. These are members of the subgenus Parvisepalum, which are unique among other Paphs in that they have bright colors such as pink and yellow, and delicate, rounded flowers (also seen in Brachypetalum). They are also sometimes fragrant, a trait rare in Paphs. These are small plants with a leafspan of less than one foot, fitting comfortably in a 4” pot as mature plants and often sold as young plants in 2.5” or 3” pots. Typically inflorescences (flowers stems) are single-flowered but can occasionally have 2 or very rarely 3 flowers in some species, and are typically around a foot or less in height, although P. malipoense and its hybrids can have 2 foot stems. Flowers are often in the 3-4” range in natural spread (width of the flower without altering its shape), but are often greater than this. Flower mass is very often mainly in the large, inflated pouch (lip). The leaves are very attractively mottled in dark and light green on the upsides and usually spotted purple heavily on the undersides (exceptions to this are P. emersonii and P. hangianum, which have plain green leaves). Plants will clump over time and well-established plants will have several growths flowering at once; flowers last 2-4 weeks on average.
These plants are generally considered to be quite difficult to grow, although some find them easier than others. The species all differ in culture and I would not recommend any of them save for P. delenatii to beginners, which can be grown in the manner I will explain under “Care”.  Many of the hybrids are much easier to grow than the species, but are often slow-growing. By far the best of these for beginners is P. Magic Lantern. Members of this group are largely collector’s plants and many are expensive and relatively difficult to obtain. There are a number of newly-discovered species and hybrids made with them that are especially difficult to acquire. The average price range for blooming sized plants is $30-60, excepting the very rare albino forms which can be over $100 or even $1000. 
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Paph. Ho Chi Minh (delenatii x vietnamense), a Parvi hybrid
Brachypetalum species and hybrids. These are among the smallest members of the genus. Mature plants can fit comfortably in pots 4” or less in diameter, with leafspans generally well under a foot. Inflorescences are usually 4” or less in length and hang over the edge of the pot, carrying 1-2, or rarely 3 flowers (P. concolor and P. niveum can have longer, more erect stems and P. concolor sometimes carries up to 5 flowers). Flowers are very rounded and are usually in white or cream tones with darker spots or speckles, and they are usually less than 3” in natural spread. Leaves are very similar to those of the Parvisepalums , but the upper mottling is darker and often the leaf undersides are almost solid purple. They will clump like Parvis, and the flowers generally last about a month.
These are yet more difficult to grow than the Parvis. They are sensitive to water quality and overwatering, and should be given a fairly coarse, basic (alkaline) medium. Brachys are fairly difficult to come by on the market, but most are a little more common than many of the Parvis. They are largely collector’s plants however, and again albino forms are very expensive. The average price range for blooming sized plants is $30-45.
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Paph. bellatulum, a Brachy species
Maudiae hybrids. All of these are based on the original hybrid Paph. Maudiae (callosum x lawrenceanum). A great deal of breeding has led to some really fantastic results with these types, which are the most common Paphs on the market and the best choices for beginners. Single-flowered stems of about a foot have large 4” flowers of one of three basic color types: album/alba/albino (green and white), coloratum (pink-red, green and white), and vinicolor (deep maroons and near blacks). The flowers are decorated with all matter of stripes and spots on the sepals and petals, and sometimes have intricate veining on the pouch. The flowers are very exotic in appearance, with a waxy texture and unusual color combinations. The good ones have a sublime beauty and symmetry. The large, flag-like dorsal sepal is the biggest defining characteristic of this group. The leaves are lightly mottled in various shades of green; plants are compact with leafspans at maturity of a foot or less. Like the last two groups, they will clump over time to give a display of several flowers open at one time. These are among the longest lasting flowers of the genus, going for 6 weeks or more.

Maudiae hybrids make superior houseplants and will grow and flower easily as described under “Care”. Blooming sized plants (non-awarded) are generally $25-30.
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Paph. (Dragon Flag x Patsey Boersma), an albino Maudiae type

Multiflorals. These are the species and hybrids (like P. rothschildianum) that produce several flowers on a spike at once. They are the giants of the Paph world, generally with mature leafspans of 2-3 feet, growing in 1 gallon or larger pots, and with inflorescences often well exceeding 18” in height. There is a smaller species, P. wilhelminiae, that has fewer and smaller blooms but is leading to more compact multifloral hybrids. The flowers of these plants can be a foot in natural spread! The species P. sanderianum has drooping petals that can be 3 feet long. Multiflorals are considered the most striking of all Paphs, although they have a different kind of beauty from Parvisepalums for example. Leaves are plain green.
These are very slow-growing in general and require bright light to do best. Mature plants are very expensive (and rarely offered), but seedlings require a lot of patience to grow to flowering size. The average price range for seedlings is $20-60 depending on the species and leafspan, while mature plants are usually well in excess of $100. Your best bet is to get a good deal from a friend on a division!
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Paph Lady Isabel (stonei x rothschildianum), a multifloral hybrid

Cochlopetalum species and hybrids. These are the sequentially flowering Paphs, which can be in bloom for a year at a time, one flower opening after another. A well-established plant might flower almost perpetually, maturing new spikes as old ones fade. As such these are a great value, especially since they are relatively inexpensive and easy to grow (for the most part). Flowers are typically about 3” across, with bucket-shaped pouches usually in pink or white, and attractively patterned, hairy petals. Green is pretty much guaranteed in any variety. The inflorescences will reach large heights as they grow over time, eventually exceeding 2 feet on a mature plant. Leafspans are usually about a foot or a little more, with mature plants growing in 5-6” pots. Leaves are a bright, solid green.
Most of these (I’m excepting P. victoria-mariae) are easy to grow and I would especially recommend any of the hybrids (P. Pinocchio is very common and very attractive). The average price range for blooming sized plants is about $30-40.
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Paph. Pinocchio (glaucophyllum x primulinum), a Cochopetalum hybrid

Novelty hybrids. These are becoming more and more common, especially in flower shops. They are essentially crosses involving many of the different groups of Paphs, so that we get a plant with many good features. For example, breeders are trying to get vigorous, compact multiflorals with mottled leaves by crossing multiflorals with Maudiae types. You have to be careful with these because sometimes they don’t turn out very nice. I would probably only buy a flowering plant. They are typically easy to grow. Avoid buying in flower shops simply because of the markup. If you like these, order from an orchid nursery so you don’t have to pay the markup. From nurseries, the price range is generally $25-35, while in flower shops they can be $50-60 or more.
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Paph (Joyce Hasegawa x victoria-regina), a novelty (Parvi x Cochlo) hybrid. 

Complex hybrids. These are some of the oldest crosses, with parentage dating back to the 19th century. They come from a long line of breeding, and generally the aim is to get a very large, round flower in various color tones/patterns (There are also dwarf complex lines). Many describe these as “bulldogs” because of their crude pouch shape. They can be surreally attractive, or disappointing. I would recommend that you buy awarded clones if possible, or crosses made with them. This way you are less likely to be disappointed. Of course there is always the fail-safe method of buying plants in flower, as well. These guys usually have a mature leafspan of 12-14” and grow slowly. Some clump, and some don’t, discarding old growths quickly as new ones develop. The single flowers on max. one foot stems can be as large as 5-6” in natural spread and last 6 weeks or more. They are usually very glossy and are the epitome of unusual. They have plain green leaves.
Generally complex types are cool growing. Blooming sized plants can be hard to come by, but seedlings are often offered by nurseries. Awarded clones (mature divisions) can be hundreds or thousands of dollars. Look for $20 seedlings and $30-40 deals on blooming plants at shows and such.
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Paph. (Winston Churchill ‘Indomitable’ FCC/AOS x gratrixianum), a complex hybrid with one awarded parent

Other species would include all the species that are not part of the groups already mentioned. They have varying cultural requirements and appearances; some are easy to grow and inexpensive and some are rare, very difficult and very expensive. P. callosum and P. insigne are excellent choices for beginners.

Care

The following information should theoretically prepare you to grow any Paph, but note that this will only effectively work for Maudiae types, Cochlopetalums, the majority of Parvi hybrids, and novelty types. For complex hybrids, temperatures should be slightly cooler, especially in the fall. For multiflorals, light should be brighter. I will be writing articles on advanced Paph culture later; these are basic, general guidelines. 
I recommend the following Paph species for beginners: P. delenatii, P. barbatum, P. callosum, P. lawrenceanum, P. sukhakulii, P. glaucophyllum, P. victoria-regina (chamberlainianum), P. moquettianum, P. primulinum, P. insigne, P. villosum, P. gratrixianum, P. appletonianum, P. liemianum, P. venustum, P. fairrieanum, P. spicerianum, P. hirsutissimum, P. henryanum. These should all grow and flower under the following conditions.

Light: Most Paphs prefer bright shade; that is, low to moderate light (1000-2000 footcandles). Direct afternoon sun will scorch the leaves. An east or shaded west window or 2-40W fluorescent lights work well. If leaves appear bleached, they are getting too much light. If they are deep green, they aren’t getting enough (note that some mottled leaves naturally appear dark).
Water: Generally water purity is not a huge issue, but any orchid will grow best if given pure water (distilled, reverse osmosis, or rain). Note however, that every once in a while the plant should be given tap water so that it gets some minerals from time to time, as many fertilizers are missing some important ones (there are specialty MSU fertilizers that are made for pure water users however). On the other hand, if your tap water is quite hard, you should douse the plant with pure water now and then to flush out any minerals that might have built up, as they will eventually cause damage to the plant. The plant should be watered such that it isn’t soaking, but the roots stay moist. Allow the plant to dry to just barely dampness (as in almost dry) between watering, so that you are watering every 2-4 days (this will vary depending on your conditions). Most Paphs don’t rest, so watering remains constant throughout the year. I recommend watering in the morning so that the plants dry by nightfall, as water getting trapped in the crowns can cause rot when it gets cool and the water evaporates slowly. Paphs can much more easily be killed by overwatering than by underwatering; if in doubt, wait another day before watering. Because paphs grow in a porous medium, douse the pot really, really well every time you water. Take it to the sink and literally flood the pot with 2-3 times the volume of the pot in water. Otherwise, the pot will dry too quickly.

Fertilizer: I don’t get too fussy about fertilizers; I would say that unless you are running a business all you need is a good balanced fertilizer (like 10-10-10 or something). Use it every week at ¼ the recommended houseplant dilution. Some people like to switch to a bloom booster (high phosphorus, middle number) formula as blooming season approaches, which is usually late winter to spring but can be at any time. I will write an article on advanced fertilizing techniques at a later date.

Humidity: This is another thing that people tend to worry too much about. Most Paphs (if not all) will readily adapt to household humidity, especially if all the other requirements are met. If you have a group of plants, you would be surprised at the humidity created by the microclimate the plants form together. A humidity level of 40-60% is sufficient, though 60-70% is preferred. In really dry homes I would recommend using the tray method, where the pots are placed on a tray of moistened pebbles so that they aren’t sitting in water, but water evaporates around the plant. Some people who have large collections use humidifiers. If you find yourself in a high humidity situation, make sure air movement is always provided through the use of a fan, which should be used to move the air around the plants, not blow air on them. Moist, stagnant air leads to rot. Seedlings are much more sensitive to humidity; I will explain this in a later article on seedling culture (If you are a beginner, don’t grow seedlings anyway! Buy a flowering plant!).
Repotting and Potting Media: I repot my Paphs every year, and would recommend you do the same. Paphs love to be repotted, and really hate stagnant, old medium. Because the fine bark medium that we pot Paphs in is so finely cut, it starts to lose its consistency after a year and won’t drain properly. You can buy specialty Paph potting medium at many garden centres and orchid nurseries; don’t buy standard orchid mix (which is usually too coarse). This medium consists of fine grade fir bark chips, coarse grade Perlite, fine grade charcoal, and often New Zealand sphagnum moss. You must soak the medium overnight before use, and wash it well. Many growers (including myself) design their own media. Experiment with it, but what I just described is a great place to start and is very similar to what many advanced growers use. I will write an article on advanced potting media formulation later.

To repot: after having soaked your bark medium overnight and rinsed it two times, obtain a fresh plastic pot (I like the clear ones) which must have drainage holes. Turn your potted plant upside down and tap the bottom, and squeeze the sides of the pot to loosen the plant, then tease it out. Carefully remove all the old medium from around the plant’s roots, and wash them under the tap. Using a flame-sterilized blade, cut off any rotten roots (soft, black). You must flame-sterilize the blade between plants to avoid the spread of viruses. Healthy roots will be brown, firm and hairy. Now simply put some new medium in the bottom of the new pot and place the plant on top, so that the junction between roots and plant is about ½ inch below the top of the pot. Finally, fill the pot to the top with medium, packing it in gently around the roots, and water well. Do not reuse old pots, and I do not recommend using clay pots, as they dry too quickly.

When choosing a pot, choose one that the roots fit into snugly. The plant will seem too big for the pot, but Paphs like to pot-bound, and the medium will stay too wet for too long if the pot is too big. Most Paphs grow in 4” pots.

A note on plant maintenance: Paphs will shed lower leaves throughout the year; this is natural. When you see brown lower leaves on your plant, remove them by holding them at the base and pulling sharply downward, holding the plant with your other hand as you do this. Be careful not to damage the plant though!
This article will be updated with additional photos and information soon.
