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SEED GERMINATION OF THE NORTHERN
PITCHER PLANT, SARRACENIA PURPUREA

SYBIL G. GOTSCH AND AARON M. ELLISON *

ABSTRACT - We present data on dormancy-breaking requirements and germina-
tion rates of the northern pitcher plant, Sarracenia purpurea var. terrae-novae de
la Pylaie. Upon dispersal from the parent plant, embryos are only partially
developed. Seeds require a prolonged moist chilling period for after-ripening and
maturation of the embryo but scarification prior to stratification is not required for
germination. Exposure to light stimulates germination. Eighty-five percent of
seeds moist chilled for 6 weeks germinated when placed into ambient sunlight, as
compared with only 53% of seeds moist chilled for 4 weeks and then placed in
ambient sunlight. Fewer than 10% of seeds germinated when placed in darkness
following moist chilling. Germination rate in the light was more rapid among
sceds stratified for 6 weeks than those moist chilled for 4 weeks. These data
suggest that S. purpurea seeds are dispersed in a state of morphological dor-
mancy.

INTRODUCTION

Carnivorous plants have attracted attention from ecologists, evolution-
ary biologists, horticulturalists, and amateur collectors for centuries. The
carnivorous habit as an adaptation to low nutrient conditions, and the
morphological variations attendant to carnivory in plants have received a
great deal of attention from evolutionary ecologists since Darwin (1875)
published one of the first synthetic accounts of these plants (see also Arber
1941; Givnish et al. 1984; Heslop-Harrison 1978; Macfarlane 1908). One
group of carnivorous plants, the pitcher-plants (families Sarraceniaceae
and Nepenthaceae), has been studied intensively because they host in-
quiline communities dominated by larval dipterans (reviews in Bradshaw
1983; Fish 1983; Higley 1885). However, comparatively little scientific
attention has been focused on the autecology of pitcher-plants themselves
(e.g., Barker and Williamson 1988; Bradshaw and Creelman 1984; Burr
1979; Mandossian 1965; Weiss 1980).

As part of a larger, on-going study of the population dynamics of the
northern pitcher plant Sarracenia purpurea L. in western Massachusetts,
we experimentally investigated the dormancy properties and germination
characteristics of its seeds. While horticulturalists and carnivorous-plant
collectors and hobbyists generally recommend cold storage and 4-6 week
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