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Utricularia minutissima is one of over 233 species of a genus of carnivorous plant 

commonly called bladderworts. In some respects, bladderworts appear less 

sophisticated than other plants in that they do not have clearly separated roots or well-

defined leaves and stems. On the other hand, they are unusual and highly specialised 

with regards to their carnivory. 

Utricularia minutissima is quite small in comparison to other species of bladderwort but 

carries many beautiful light purple flowers above a mossy foliage, that bloom between 

July and December. It is native to Australia and Asia including China and India. The 

specimens forming the subject of Plate 232 were collected from Grafton Bay, Australia 

by Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander in early June, 1770. The plant in damp or wet open 

areas with muddy or sandy soils that are nutrient poor. 

There are five trapping mechanisms adopted by carnivorous plants. The Utricularia 

genus, exclusively, utilises a bladder trap method that gives the plant its common name. 

A system of bladder-like structures is created by the plant which generates a partial 

vacuum in the bladder. When unsuspecting invertebrates settle on the plant, this 

triggers a mechanism causing a door in the bladder to open, whereupon they are 

sucked into the bladder and digested. Typical prey are insect larvae, aquatic worms, and 

water fleas. The basic purpose of this carnivory is to obtain nutrients that are deficient 

in the plant’s eco-system but necessary for healthy growth. These plants are also 

capable of adapting to match varying water chemistry, irradiance levels, and prey 

availability, thus enabling them to compete successfully for resources and space. 

The evolutionary journey of Utricularia minutissima is an interesting one in that 

molecular studies over recent years have led to the conclusion that carnivory evolved, 

independently, at least six times and twice in the family Lentibulariaceae, of which 

Utricularia is a genus. The oldest existing carnivory lineage has been dated back to 85.6 

million years ago and a most recent lineage to about 1.9 million years ago. Carnivorous 

plants have been around a very long time and have been a source of fascination to 

humanity in general as if they were some freak of nature. However, to botanical 

scientists in particular, their concern is about how and why these plants have adopted 



forms of energy capture more common to the animal kingdom. Unfortunately, the 

extent of human fascination with carnivorous plants has become a major threat to their 

existence in the wild. 

The basic tenet of evolution in any life-form involves the concept of cost-benefit 

balance, whether any mutation contributes to the continued survival of, and/or 

advantage to a species. Carnivorous plants, like all plants, utilise photosynthesis to 

create their primary source of energy to drive their life processes. It is not a question of 

a mutually exclusive choice between photosynthesis and carnivory, rather a 

complementary combination of the two. For Utricularia minutissima it is soil nutrient 

deficiency that created the primary driver. For other carnivorous plants it might be 

other aspects of their ecosystem that created this driver. Plants have always provided 

physical and chemical inducements to insects, birds, and small mammals to visit. By 

taking advantage of the mobility of fauna the plant can enhance its own reproductive 

systems through pollination. Other plants have found it necessary to defend themselves 

with repellents, both physical and chemical, to control adverse attention from insect 

and animal species. In evolutionary terms, these biochemical abilities to interact across 

a species boundary, have created a relatively small next step to the development of 

carnivorous ways. 

The journey of the plant to general scientific recognition illustrates an international 

dimension. The formal description and naming of Utricularia minutissima was not by 

Linnaean advocates, Banks or Solander, as might have been expected. The accepted 

scientific binomial Linnaean name was first described and given by Martin Henrichsen 

Vahl (1749-1804), in 1804, some 34 years after its collection on Cook’s first voyage. 

Martin Vahl was a Danish botanist and zoologist, born in Norway and employed at the 

Copenhagen Botanical Garden, and as professor at the University of Copehagen. Vahl 

was also a student and disciple of Carl Linnaeus between 1769-1774. He is recognised, 

internationally, for his descriptions of over 550 species of plant. Searches in data bases 

such as International Plant Names Index (IPNI) housed at the Royal Botanic Gardens 

Kew, London produce more than 3000 hits referencing names originally given by Vahl. 

Carl Linnaeus was the prime architect of the standardised binomial system of 

classification of flora and fauna developed during the middle of the 18th century.   

Robert Parkinson 
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