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Maxillaria  
 
Origin 
Maxillaria is a large genus of orchids from tropical and sub-tropical 
regions of South and Central America. They can be found growing as 
epiphytes, terrestrials and lithophytes in forests between sea-level 
and the high mountain ranges. 
 
Where to grow them 
Many species are best suited to greenhouse culture, where they 
prefer intermediate to warm conditions in semi shade with medium humidity (70-80%), and plenty of 
moisture and fertiliser. However, there are some species in cultivation that are more cold-tolerant and are 
relatively easy to grow as houseplants; e.g Maxillaria cucullata, Max. picta, Max. porphyrostele, Max. 
tenuifolia (Coconut Orchid), and Max. variabilis (prefers higher relative humidity, so may be better in a 
greenhouse). 
 
Light and temperature 
As houseplants, maxillarias prefer bright, indirect light; in a greenhouse, grow them on the shadier side. The 
species listed above will grow cool, with minimum temperatures down to 8-10oC and maximum temperatures 
up to 26-30oC, although they will often flower better with a bit more warmth at night.  
 
Potting medium 
Most Maxillaria species have quite fine roots, so prefer a moisture-retentive mix that still drains well. A 
medium to fine orchid bark, mixed with perlite or a bit of chopped sphagnum works well.  
 
Repotting and subdivision 
It is important to repot orchids when the mix has started to break down, to avoid root rot. However, many 
species of Maxillaria resent being disturbed and may not flower in the year after repotting or division. Many 
flower better when they are root bound. Repot, when necessary, in spring-summer. 
 
Fertilizer 
Fertilise regularly during the growing season, with a weak orchid fertiliser (avoid fertilising over winter); flush 
periodically to avoid salt build-up; or use a slow-release fertiliser in spring and autumn.  
 
Watering 
Water regularly throughout the year, with more water in spring and summer (the growing season) and less in 
winter, when nights are colder. Generally, never allow mix to become wet and soggy, or to dry out completely. 
Humidity around 65-75% is ideal, with good air movement. 
 
Flowering 
Most Maxillaria species flower once a year in late winter-spring. Flowers last for several days to a week. A drop 
in night-time temperatures during winter will help to initiate blooming in spring. 
 
 
 
More detailed information on orchid growing can be found in Growing Orchids in Cool Climate Australia (2nd 
Edition) by M J Fraser, J Wright, W Ferris (2013) or from the Canberra Orchid Society which holds monthly 
meetings.  

See the web site for book and meeting details. 

 


