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Core Finding 

• Scientists have finally confirmed Charles Darwin’s 150-year-old suspicion: certain 

Saxifraga plants with sticky hairs are true carnivores. 

Key Points 

Darwin’s original hunch 

• In 1875, Darwin proposed that some alpine Saxifraga species might be 

carnivorous because of their sticky, sundew-like hairs. 

• He tried feeding them insects but couldn’t prove digestion. 

The modern breakthrough 

• Researchers in China studied Saxifraga candelabrum, a branching perennial found 

in rock crevices of the Tibetan Plateau. 

• Field observations showed mature plants often had 70+ small insects stuck to 

their glandular hairs. 

How scientists proved carnivory 

• Attraction: Mesh and glass tests showed the plant emits an odor that lures small 

insects (but spares larger pollinators). 

• Digestion: A fluorescent chemical revealed active digestive enzymes on the hairs. 

• Absorption: Nitrogen isotope tracing confirmed the plant absorbed nutrients from 

digested flies over ~2 weeks. 

Why it matters 

• S. candelabrum is now the first confirmed carnivorous species in the Saxifragaceae 

family. 

• Botanists suspect hundreds or even thousands of other sticky-haired plants — 

possibly even tomatoes — may be “hidden carnivores.” 

• The discovery suggests carnivory may evolve more easily and widely across plant 

families than previously thought. 

Darwin’s legacy 

• The findings vindicate Darwin’s early intuition and expand the known diversity of 

carnivorous plants. 

 


