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DEATHTRAP
Neil Lucas talks to Michael Bright
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Pictures by Neil Lucas & Tim Shepherd
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None other than Charles Darwin 
described the Venus flytrap 
as ‘one of the most wonderful 

plants in the world’, and remarkable it 
certainly is. It is a plant that behaves 
like an animal: it moves rapidly and eats 
fresh meat, just one of 595 species of 
carnivorous plants known to adopt a 
meat-eating lifestyle.

The Venus flytrap is not totally unplant-
like. It gathers nutrients from the soil and 
converts carbon dioxide and water into 
sugars by photosynthesis, just like any 
other green plant, but in spicing up its 
diet, it is able to grow in boggy places 
where levels of essential nutrients are 
low. By catching and digesting animals 
it can occupy a niche where there is little 
competition with other plants.

DEATHTRAP

The trap itself is the modified end 
portion of a leaf, resembling a fur-
trapper’s gin trap. When open, the 
blushed red upper surface has several 
tiny hairs. These are the trigger hairs. 
When an insect, such as a fly, alights 
and blunders about on the leaf, it is 
more than likely to strike the trigger 
hairs. If it hits just one nothing 
happens, and it can fly away unharmed. 
However, if it bumps into two different 
hairs within 20 seconds or the same 
hair twice in rapid succession, it 
springs the trap, which shuts in less 
than 0.3 seconds.

At first, the trap closes only part way. 
This enables very small insects, which 
are not worth the effort, to escape. 
A few seconds later, the trap closes 

totally, the interlocking ‘cilia’, like prison 
bars, trapping the insect inside. The 
leaf then secretes a cocktail of juices: 
digestive enzymes to break down 
the food, so it can be absorbed by 
the plant, and an antiseptic fluid that 
prevents it from decaying during the 
few days it is in the trap. Flying insects 
actually constitute a very small part 
of the flytrap’s diet in the wild, less 
than 5%. Ants are the most common 
prey, followed by spiders, beetles and 
grasshoppers. 

These days, you might find Venus 
flytraps in any reputable garden centre 
in almost any part of the world, but their 
real home is North and South Carolina, 
USA, where they were collected almost 
to extinction in the wild. +
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 Flying insects  
actually constitute a 
very small part of the 
flytrap’s diet in the 
wild, less than 5%. Ants 
are the most common 
prey, followed by 
spiders, beetles and 
grasshoppers.

“

 Neil Lucas
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DEATHTRAP

 The above two shots by Tim Shepherd from the BBC’s Life series – Plants.
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All were shot on a Nikon 
D3x, set at 400 ISO, with a 

selection of manual lenses: 
105mm macro, 60mm macro 

and an old 80-200mm, all 
Nikon of course!

NL
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NEIL LUCAS was a producer with the BBC’s world-renowned Natural History Unit for over twenty 
years. During that time he worked on many international award-winning productions, including Sir David 
Attenborough’s Trials of Life, The Private Life of Plants, The Life of Mammals and Planet Earth. Neil’s most 
recent production was the highly acclaimed BBC landmark series Life. He produced two of the most 
technically challenging programmes of the entire series: Plants, about the ingenious and manipulative 
ways of plants, and Creatures of the Deep. Many of Neil’s Programmes have been nominated for BAFTA 
and EMMY awards. Neil is now a freelance film director and photographer specialising in the more 
demanding and technical shoots, using state of the art filming and photographic techniques which he has 
devised and for which he is recognised worldwide. 

MICHAEL BRIGHT recently retired as executive producer with the BBC Natural History Unit and 
is now a freelance author and scriptwriter. He was a recipient of the prestigious Prix Italia for the 
programme Men, Nations and Whales: will the bloody story ever end?, and is the author of over ninety 
books on natural history, natural sciences, conservation and the environment.

TECHNIQUE 

Neil Lucas tells Michael Bright 
how he shot the images.

“I’ve filmed Venus Fly Trap on 
many occasions, but it was great 
to have the opportunity to obtain 
some fresh stills images. The 
potted Venus flytrap plants came 
from my local DIY store, and I was 
waiting for a free moment to put 
together all the equipment for the 
shoot, when nature intervened. One 
warm afternoon, I noticed that one 
of the plants had trapped a good 
size fly, which would have a greater 
photographic impact than a smaller 
one. (In the wild, a small fly could 
easily take the food reward without 
tripping the trigger hairs, and a larger 
fly could quite easily fight its way out 
... as this one eventually did.)

However, not having any of my gear 
ready, I grabbed the tripod and set 
up beside my kitchen sink, using 
anything that was to hand: a sugar 
container, plate and a roll of tin foil. 
I grabbed a few shots, and then 
quickly pulled together more kit – 
Novoflex Pro Tilt-and-Shift Bellows 
and Schott Fibre Optic Lights – to 
give the images a slightly different 
feel. All were shot on a Nikon D3x, 
set at 400 ISO, with a selection of 
manual lenses: 105mm macro, 
60mm macro and an old 80-200mm, 
all Nikon of course! The manual 
lenses provided me with an aperture 
ring; as all contact had been lost with 
the camera when using the bellows.

Using the tilt-and-shift on the 
bellows with several different f-stops 
gave me a very precise focus plain, 
leaving the rest of the image nicely 
soft with a warming glow from the 
fibre lights ... and the tinfoil? I cut this 
into a circle with a hole in the centre 
to go over the lens. This helped to 
reflect some of the light back on to 
the subject giving a slight lift to the 
whole picture.” +

Watch “Venus Fly Trap” from the BBC’s Life series – Plants at:

www.lucasproductions.com

 While everything was still set up for the flytrap, 
by way of contrast, I took a further shot of the rather 
more benign image of some potted chives in flower.“




