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This publication features small, medium, and large
flowering shrubs (five of each category) with photos.
All photos are by the author. There are at least eight
shrubs from each category noted in a table (without
photos) at the end of this publication. All shrubs —
featured or in the table — are landscape worthy and
are especially suited to landscapes in Virginia and the
Mid-Atlantic States.

Shrubs are important features of a landscape. Shrubs,
as woody plants with persistent aboveground shoot
systems, serve several key functions in the landscape.
Two of the more critical functions are the roles they
play in creating architectural spaces and beautifying
the landscape. In terms of the architectural function,
shrubs serve as the walls, ceilings, and floors of a
landscape, thereby creating outdoor spaces or “rooms.”
They also serve aesthetic functions via their size, form,
texture, and showy plant parts, such as flowers, fruit,
foliage, and fragrance.

The goal of this publication is to present small,
medium, and large shrubs that have showy flowers.
While all woody plants have flowers (or flowerlike
structures for gymnosperms), only a subset of these
plants has somewhat attractive or very showy flow-
ers. We enjoy the beauty of showy flowers, yet showy
flowers exist in nature as advertisements and attrac-
tants for insect visitation and subsequent pollination.
In contrast, many plants with inconspicuous, “non-
showy” flowers are wind-pollinated. Despite their
beauty, this publication will not cover roses because
the topic of roses merits a separate publication.

Appearance of Flowering Shrubs

A shrub can be appreciated for its overall appearance
(with or without flowers) as well as for specific parts,
such as flowers. Some shrub species such as Chi-

nese snowball viburnum (Viburnum macrocephalum;

fig. 1) are covered in large flowers, creating a major
impact when viewed at a distance. Other shrubs such
as common sweetshrub (Calycanthus floridus; fig. 2)
have fewer flowers and require a close proximity for
flowers to be appreciated (fig. 3). Individual flowers
may be just as attractive, or even more appealing, as

Figure 1. Chinese snowball viburnum (Viburnum macrocephalum)
with an impressive display of flowers (mid-to late spring).

Figure 2. Common sweetshrub
(Calycanthus floridus) in bloom,
but the flowers can only

be appreciated upon close
inspection.

Figure 3. Close view of common
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large numbers or clusters of flowers. The choice of the
“blanketed” or “close inspection” species depends on
the landscape objectives and personal preferences.

Shrub species usually flower in the spring or summer.
The flowering time for a species can vary quite a bit
in Virginia. For example a shrub that flowers in mid-
April in the Norfolk area (on the east coast of Virginia)
will bloom two to three weeks later in the mountains
of Southwest Virginia. The time of flowering (spring
or summer) will dictate when to prune plants, and
this aspect will be covered in the Pruning Shrubs
section of this publication. The bloom period of most
flowering plants is relatively brief, usually about two
weeks. However, some species have showy flower
buds in advance of the opening of flowers that extend
the showy period of flowering. Some species flower
for several weeks or throughout the summer. Kore-
anspice viburnum (Viburnum carlesii ‘Compactum’;
fig. 4) and mountain-laurel (Kalmia latifolia; fig. 5)
are examples of species that have showy flower buds.
Species with a brief but spectacular flowering period,
such as border forsythia (Forsythia xintermedia; fig.
6), are luminaries for a short time and then blend into
the landscape for the rest of the year. The length of
bloom is mainly controlled by genetics, but excessive
heat, drought, or rain can decrease the bloom time.
Flower scent can vary from very sweet or pleasant
smelling to slightly fragrant to objectionable.

To enhance the multiseasonal appeal of your land-
scape, select species that flower throughout the spring
and summer. Also choose species that have attractive
plant features such as fruit, leaves, stem color and bark

Figure 4."Compactum’Koreanspice viburnum (Viburnum
carlesii ‘Compactum’) in flower.

Virginia Cooperative Extension |

Figure 5.
Mountain-laurel
(Kalmia latifolia)
in bloom in its
native habitat.

Figure 6. Border forsythia (Forsythia xintermedia) in flower
(midspring).

features, texture, or shape that can provide showiness
during nonflowering times.

Shrubs in this publication are hardy (tolerate minimum
winter temperatures) in U.S. Department of Agriculture
plant hardiness zones 6, 7, and 8, with noted exceptions.
Consult the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map web-

site if you are not familiar with plant hardiness zones
(http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZM Web/).

Functions and Characteristics of

Flowering Shrubs

A shrub is a multistem woody plant that is less than 16
feet tall.

Shrub Functions
Shrubs can serve several functions in the landscape.

* For beautification.
* As a specimen, focal, or accent plant in a landscape.

» As aborder/hedge to delineate areas of a landscape.
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» As foundation plants at the base of a house or other
structure.

* As a privacy barrier or to screen views.

* To serve environmental functions such as preventing
soil erosion, forming a windbreak, creating shade,
or as habitats and food sources for birds, insects,
spiders, and other animals.

* To provide food for human consumption.

Shrub Height

Shrub size categories (i.e., small, medium, and large)
are convenient designations to characterize the mature
height of multistemmed woody plants that can grow to
15 feet tall. In this publication, the following heights
are ascribed to these categories:

e Small shrubs are less than 5 feet tall.
e Medium shrubs are 5 to less than 9 feet tall.

» Large shrubs are 9 to 15 feet tall.

Some species are in more than one category. For
example, glossy abelia (4belia xgrandiflora) is typi-
cally a medium-size shrub, but under certain growing
conditions it can grow to a large shrub size. There are
also cultivars of this species that stay under 4 feet tall.

The distinction between a large shrub and small tree is
a matter of interpretation. For example, white fringe-
tree (Chionanthus virginicus; fig. 7) is a large shrub;
however, the lower limbs can be removed to create a
small tree form (single or multiple trunk; fig. 8).

Shrub Width

Plant width can vary from narrow to wide and will
affect its function in the landscape. A shrub’s size and

Figure 7.
Shrub form
of white
fringetree
(Chionanthus
virginicus).
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Figure 8. Small tree form of white fringetree (Chionanthus
virginicus).

growth rate are influenced by its species characteris-
tics and environmental conditions.

Genus

A genus is a group of species possessing similar fun-
damental traits but differing in other lesser characteris-
tics. The genus name is the first name of the two-word
Latin scientific name. For example, the scientific name
for crapemyrtle is Lagerstroemia indica. The genus
term is Lagerstroemia.

Species

A species is a natural group of plants composed of
similar individuals of a genus that can produce similar
offspring. These offspring can display minor varia-
tions in appearance and other aspects. The species
name is the first and second name of the two-word
Latin scientific name. For crapemyrtle, the species is
Lagerstroemia indica (“indica” is the specific epithet).

Cultivars and Clones

The terms “cultivar” and “clone” are synonymous and
are a subclassification of a species that are genetically
identical to their mother plant. Cultivars and clones
have been selected for a specific trait such as height,
form, flower, or leaf characteristics. For example, a
cultivar of crapemyrtle that has red flowers is ‘Arap-
aho’ (Lagerstroemia indica ‘Arapaho’).

There are numerous cultivars that have been selected
for a relatively small size. For example, panicle
hydrangea (Hydrangea paniculata) is typically a large
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shrub, but the clone Pinky Winky (‘Dvppinky’) is a
compact, medium-sized shrub. Oakleaf hydrangea
(Hydrangea quercifolia) is a medium shrub, but the
cultivar ‘Pee Wee’ is a compact, small shrub. Border
forsythia (Forsythia xintermedia is a large shrub, yet
the clone Gold Tide (‘Courtasol’) is a compact, small
shrub.

Shrub Impact

Generally, a shrub with numerous flowers has a greater
impact than one with fewer or smaller, less-obvious
flowers. Correspondingly, shrubs with a large size or
shrubs used in large groupings (massed) have a greater
visual impact than a small shrub or shrubs used singly
in the landscape. This is especially true when viewing
shrubs at a distance or while moving by quickly, as

in a vehicle. Massed shrub plantings are often used to
impart curb appeal to a landscape and draw attention
to buildings, entrances, and other prominent landscape
features.

Pruning Shrubs

Pruning may be necessary to control plant height and
width, to thin plants that are too dense, to remove
dead or diseased branches, or to rejuvenate a plant. In
terms of pruning for size control, select a species that
has a mature size that does not exceed the volume of
the shrub’s intended space; this will alleviate the need
for pruning for size control. A common mistake is to
plant a large shrub species as a foundation plant (for
example, at the foundation of a home, below windows,
or near an entryway). Plants in these situations will
ultimately outgrow their intended space and have to
be pruned. In this case, the correct choice is to select
a small to medium shrub. Hence, one should select

a species/cultivar that suits the volume (height and
width) of available landscape space.

An exception to selecting a species that has a mature
height appropriate to a particular area is when shrubs
are sheared into hedges or screens. In this case, the
annual clipping/shearing will maintain plants at the
desired height.

In general, spring flowering shrubs flower on one-
year-old stems; thus, flowering occurs on the out-
ermost portions of the plant. Some shrub species,
such as lilacs (e.g., Syringa vulgaris) and forsythia
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(Forsythia xintermedia), require the removal of the
larger, older stems on an annual basis to encourage
the production of younger, flowering wood. Pruning
out older branches results in the growth of new stems
that produce more flowers compared to the amount of
flowers produced large, old stems

The time of pruning is important for flowering shrubs.
Spring-flowering shrubs flower on “old wood” (i.e.,
flower buds that were produced on stems in the year
prior to flowering). For example, a rhododendron
(Rhododendron spp.) that flowers in spring produced
its flower buds about 10 months earlier in the prior
summer. Therefore, prune spring-flowering shrubs
right after they finish flowering; pruning spring flow-
ering shrubs in the summer, fall, winter, or early spring
removes flower buds and result in a poor or lack of
flower display that spring.

Summer-flowering shrubs flower on “new wood,” (i.e.,
flower buds are produced during the spring/summer in
the year that the plant bears flowers). For example, a
crapemyrtle (Lagerstroemia spp.) that flowers in the
summer produced its flower buds in late spring/early
summer during the same year. Lightly prune sum-
mer-flowering shrubs right after they flower, in some
cases to encourage repeat flowering, or in late winter
before new growth begins. Time of flower bud produc-
tion (old wood/new wood) is noted for the shrubs in
this publication.

Small Shrubs (less than 5 feet tall)

Mount Airy Fothergilla — Fothergilla ‘Mount
Airy’ (zones 5 to 9)

Mount Airy fothergilla makes quite a show in mid-
spring (fig. 9). Its upright branches are covered with
very attractive white flowers (fig. 10). Flowers are
borne on old wood. This plant also has exception-
ally showy, bright, fall-foliage colors composed of
mixtures of reds, oranges, yellows, and/or maroons
(fig. 11). Plants sucker (produce shoots form the root
system) to form large colonies over time. Mount Airy
fothergilla tolerates shade but has an absolute require-
ment for acid soils; alkaline soils result in chlorotic
(yellow) foliage and poor health. Mount Airy foth-
ergilla is a hybrid of dwarf fothergilla (Fothergilla
gardenia) and large fothergilla (Fothergilla major),
whose parents are native to the eastern U.S.
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Figure 9. Showy flower display of Mount Airy fothergilla
(Fothergilla ‘Mount Airy’).

Figure 10.

Mount Airy
fothergilla
(Fothergilla‘Mount
Airy’) flower offers
beauty in mid
spring.

Figure 11. Outstanding fall color of Mount Airy fothergilla
(Fothergilla‘'Mount Airy’) leaves.

Smooth Hydrangea — Hydrangea arborescens
(zones 4 to 9)

Smooth hydrangea produces showy, 4-inch, white
flat-topped flowers (lacecap type; ring of showy sterile
florets surrounding the inner circle of less showy fertile
flowers) in late spring/early summer that persist for
about a month; some cultivars bloom into July (figs.
12, 13). There are a few clones that have large (up to
10+ inches wide) globe-shaped (mophead type; sphere
of mostly sterile florets) flowers with ‘Annabelle’ (fig.
14) and Incrediball (‘Abetwo’) being some of the more
popular forms in the trade. Clones with spherical flow-
ers are quite showy due to the abundance of large-size
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Figure 12. Lacecap flowers of ‘White Dome’smooth
hydrangea (Hydrangea arborescens ‘White Dome’).

Figure 13.
Smooth
hydrangea
(Hydrangea
arborescens
‘White Dome’)
in full flower
(early summer).

Figure 14.
Ball-shaped
flower of
‘Annabelle’
smooth
hydrangea
(Hydrangea
arborescens
‘Annabelle’).

Figure 15. Floppy stems of ‘Annabelle’ smooth hydrangea
(Hydrangea arborescens ‘Annabelle’) under the weight of
its flowers.
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