
T he subtle blossoms of Tricyrtis, or toad
lily, bloom in late summer and autumn,
a time of year when color is rare in

shade and woodland gardens. Uncommon
beauty, late-season blooms and adaptability to
shade give the toad lilies exceptional garden
merit.

There are 16 herbaceous perennial
species of Tricyrtis, native from the eastern
Himalayas to China, Japan, Taiwan and the
Philippines, growing in tall grass near the edge
of mountain woodlands or in damp, shady
ravines. Toad lilies have vertical to slightly
arched stems, and most spread by creeping rhi-
zomes. Leaves vary by species and can be
lance- to egg-shaped, hairy to hairless, con-
colorous or mottled, and with or without a
clasping base that surrounds the stem. The
white or yellow flowers are borne in terminal
and/or axillary clusters, and typically begin
blooming in early autumn. Flowers may
appear lavender or purple rather than white
due to the degree of purple blotching on the
tepals, the segments of a flower that cannot be
distinguished as a petal or sepal. Like other
members of the Lily family, or Liliaceae,
Tricyrtis flowers are composed of mostly
equal-sized segments, three inner tepals and

three outer tepals. The tepals usually form an
upward- or downward-facing funnel, and
pouch-like appendages are located at the base
of each outer tepal. 

Toad lilies are perfect plants for moist
woodlands or shady gardens. In cultivation,
they grow best in a moist, humus-rich soil, in
light to moderate shade. Foliage may scorch
in full sun, but plants will tolerate more sun-
light if given adequate soil moisture. Leaves
emerge in late spring, usually avoiding frost,
but flowers and leaves can be damaged by
early autumn frost. The flowers open late in
the season when many other perennials, espe-
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T. macropoda were up to 3 inches wide 
and uniquely different from the broad,
lance-shaped leaves of the other toad lilies
being evaluated.

Plant habits were either upright or bowed,
with arched stems varying from gently nod-
ding to 45 degrees. The stems of Tricyrtis hirta
often arched in the same direction, thus giv-
ing the plants a graceful, flowing quality. All
the toad lilies were rhizomatous, although
some taxa spread more quickly than others to
form large masses. The most vigorously
spreading taxa included Tricyrtis formosana,
T. hirta, T. hirta ‘Miyazaki’, T. latifolia and T.
macropoda. Spreading was not observed on
‘Lemon Lime’ and T. macranthopsis. Division
was not required on any plants. Robust habits
were noted on T. formosana, T. hirta, T. hirta
‘Miyazaki’ and ‘Miyazaki Gold’, T. latifolia, T.
macropoda, ‘Sinonome’ and ‘Tojen’. Lax or
lodged stems and open plant centers were
observed in one or more years on T. hirta
‘Alba’, ‘Kohaku’, T. latifolia and T. macran-
thopsis. The leaves and stems of the early-
blooming Tricyrtis latifolia began to go dor-
mant shortly after the last flowers faded in
August. 

Although winter hardiness was a primary
consideration of the trial, cold temperatures
did not prove to be a significantly detrimental
problem for the toad lilies. Crown injury was
the most common damage and was observed
in one or more years on the following taxa:
Tricyrtis hirta in 1991-92 and 1995-96, T.
hirta ‘Miyazaki’ in 1991-92 and 1995-96, T.
hirta ‘Variegata’ in 1994-95 and ‘Sinonome’
in 1994-95. The rhizomatous nature of the toad

lilies allowed these plants to rebound each sea-
son and reform into large, vigorous clumps.
The only toad lilies that died during the first
winter were T. formosana ‘Amethystina’ in
1992-93 and T. hirta ‘Golden Gleam’ in 1996-
97. Frost injury to flowers and foliage was
noted each autumn, but without an early
killing frost, many plants often continued
flowering into November. Severe damage to
both stems and flowers was observed at tem-
peratures below 28 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Most of the toad lilies adapted to the cul-
ture of the test site and developed into healthy,
robust plants. The garden was shaded for most
of the day, except in one corner of the bed
where Tricyrtis hirta ‘Miyazaki’ grew. These
plants did not appear to be adversely affected
by the midday sun, although the leaves were
usually a lighter green than other T. hirta cul-
tivars. The foliage of T. hirta ‘Variegata’ was
scorched in 1994 after an overhead limb was
removed from a red oak, suddenly increasing



ished flowering. Although the floral display is
most effective in large groups or masses, sin-
gle toad lily plants provide a pleasant accent or
companion to other shade plants. The subtle
charm of the blossoms is best observed at a
close range, especially near the front or middle
of the garden or border.

Of the 24 Tricyrtis taxa that began the
project, two-thirds completed four or more
years of evaluation. And two-thirds of those
plants finished the trial with good to excellent
final ratings, which were based on flower pro-
duction, ornamental quality, plant health, win-
ter hardiness and disease or pest resistance.
The toad lilies were generally adaptable to the
shady but periodically droughty conditions of
the test site. The inconsistent soil moisture was
not conducive to healthy growth for all the
toad lilies. Those whose development was
impaired by the cultural conditions of the test
site included Tricyrtis macranthopsis and the
variegated cultivars ‘Lemon Lime’, ‘Golden
Gleam’ and ‘White Flame’.

Excellent ratings were given to Tricyrtis
formosana and T. hirta ‘Miyazaki’ because of
their superior floral displays, robust habits,
winter hardiness and disease resistance.
Flower production on the other toad lilies was
usually low at peak bloom, but extended flow-
ering periods of six to 10 weeks were not
uncommon. Healthy, robust plants were also
noted for T. hirta, T. hirta ‘Miyazaki Gold’, T.
latifolia, T. macropoda, ‘Sinonome’ and
‘Tojen’. Whether stem habits were vertical or
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