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Can you imagine a river of blue flowers flowing through 
your yard?  If you were to visit the Dutch Keukenhof 
Gardens in the spring, there is an area called the “Blue 
River.”  A broad, azure river is created by planting 
thousands of grape hyacinth (Muscari armeniacum) bulbs 
closely together.  It is frequently edged with other colorful 
spring bulbs.  Probably not something the average gardener 
is going to do in their back yard, but it certainly inspires one 
to plant at least a few grape hyacinths.  And fall is the time 
to plant bulbs for that future spring show. 
 

There are about 40 species of Muscari, but only a few are sold as ornamentals, the most common being 
Muscari armeniacum.  The scientific name Muscari comes from the Greek word for musk, which refers to 
the mildly sweet, grapey fragrance.  The common name refers to the shape of the bloom which look like 
small, bell-shaped clusters of grapes.  Muscari armeniacum are in the lily family.  It is a perennial, onion-
like bulb, which is native to southeastern Europe.  This species is hardy in USDA zones 3 - 9. 
 

Grape hyacinths grow four to eight inches tall.  Unlike most spring-blooming bulbs, grape hyacinths send 
up their narrow, green floppy leaves in the fall.  The leaves persists through the winter and are tolerant of 
temperatures down to zero degrees F.  They may suffer from winter burn if snow cover is light.  In the 
spring, each bulb sends up one to three flower stalks that have 20 to 40 tightly packed flowers.  Flowers 
are cobalt-blue with narrow, white rims which will last for about 2 weeks depending on the weather.  In 
early summer the foliage will die back and can then be removed. 
 

This bulb is easy to grow in average, well-drained soil.  If the soil is too wet or bulbs are planted too deeply, 
they may rot.  Plant bulbs 3 - 4 inches deep and 2 - 3 inches apart in fall.  For best flowering, plant bulbs in 
full sun to part shade.  The ground should be kept moist during the spring growing season, but after the 
foliage begins to die, reduce watering as the bulbs go dormant in summer. 
 

Bulbs can be purchased at your local garden center or ordered from a bulb 
company.  When buying in person look for bulbs that are large, firm and free of 
cuts or showing signs of fungal growth.  Grape hyacinths will happily naturalize 
in the garden, reproducing by bulb offsets and self-seeding.  In some situations 
grape hyacinths can become aggressive so plant them where you won’t mind if 
they spread.  On the plus side, they tolerate deer, clay soil and growing under 
black walnut trees.  No serious insect or disease problems have been noted. 
 

Because of their shorter stature, grape hyacinths look good when planted at the 
front of flowerbeds and borders, or lining walkways and paths.  They also mix 
well with other early blooming bulbs.  The electric blue flowers contrast nicely 
with bright yellow daffodils and flaming red tulips.  They will happily naturalize 
under trees and shrubs or in the lawn.  Grape hyacinths offer spectacular visual 

impact when planted in drifts or clusters of 50 or more plants.  They are also fairly easy to force for winter 



bloom and can even be potted up to be used in spring containers. 
 
Muscari latifolium is a little-known cousin to the grape hyacinth.  It deserves more attention as each bulb 
produces a single bicolored flower - bright blue on top and a deep purple below.  At 12 to 15 inches tall it is 
the tallest of the Muscaris. 
 
Muscari aucheri is from Turkey, where it grows in grassy alpine areas.  There are several named varieties 
available.  ‘Blue Magic’ is a vivid, deep sky blue with white lobes.  ‘Dark Eyes’ has white edged, deep blue 
flowers that are lighter at the top and darker on the bottom.  ‘White Magic’ has pure white blooms.  
‘Ocean Magic’ blooms start with white at the top, light blue in the middle blending to a deep, cobalt-blue 
at its base. 
 
Muscari macrocarpum ‘Golden Fragrance’ is a very fragrant, yellow flowered 
cultivar.  Considered winter hardy to Zone 6, it will usually survive Zone 5 
winters if mulched. 
 

Muscari comosum, commonly called the tassel hyacinth, is definitely a 
conversation piece.  It looks a bit like a purple alien from outer space.  Above 
the usual bunch of “grapes” at the bottom, the florets at the top are attached 
to their own purple stalks that give the flower a fancy headdress.  Hardy in 
zones 4 to 10, the species is hardier than its popular cultivar, ‘Plumosum’ 
which is winter hardy to Zone 6.  ‘Plumosum,’ often called feather hyacinth, 
has violet feathery flowers which do not look at all like a cluster of grapes. 
 
Muscari ‘Pink Sunrise’ is a hybrid with lightly scented blooms of densely compact, soft-pink florets that are 
paler at the top than the bottom.  Hardy in zones 4 to 8. 
 
If you are looking for a splash of mid-spring color, grape hyacinths will make a long lived addition to your 
garden. 
 
Resources: University of Wisconsin, Missouri Botanical Garden, Iowa State University, Ohio State University, 
John Scheepers, Inc., and Brent and Becky’s Bulbs. 
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