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Dianthus is a genus of about 300 species of flowering plants, 
most of which are native to Europe and Asia.  Many go by the 
common name of “pinks,” such as China pinks (D. chinensis), 
maiden pinks (D. deltoids) cheddar pinks (D. 
gratianopolitanus) and feathered pinks (D. plumarius).  Sweet 
William (D. barbatus) and carnations (D. caryophyllus) are 
close cousins to the pinks.  Shopping for pinks can get a bit 
confusing as the species are mostly perennials, but a few are 
annuals or biennials. 
 
Cheddar pinks are the toughest, hardiest and most prolific 
species of dianthus followed by the feathered pinks.  Cheddar 

pinks are tough perennials that can tolerate heat, humidity and drought.  They are also an option for 
gardens where road salt spray is a problem as they are slightly salt tolerant.  Maiden pinks partially close 
their blooms at dusk.  C hina pinks are low-growing annuals.  Sweet William plants are biennial (or short-
lived perennials), so let them go to seed for more plants.  Carnations tend to b e less hardy than other 
dianthus. 
 
Pinks are so called because each flower petal has notched or frilly edges.  If you are familiar with pinking 
shears, cloth scissors that create a zig zag edge to keep fabric from fraying, then you have an idea of what 
the petal edges look like.  Many dianthus have pink blooms so there is some speculation that the name for 
the color pink was inspired by these flowers. 
 
Dianthus blooms come in shades of pink, red, rose, lavender, yellow, salmon and white.  Flowers may be 
solid colors or bicolor.  They may also be picotee, where the edge is a different color than the flower's 
base; usually solid colors edged in white or a paler shade.  Some blooms may have darker centers or 
flowers may have streaks.  Dianthus flowers are small and can be single, semi-double or double.  Blooms 
appear in spring or summer depending on the species.  Shear off old flowers to encourage plants to 
rebloom later in the summer. 
 
Some dianthus species are known for their strong spicy, clove fragrance.  Many dianthus plants have 
attractive bluish-grey, grass-like foliage that adds interest to the garden even when they are not blooming.  
Some plants may be mounded, forming neat cushions of foliage, while others can have an upright or a 
trailing habit.  Plants are also listed as deer resistant. 
 
Dianthus perform best in full sun to light shade.  They prefer fertile, well-drained soil but they will not 
tolerate wet soil conditions.  Crown rot may occur in wet, poorly-drained soils.  If you have had trouble 
over wintering them, wet winter soils could be the problem.  Soil pH should be slightly acidic to slightly 
alkaline. 
 



Dianthus are considered to be short-lived 
perennials.  In order to keep plants vigorous 
and produce new plants, divide them every 
two or three years.  You can also let them self-
sow to create new plants.  Apply a thin layer of 
compost each spring, followed by a thin layer 
of mulch to retain moisture and help control 
weeds.  Do not heavily mulch as this may 
encourage fungal problems. 
 
Plant dianthus at the front of garden be ds and 
borders so you can appreciate their tiny 
blooms and lovely clove scent.  Their drainage needs make dianthus perfect plants for rock gardens or to 
grow on planted stone walls.  Try them in sunny containers.  Annual dianthus look great when massed 
together.  Hummingbirds and butterflies are also attracted to the blooms. 
 
Plant breeders have created many new hybrid series that include a variety of colors, but ‘Firewitch’ and 
‘Frosty Fire’ are two varieties that have stood the test of time.  Both are hardy in zones 3 to 8.  Both bloom 
in the spring and will re-bloom in late summer and fall if deadheaded.  ‘Firewitch’ has clove scented, bright 
magenta blooms with white centers.  It is a mat-forming cheddar pink growing 6 to 12 inches tall and wide.  
The blue-green, needle-like foliage often lasts into winter before going dormant.  ‘Firewitch’ was named 
the 2006 Perennial Plant of the Year by the Perennial Plant Association.  
 
‘Frosty Fire’ produces quarter-sized, double, scarlet blossoms over a mat of gray-green foliage.  A 
moderate grower, it reaches 6 inches tall by 18 inches wide.  This dianthus is said to be unfazed by heat 
and humidity. 
 
Dianthus ‘Raspberry Swirl’ looks as good as it sounds.  Part of the “Dessert Series” this plant produces an 
early summer display of fragrant, single, light-pink flowers with a burgundy edge.  The center white eye is 
also ringed with a circle of burgundy.  As they age, the light pink turns to white and the burgundy to 
magenta. 
 
Dianthus ‘Devon Cottage™ Pinball Wizard’ has striking double blossoms that are bright splashes of pink 
and white stripes.  They look like miniature carnations. 
 
Pinks are a diverse group with new hybrids being introduced every year.  When buying for your garden, 
select your dianthus carefully to ensure you are getting a hardy perennial. 
 
Resources for this article include:  University of Vermont Extension, University of Florida, Midwest 
Gardening, Iowa State University, Missouri Botanical Garden and the National Gardening Association. 
 

 


