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Iris is the largest genus of the family Iridaceae which has up to 
300 species.  Iris comes from the Greek word for a rainbow, 
due to the rainbow of bloom colors including blue, pink, 
purple, reddish, white, yellow and bi-colors.  Bearded German 
iris (Iris germanica), with its numerous cultivars, is probably 
the most commonly grown iris in the perennial garden. 
 
Bearded iris is a hardy, long-lived perennial that requires 
minimum maintenance.  The flowers have six petals; three 
upright petals (standards) and three hanging petals (falls).                 
A fuzzy beard runs down the middle of each fall.  Most 
bearded iris flower in the late spring.  Some of the new 
cultivars re-flower in the summer and fall, although the 
second display is not as showy. 
 
The elegant petals of the bearded iris serve practical purposes.  The upright standards function as colorful 
flags to attract pollinating insects, while the downward curving falls act as a landing pad.  The yellow 
blotches and veining are the road map that directs the insect to the nectar and the fuzzy beard helps the 
pollinators hang on. 
 
Iris have thick, fleshy, underground stems (rhizomes) that store food produced by the sword-shaped 
leaves.  The rhizomes grow best when planted at or slightly below the soil surface with the feeder roots 
growing into the soil below.  Rhizomes like to bask in the sun so keep the bed free of weeds and plant 
debris.  Success with iris depends on keeping the rhizomes healthy.  Good soil drainage is essential to keep 
them from rotting.  Over watering is a common mistake with iris.  Newly planted rhizomes need moisture 
so their root systems develop, but once established they should be watered when the top three inches of 
soil dries out. 
 

Iris thrive in full sun but some of the delicate pink and blue iris hold their color better in partial shade.  
Excessive shade will reduce or prevent flowering.  Iris will grow in many soil types but a light, loamy soil 
with a pH of 6 to 7 that has been amended with organic matter is preferred.  A light application of fertilizer 
in the early spring and a second light application about a month after bloom will reward you with good 
growth and blooms.  Nitrogen encourages rot problems so avoid using fertilizers high in nitrogen.  Do not 
put fertilizer directly on rhizomes, but place it around them. 
 

Iris generally become crowded after 3 to 5 years and should be divided.  If plants become too crowded 
flowering will decline.  The best time to divide iris is four to six weeks after blooming, in July to early 
August, when the plant is semi-dormant.  This will allow them to become well established before winter.  
Iris should be planted at least six weeks before the first hard frost.  Iris are usually planted 12 to 24 inches 
apart.  Planting closer gives an immediate colorful effect and faster clump formation, but they will need to 
be divided in two to three years. 
 

When dividing iris cut the foliage fan back to three to six inches, removing any dead or yellow leaves.  Dig 
up the rhizomes and cut them apart into 3 to 4 inch sections with a sharp knife.  Save the healthy outer 
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growth connected to the current stem tissue.  Discard old woody growth or anything that looks diseased 
and check for iris borers.  Roots can be trimmed back to two inches.  Now is a good time to add compost to 
the iris bed and dig it in before replanting. 
 

Plant your rhizomes at or just barely below the soil surface.  The traditional way to plant iris is to dig a 
shallow hole large enough to accommodate the rhizome or clump of rhizomes.  Build up a small mound of 
soil in the center of the planting hole.  Make the mound high enough so the top of the rhizome is slightly 
above soil level.  Center the rhizome on the mound and spread the roots out to either side.  Firm the soil 
around the roots and water thoroughly.  Iris should be planted so the rhizome tops are visible and the 
roots are spread out going down into the soil.  A common mistake is to plant bearded iris too deeply.  
Depending upon the maturity of the rhizome you may or may not get blooms the following spring. 
 

The most common and serious problem with bearded iris is the iris borer.  The larvae attack the central 
leaf stalk and tunnel down into the rhizome where they pupate and emerge as an adult moth.  You can 
physically remove them from the leaves and rhizomes or use an insecticide. 
 

Bacterial soft rot is the most serious iris disease.  Bacteria enter through injuries or cuts to the rhizome.  
The rhizomes become mushy and have a disagreeable odor.  Dig up and destroy diseased rhizomes.  If the 
rot is not extensive, you can cut off and destroy diseased plant parts. 
   
Leaves may become dotted with small, brown spots.  Bacterial leaf spot has a watery, streaked 
appearance.  Water-soaked margins around the spot turn yellow.  Fungal leaf spots are rust colored, drier 
and more confined.  Disease organisms overwinter on old foliage, so cut and destroy leaves of infected 
plants in the fall.  Spray with an approved fungicide during extended periods of high humidity or rainy 
seasons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bearded iris are an eye-catching addition to any garden.  If you want to extend the iris season in your 
garden, there are some less common species worth growing such as dwarf iris (I. reticulata and I. 
danfordiae), Dutch iris (I. hollandica), sweet iris (I. pallida), dwarf bearded iris (I. pumila), dwarf crested iris 
(I. cristata) and the shade tolerant Japanese roof iris (I. tectorum). 
 
Sources for this article include: University of Minnesota, North Carolina State University, Schreiner's Iris 
Gardens and The American Iris Society. 
 

 

 

 


