
Horticulture Diagnostic Laboratory 
Cornell University 
Cooperative Extension 
of Suffolk County 
www.ccesuffolk.org 

Extension Education Center 
423 Griffing Ave, Ste 100 
Riverhead, NY l 1901-3071 
631-727-4126 

Bayard Cutting Arboretum 
Montauk Hwy 
Creal River, NY 11739 
631-581 -4223 

Pruning Hydrangea 
Hydrangeas are one of the most common landscape shrubs, however when it comes to pruning they are 
the least understood. Before you prune, you’ll need to know which one you have. The following photos, 
descriptions, and chart will help you to determine the type of hydrangea you have and when to prune. 

Big leaf hydrangea Hydrangea macrophylla: Originally hailing from Japan, this hydrangea blooms from 
buds produced the previous year. It often suffers from winter injury due to late spring frosts, winter 
temperature fluctuations, or exposed sites where sweeping winds kill the tender flower buds. The flower 
color of most cultivars are affected by the soil acidity; clear blue where acid soils are present and 
lavender, purple and pink or mixed blooms where the pH is neutral or alkaline. The flower head form can 
be flat topped with large sterile flowers rimming the tiny pollen producing fertile flowers (referred to as 
lace-cap), or composed completely of sterile flowers (commonly called mophead, or pom pom) and ball 
shaped. The most common reason for pruning is incorrect placement in the landscape.  Big leaf 
hydrangeas can grow into very large plants over time, depending on variety! Limit pruning to the thinning 
of older stems, winter killed wood or the removal of dried flower heads called dead heading, unless it 
simply is too big for its spot. Some common varieties are; ‘Nikko Blue’, ‘Glowing Embers’, ‘Ayesha’, 
‘Blue Wave’, ‘Pia’, ‘Mariesii’, and ‘Twist & Shout’. New cultivars come out each season. 
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Mountain hydrangea Hydrangea serrata: Hailing from the mountains of Korea and Japan, this species 
is a compact version of the Big leaf hydrangea. Like H. macrophylla, flowers are produced on stems of 
the previous year. Other than size, these plants behave much like the big leaf hydrangeas, but flowering 
appears to be less impacted by winter injury. Hydrangea serrata flowers may be less showy than H. 
macrophylla, but are dependable bloomers which require less space. Follow the pruning advice for the 
Big leaf hydrangea above or do no pruning at all. Some commonly available cultivars are ‘Beni Gaku’, 
‘Blue Billows’, ‘Blue Bird’, ‘Preziosa’ and ‘Fuji Waterfall’. 

Oakleaf hydrangea Hydrangea quercifolia: This old wood blooming, native U.S. hydrangea has leaves 
which resemble those of an oak, as its common name suggests. Flowers are typically greenish white when 
they open, maturing to white and fading to hues of pink and red, particularly in some of the newer 
cultivars. Flower panicles are typically composed of sterile and fertile flowers, with variations in 
quantities of each. Oakleaf hydrangeas develop beautiful exfoliating bark as they mature, and offer 
dramatic fall color before the leaves drop. Pruning should be kept to a minimum to allow the bark to fully 
develop. Some common varieties available in the trade are ‘Snow Queen’, ‘Alice’, ‘Ruby Slippers’, ‘Pee 
Wee’, and ‘Snowflake’. 



Peegee hydrangea Hydrangea paniculata: Also known as the panicle hydrangea, this new wood 
bloomer has varying combinations of sterile and fertile flowers depending on variety, found on attractive 
panicles. Unlike the previous group of hydrangeas, since flowers form on the wood of the current season, 
they are forgiving when it comes to pruning. You can prune them in the fall once the blooms fade, in the 
winter while they are dormant and even early in the spring before growth commences. The more severe 
these are pruned from year to year the large the flowers will be. ‘Limelight’, ‘Pinky Winky’, ‘Tardiva’, 
and ‘Vanilla Strawberry’ are a few readily available cultivars. 

Smooth Hydrangea Hydrangea arborescens: This Eastern U.S, native hydrangea has wood which 
typically is not winter hardy, but fear not, lots of new growth will emerge in the spring on which it will 



 

bloom profusely. The blooms are similar in shape to the mop head H. macrophylla types, and are 
typically composed of sterile flowers. There are some cultivars which have both fertile and sterile 
flowers. The color is similar to that of the Peegee hydrangea, starting greenish white, maturing to white 
and then fading back to dull green or pink with some of the newer varieties. These can be pruned after the 
blooms fade in the fall, or cut the winter killed wood back to the ground in the spring. ‘Grandiflora’, 
‘Annabelle’, ‘Incrediball’, and ‘Incrediball Blush’ are some commonly available cultivars. 

Below is a simple chart which compares all of the previously described hydrangeas with regard to 
bloom time and pruning schedule with no interruption to flowering; 

Common name Botanical name When to prune When it blooms 
Big leaf hydrangea; 
florist; hortensia 

Hydrangea 
macrophylla 

After bloom in summer, 
when blooms begin to fade 

Mid-May to Mid-June 

Mountain hydrangea; 
sawtooth hydrangea 

Hydrangea serrata After bloom in summer, 
when blooms begin to fade 

Mid-May to Mid-June 

Oak leaf hydrangea Hydrangea quercifolia After bloom in summer, 
when blooms begin to fade 

Mid-May to Mid-June 

Climbing hydrangea Hydrangea petiolaris After bloom in summer, 
when blooms begin to fade 

Mid-May to Mid-June 

Peegee hydrangea; 
panicle hydrangea 

Hydrangea paniculata Late winter, before growth 
begins 

July and August 

Smooth hydrangea Hydrangea 
arborescens 

Late winter, before growth 
begins 

July and August 
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