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Valued for their brilliant flower colors and shapes, tulips are 
an incredibly diverse family of plants.  The tulip is a member 
of the lily (Liliaceae) family.  They originate from the high 
plains of central Asia.  There are about 150 species of tulips 
that occur in the wild plus breeding programs have 
produced thousands of hybrids and cultivars.  Tulip flowers 
can be described as single or double, fringed, parrot, lily-
flowered, cup-shaped, bowl-shaped, goblet-shaped or star-
shaped.  Some tulips are so ruffled and full that they are 
mistaken for peonies.  Blooms of some tulips even have a 
subtle fragrance. 
 
Tulips are a hardy spring blooming bulb and can be planted in zones 3 to 8.  Plant tulips in mid to late fall 
when soil temperature is 55 degrees F or cooler.  October is a good time to plant as tulip bulbs will have 
time to develop a good root system before the ground freezes.  Choose a planting location with full to part 
sun, in soil that is well drained or the bulbs may rot.  Plant bulbs 6 to 8 inches deep and space bulbs 3 to 4 
inches apart.  Tulips look best when they are planted in informal groups of 12 or more bulbs.  They can be 
interplanted with perennials that will cover their foliage as it yellows and dies back. 
 
With the below normal temperatures for the first half of May and nights dipping below freezing, you may 
be noticing frost damage on your perennials, trees and shrubs.  If you see distorted tulip leaves and 
flowers you may put it down to frost damage, but take a closer look.  It could be a fungal disease, Botrytis 
blight (Botrytis tulipae).  Sometimes called Tulip Fire, it attacks all parts of the tulip plant.  There are other 
types of Botrytis that can infect fruits and plants, but this one is particular to tulips.  All of our garden tulip 
cultivars and species tulips are susceptible to this disease to some degree.  It will return year after year 
once a tulip planting is infected. 
 
Botrytis infections are favored by cool (60-degree F or less), rainy weather.  Botrytis can be particularly 
damaging when rainy, drizzly weather continues over several days.  Frost or hail injury can also set it off.  
Sound familiar? 
 
You may have already noticed the first evidence of this disease.  Stunted shoots, called primary infectors or 
“fire heads,” emerge from diseased bulbs with their twisted leaves tightly rolled and already carrying the 
blight.  These weak shoots often collapse and die.  If they do survive they may look withered and ragged.  
You may even see the fuzzy, greyish mold form in wet weather.  That grey mold is going to infect your 
healthy tulips as it is composed of a large number of spores.  Splashing raindrops and the wind carry it to 
your other tulip plantings. 
 
As the disease takes hold you will notice small spots on the leaves of nearby tulip plants.  The oval to round 
spots turn yellow to gray-brown and each will have a dark, water-soaked border.  The spots on stems will 
look more elongated and may even cause the stems to collapse.  In wet weather, leaf lesions can cover a 
large part of a leaf quickly and turn whitish gray with a brownish tinge.  During dry weather the affected 
leaf tissue may be brittle and become torn by the wind. 



The disease can infect the bulbs which leads to future infections.  Black fungal structures called sclerotia 
will develop on the outer scales of the bulb.  These tough little structures are very weather resistant, 
allowing the fungus to survive in the soil for a number of years.  For this reason, it is a good idea to rotate 
where you plant your tulips.  If you have a severe infection, you may decide to dig up and inspect your 
bulbs in the fall.  Bulbs that have been cut or bruised are more likely to become infected.  When planting 
new tulips pick a location where you have not grown tulips in at least 3 years. 
 
The best way to manage Botrytis tulipae is by regularly inspecting your tulips and good garden sanitation.  
Remove diseased plant parts as soon as symptoms are noticed.  Carry a pail or bag with you during your 
garden walks so you can pick off infected leaves or blooms.  You may have to remove an entire plant if you 
can see it is infected at the base.  Dig up the bulb too.  Try not to disturb infected plants when they are wet 
with rain or even dew as that can spread the spores.  Infected plant debris should be removed from the 
garden and discarded in the garbage.  Never compost diseased or infected plant material. 
 
If you have problems with tulip fire this year, make sure to cut and remove fading flowers before the 
petals fall off.  Also cut and remove the foliage at ground level when it yellows.  Discard the plant material.  
Make a note in your garden journal so that you are sure to check your plants early next season.  Consider 
applying a fungicide to help protect them from the disease. 
 
If you do decide to protect your tulips next year, you will have to apply the fungicide as soon as the leaves 
emerge from the soil in the spring.  A fungicide labeled for use on tulips and for Botrytis blight can be used.  
Continue spraying until the bloom stage.  Follow all label instructions. 
 
With good sanitation and regular inspection of your tulips, Botrytis blight can be managed. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University Plant Disease Diagnostic Clinic, University of Illinois 
Extension and Iowa State University. 
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