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molinia
Get to know 

 It’s well-behaved, hardy as heck, and stunningly 
beautiful, so find the best one for you

By RichaRd hawke

Beautiful in summer  
but stunning in fall.  
Unlike many ornamental  
grasses, molinias, such as 
‘Skyracer’, get gorgeous  
autumn color that rivals the 
show of deciduous trees.
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Top peRfoRmeRs foR youR gaRden

The wide, arching leaves of ’Bergfreund’ have a coarser appear-
ance—I think it’s even a little wild-looking—than cultivars with 
thinner vertical foliage. Despite the coarse-textured leaves, the tall 
arching flower stems make it unexpectedly graceful. The dense 
flower clusters, up to 25 inches long, turn from green-and-purple 
flowers in summer to coppery seed heads by midfall. In late fall, 
the floral stems become pinkish orange as the leaves turn yellow. At 
68 inches tall with flowers, ‘Bergfreund’ is a respectable size, and 
catching it backlit by the setting sun is a real treat.

For the results of a study on the invasiveness of 
miscanthus, go to FineGardening.com/extras.

weB 
extra

G rasses are dynamic garden plants. 

Whether large or small, for 

structure, motion, sound, and 

even light, grasses are unparalleled in their 

effect, and their charm increases tenfold 

when massed. Molinia, also known as purple 

moor grass, is no exception; in fact, its foun-

tainesque form and tall stature exemp lify 

the best attributes of grasses. It is especially 

prized in Europe—evident in so many of the 

cultivar names—but somewhat underappre-

ciated here. With Miscanthus sinensis right-

fully out of favor due to its invasive nature, 

molinia merits greater attention.

Promoting nonnative grasses can be a 

hot-button issue. I get it in the case of mis-

canthus and even fountain grass (Pennisetum 

alopecuroides and cvs., Zones 4–9), but from 

my experience, molinia isn’t worri some and 

is a good substitute for wayward grasses.  

Of course, I concede to anyone who has 

had it escape in their landscape; molinia has 

found its way into scattered natural areas 

in the Northeast, northern Wisconsin, and 

western Oregon. By most measures, it’s 

probably not a thug, but caution is prudent. 

That said, I have never discovered a seedling 

in our trial. Based on this and its undeniable 

good looks, a molinia (or three) might be 

just the fine-textured treasure your garden 

has been missing.
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‘moorhexe’ has vertical, thin, dark green leaves, which 
give it a refined habit; I like it better than its droopy-
leaved cousins. Narrow heads of dark purple-green flow-
ers age to golden tan in late summer before shattering in 
autumn. The spent inflorescences have a ghostly argent 
quality that is accentuated when backlit by morning or 
late-day sunlight. In early fall, the flower stems take on  
orange and bronze tones before turning deeply bronze a 
few weeks later. ‘Moorhexe’ has a fairly narrow upright 
habit to 4 feet tall and slightly wider. While equally robust 
and stunning in their floral effect, shorter molinias such as 
‘Moorhexe’ and ‘Dauerstrahl’ are not as dramatic as the 
giant ones.

I liked the imposing size of ‘skyracer’ from the first time 
I saw it rising up through a midsummer meadow. Our 
plants never reached the touted eight-foot mark, but at 
nearly seven feet tall they were no shirker. The distance 
between the compact leafy mounds and airy flower heads 
is what creates all the drama, both in soaring height and 
the playful movement of its supple stems in the wind. 
While the arching leaves are still green, the flower stems 
take on a pinkish tinge in late fall. ‘Skyracer’, like other 
molinias, eventually turns all gold to tawny and is particu-
larly vibrant on gray winter days. Tall selections needn’t 
be relegated to the back but can punctuate the midborder 
with surprising lightness due to the see-through quality of 
the thin stems and flowers.

Top peRfoRmeRs foR youR gaRden
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Zones: 4–9

conditions: Full sun; 
moist, well-drained soil 

Bloom time: Late summer 
through fall

pests and disease: None 

Traits: Slow growth to 
start; only infrequent  
dividing needed

As names go, ‘Transparent’ is fairly expressive—it’s a 
nod to the see-through quality of molinia’s wispy flow-
ers. In leaf, ‘Transparent’ is coarse, with a mix of vertical 
and arching broad leaves forming a  robust bushy mound 
to 3 feet tall. The green-and-purple plume like inflo-
rescences ripen to golden tan in late summer, and the 
flower stems turn yellow long before the leaves change 
to soft golden yellow in late fall. At peak, ‘Transparent’ 
was 7 feet tall and almost 5 feet across the fanned floral 
crown that’s held high above the foliage.

The differences between molinia cultivars can be subtle, 
relying on a change in height or slightly more color to  
set one apart from another. ‘fontäne’ was one of a few 
selections with darker purple flowers. Low mounded 
clumps to 24 inches tall are topped with arched flower 
stems starting in early summer. Those plumes can be 
nearly 4 feet tall, giving the plant serious wow-factor. In 
autumn when the seed heads are a toasted golden tan, 
rich mahogany stems together with yellow leaves give 
‘Fontäne’ a beautiful coppery golden glow.

Top peRfoRmeRs foR youR gaRden

moLiNia 
(Molinia caerulea ssp. caerulea and cvs.;  
M. caerulea ssp. arundinacea and cvs.)

[ AT A GLANCE ]
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The ins and outs of molinia

naming issues: Research at Kew Gardens in 
England established that the different foliar traits 
of Molinia caerulea ssp. caerulea and M. caerulea 
ssp. arundinacea are cultural rather than genetic, 
which invalidates their distinction as subspecies. 
in the wild, the two subspecies grow together; 
however, the broad leaves and increased vigor 

of plants distinguished as M. caerulea ssp. arun-
dinacea is due to unusually moist, fertile soils. 
Conversely, plants designated as M. caerulea ssp. 
caerulea are found growing on drier edges of 
the same bogs and moors. This information has 
not caught up with nomenclature, so the names 
reflect what’s commonly found in nurseries and 
garden centers.

condiTions: molinia likes sunny open places 
with moist, well-drained soils. a preference for 
acidic to neutral pH doesn’t seem to matter much 
since it thrives in our alkaline soils. Consistent 
moisture is critical in hot, dry periods, as it is not 
drought-tolerant—it grows naturally in moors, 
bogs, fens, and grasslands throughout Europe to 
western Siberia. 

haRdiness: molinia is quite cold-hardy, long-
lived, adaptable to most garden conditions,  
and tolerant of partial shade. it is also slow to  
establish, needing up to three years to reach  
flowering age.

floweRs: Ranging from a few feet to a towering 
8 feet tall, this grass packs a lot of oomph into its 
slender flower stems without feeling too hefty. 
molinia blossoms fairly late for a cool-season 
grass, typically beginning in early summer, and 
it blooms best in areas with cool summer nights. 
The flowers get most of their color from the deli-
cate purple anthers dangling from each tiny floret 
(photo left). Tall selections such as ‘Windspiel’ and 
‘Skyracer’ are especially dramatic and kinetic in 

 [ TriAL pArAmETErs ] 

Since 2013, the  
Chicago Botanic Garden  

has evaluated 16 selections 
of molinia. 

duRaTion 
Minimum of  

6 years

paRTicipanTs 
A variety of Molinia caerulea 
ssp. caerulea and M. caerulea 

ssp. arundinacea and their 
cultivars were trialed. 

Zone: 5b

condiTions 
Full sun; well-drained,  
alkaline, clay-loam soil

caRe 
Minimal, allowing the plants 
to thrive or fail under natural 
conditions. Plants were irri-
gated in hot, dry weather. 

Besides observing their orna-
mental traits, we monitored 

how well they grew and 
adapted to environmental 
and soil conditions while 

keeping a close eye on any 
disease or pest problems 

and assessing plant injury or 
losses over winter.

CuLTurE

Interestingly, I grew ’cordoba’ several years 
before I started the trial. Though uncommon, 
it is definitely worth tracking down. ‘Cordoba’ 
has a commanding presence, with gracefully 
arching flower stems to 7 feet tall. It was a solid 
performer for eight years and became the one to 
beat in our trial. The strong architectural form is 
enhanced by copious, large purple-green flower 
heads, to 18 inches tall, which move and rustle in 
the gentlest breeze. Tawny seed heads shatter late 
in the season, leaving silvery skeletons atop ocher 
stems. ‘Cordoba’ ends it all cloaked in a vivid 
golden-yellow mantle; if winter is kind, this show 
can last almost into the following spring.

uncommon selecTions To hunT foR

anthers give 
flowers their 
color
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flower, and the diaphanous floral plumes are 
luminous when backlit by the sun.

mainTenance: Late fall to early winter 
cleanup is recommended; if you’re a neatnik, 
it’s essential. The colorful stems may remain 
erect for much of the winter but are as likely 
to flop, dislodge, and generally look disas-
trous. The generous height of the stems only 
compounds the mess. 

pRopagaTion: Divisions can be taken in 
early spring, but because of molinia’s slow-
growing nature, it is best to wait until your 
plants are several years old before attempting 
to divide them. Typically, older plants get a 

hole in their middle (photo left), indicating it’s 
time to divide.

haBiT: Despite having a grand architectural 
presence, molinia is simple in form—tufted 
mounds of basal leaves with slender upright 
to arching stems topped with airy clusters of 
tiny florets. The long, pointed leaf blades may 
be narrow with a vertical stance or broad with 
an arching habit. 

fall coloR: While leaves and flower stems 
are green in summer, they glow and smolder 
in autumnal hues of gold, orange, and red. 
The only nongreen form is ‘Variegata’, with  
its creamy yellow stripes. 

sTaying poweR: molinia is unique among 
ornamental grasses because it is deciduous, 
which means it sheds its leaves in autumn. 
However, in my experience, the leaves don’t 
abscise as neatly as the term implies; rather, 
they gradually fall away as winter creeps 
on. Heavy snow will topple them and aid in 
breaking off the leaves and flower stems, 
causing a nasty jumble overnight. This is 
the best argument to be made for shearing 
them early. Having said that, i’ve observed 
fully upright (and attached) leaves and flower 
stems through nearly entire winters; M. cae-
rulea ssp. caerulea types stand up to time 
and heavy snow better than the broad-leaved 
ones (photo right). The amber winter color 
is only a shade or two lighter than the bright 
autumnal show.

needs 
division

One of the first things I noticed about ‘heidebraut’ was the swarthi-
ness of its flowers; it is amazing that tiny purple-black anthers alone 
can create such an impressive display. In its eagerness to show off, the 
flowers begin blooming just as they poke out of the foliage, but eventu-
ally the stems rise a couple of feet above lush mounds of fine-textured 
green leaves. ‘Heidebraut’ has a strong upright habit, reaching a modest 
5 feet tall with flowers. The muted golden yellow flower stems are the 
real autumnal show; the color holds even after the leaves have shriv-
eled. And as the tan seeds shatter, the spidery silver inflorescences add a 
bit of interest in the early winter light. 

‘Heidebraut’ has a strong upright habit, reaching 
a modest 5 feet tall with flowers. 

certain species  
persist in winter
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Richard Hawke is plant evaluation manager at the Chicago Botanic Garden in Glencoe, Illinois.

uncommon selecTions To hunT foR

‘dutch dreamer’ is a brand-new selection of  
molinia that I have not personally grown but 
am eager to get after observing it in other gar-
dens. I’m confident that it’s worth a try because 
it comes from the breeding genius of Brent 
Horvath, who has created a variety of amazing 
perennials and ornamental grasses. At just 5 feet 
tall, ‘Dutch Dreamer’ neither towers above small 
plants nor is dwarfed by larger ones. Not to be 
outdone by the others, come autumn its broad 
blades and floral stems glow golden, too.

‘poul petersen’ is a compact, stocky selection named by Piet  
Oudolf for a Danish nurseryman. I don’t know Poul, but I always  
love a back story. At 44 inches tall, ‘Poul Petersen’ is one of the 
shortest of the group and has a bushy vase-shaped habit and 
slightly arching green leaves. Feathery flower heads of green and 
dark purple make for a pretty show in early summer, followed by 
tan seed heads in late summer. The clear golden-yellow fall color 
stacks up well to any molinia. 
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SOURCES
•  Bluestem Nursery; christina Lake, bc; 250-447-6363; www.bluestem.ca

•  Free Spirit Nursery; Langley, bc; 604-533-7373; freespiritnursery.ca

•  Quackin’ Grass Nursery; brooklyn, ct; 860-779-1732; quackingrassnursery.com

•  Digging Dog Nursery; albion, ca; 707-937-1130; diggingdog.com

RaTing molinia planT  
heighT*

planT 
widTh

floweR 
coloR

floweR 
lengTh

Bloom 
Begins

★★★ M. caerulea 16/45 in. 50 in. green, purple 8 in. early summer

★★★★

M. caerulea ssp. 
arundinacea 
‘Bergfreund’

28/68 in. 62 in. green, purple 25 in. early summer

★★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 

arundinacea ‘Cordoba’
38/84 in. 72 in. green, purple 18 in. early summer

★★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 

arundinacea ‘Fontäne’
24/70 in. 60 in.

green, dark 
purple

16 in. early summer

★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 
arundinacea ‘Karl 

Foerster’
35/87 in. 65 in. green, purple 22 in. early summer

★★★★ M. caerulea ssp. 
arundinacea ‘Skyracer’

28/78 in. 68 in. green, purple 19 in. early summer

★★★ M. caerulea ssp. 
arundinacea ‘Staefa’

40/100 in. 82 in. green, purple 32 in. early summer

★★★★

M. caerulea ssp. 
arundinacea 
‘Transparent’

36/85 in. 56 in. green, purple 20 in. early summer

★★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 

arundinacea 
‘Windspiel’

33/80 in. 75 in.
green, purple-

pink
40 in. late summer

★★★★ M. caerulea ssp. 
caerulea ‘Dauerstrahl’

24/53 in. 57 in. green, purple 13 in. midsummer

★★★ M. caerulea ssp. 
caerulea ‘Heidebraut’

28/58 in. 68 in.
green, purple-

black
12 in. midsummer

★★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 

caerulea ‘moorflamme’
28/56 in. 70 in. green, purple 15 in. early summer

★★★★ M.caerulea ssp. 
caerulea ‘moorhexe’

19/48 in. 55 in.
green, dark 

purple
10 in. early summer

★★★★
M.caerulea ssp. 
caerulea ‘Poul 

Petersen’
20/44 in. 56 in.

green, dark 
purple

10 in. early summer 

★★★★
M. caerulea 
ssp. caerulea 

‘Strahlenquelle’
25/50 in. 48 in. green, purple 15 in. early summer

★★★
M. caerulea ssp. 

caerulea ‘Variegata’
15/30 in. 36 in. green, purple 7 in. early summer

RaTing key

★★★★ Excellent
★★★ Good
★★ Fair
★ Poor

[  moLiNiA TriAL rEsuLTs ] 

* Plant height 
indicates 
without flowers/
with flowers


