The Genus Delphinium

(by Fran Dennett)
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The genus Delphinium – a member of the Ranunculus family – is a large genus of approximately 300 species with about 100 of them being important to gardeners.  They are concentrated in the northern hemisphere temperate zone, with a few scattered in the high altitudes of Africa.  The species range in height from dwarf alpines to giants in the eight foot range.  Various shades of blue is the common color with red and yellow represented, but the real color ranges is reserved for the hybrids—all shades of blue, reds, pinks, purples and bicolour.

Under Arthur R. Buckley’s curatorship at the Experimental Farm, deliphinium species as well as the European and American hybrids were grown, tested and evaluated.  The following information is from Buckley’s book, Canadian Garden Perennials (1977).

Delphinium elatum (common delphinium) – Buckley feels that due to its long and obscure history, the true species is in cultivation only as a parent (i.e., for breeding stock) of the modern delpiniums.  The species flower is a simple raceme, branched at the base.  The lower petals are blue with the upper petals brownish violet, two-lobed with a yellow beard and long spurred sepals.

D. formosum originates in Turkey is about 2½ feet high, the flower is light blue and blooms in June-July.
D. grandiflorum (Chinese or butterfly delphinium) varies from 1-3 feet high, has blue or white flowers and finely cut foliage and blooms in June.  It is short-lived but has a long blooming period.  The breeders have also been at this species.  It is easy to grow from seed and often blooms the first year.  Cultivars: ‘Blue or White Butterfly’, ‘Blue Mirror’, ‘Blue Gem’ and ‘Azure Fairy’.

D. menziesii, a British Columbia native, is a dark blue tuberous type, about 8 inches high and blooms in June-July.  The tuber dries completely after flowering.

D. nudicaule is a short-lived dwarf perennial with orange-scarlet flowers, about 12 inches high and blooms in June-July.

D. tatsiense is a dwarf oriental species with blue or white flowers, about 18 inches high and blooms in June-July.

D. semibarbatum (D.zalil), another tuberous type from Asia, used to dye silk, has sulfur yellow flowers and blooms in mid-summer on 2-3 feet high plants. Then there are the hybrids based on their parentage, such as belladonna group, Connecticut Yankees, Elatum group and the Pacific Giants.

Belladonna Group -- (D. elatum x D. grandiflorum) – These hardy (zone 3) cultivars are of the tuberous types 3-4 feet high with open-branched blue flowers on short stems.  They can only be propagated vegetatively by stem cuttings in the spring.  They are good for cutting and a good foil for peonies with their long blooming season.  Cultivars:  ‘Blue Bees’, ‘Capri’, ‘Pink Sensation’.

Connecticut Yankee Group –  This is an American bred group hardy (zone 3), comes in blue, red, pink  and purple, is a good for cutting and may live 3-4 years in the garden.
Elatum Group – This group’s main parent is D. elatum and have tightly packed large flowers on tall stems that need staking.  Breeders in Europe and USA  developed different cultivars.  The European hybrids are clonal types (zone 3) and do not come true from their seed.  The American hybrids because of intense selection do come true from their own seeds.  Use your own freshly collected seed to start new plants.  Elatum Group Cultivars:  ‘Gillan Dallas’, ‘Mighty Atom’, ‘Sungleam’.  European cultivars:  ‘Ann Page’, ‘Arcadia’, ‘Silver Moon’.
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Pacific Giants – These very tall delphinium  were bred for growing in California and really should not be hardy here which explains why some gardeners cannot keep these spectacular flowers over winter or at best a few seasons.  The bonus is they come true from their seed, so collect seed to replace plants every few years.  Sometimes the seed you collect and grow yourself produces superior plants that live longer in this zone.  Cultivars:  ‘Galahad’, ‘Black Knight’, known as the Round Table series.

Consolida ajacis (annual larkspur, formerly D. ajacis) is the annual, common larkspur which botanists now feel constitute their own genus with around 40 species.  In the Middle Ages it was believed that larkspur helped blood clot (consolidate), hence Consolida as the genus name.  The name larkspur comes from the nectar spur at the back of the flower only seen from the back.  Again the original colour was blue but now breeders produce tall and short cultivars with pink, white and purple double flowers.

In general, annual and perennial delphiniums like sun and rich well-drained soil.  Buckley recommends keeping old perennial clumps (should you be so lucky) to 5-7 strong stems, remove the weak ones.  Just before the buds start showing, fertilize with 1 tsp. of 20-20-20 in 1 gallon of water per plant.  When the blooms fade remove them to the first leaves, and they may rebloom in the fall.  Also remove any yellow-brown leaves on the lower stems as this increases air circulation and helps reduce mildew.

References:  Ontario Delphinium Club on the resource page 
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