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What is a Daylily? 
The daylily is a member of the lily family, but it is not a true lily.  “Daylily” is spelled as one 
word and this emphasizes that it is not a type of lily (genus Lilium).  The botanic name for the 
daylily is Hemerocallis, derived from two Greek words meaning “beauty” and “day”.  This refers 
to the fact that the each bloom lasts only one day. 
 

History 
 
The daylily is not a new plant.  It was used by the ancient 
Chinese people before the development of written language.  
The earliest records report that the plant was used for food and 
medicine.  Flower buds were palatable and nutritious as food, 
and as a medicine it was used as a pain reliever. 
 

If you are not familiar with the varieties of daylilies that are available today, you probably still 
think daylilies are yellow and orange - the standard colors that were found in our Mother or 
Grandmother’s gardens.  But the daylily has come a long way from those forms and colors.  
Today there are over 55,000 named varieties of daylilies and the number continues to grow.  The 
period from 1950 to 1975 saw dramatic changes in the look of the daylily, and interest and 
enthusiasm grew significantly.  These changes were due to the work of the early daylily 
hybridizers who produced new colors and forms of daylily varieties.   Then later, the discovery 
of an alkaloid isolated from the autumn crocus (colchicum autumnale) created a revolution in the 
breeding of daylilies.   This alkaloid, colchicine, proved to be a successful chemical agent used 
on traditional daylilies to increase the number of chromosomes in each cell.  This genetic 
enhancement resulted in tetraploid daylilies that produced far superior color, color patterns, 
forms and edgings. 
 
Diploid and Tetraploid 
 
When discussing daylilies, you will surely hear daylilies being referred to as either diploids or 
tetraploid.  The difference is the number of sets of chromosomes in each cell.  Diploids have two 
identical sets of 11 chromosomes for a total of 22 in each cell.  Tetraploids have four chemically 
induced sets of 11 identical chromosomes for a total of 44 in each cell.   Tetraploid daylilies are 
usually favored over diploid daylilies by many growers because they typically exhibit the 
following genetic advantages: 
 

�  A larger flower 
�  More intense bloom color 
�  Sturdier and stronger scapes 
�  Vegetative vigor in leaf, stem and flower are greater  
�  Substance of flower and foliage increased 
�  Enlarges the genetic scope 
�  More colors, ruffles, edgings, eye zones, watermarks and bud count 

 

 
Firepower 



Even though the tetraploid daylily has many superior genetic 
qualities, it still has two essential areas where it is significantly 
deficient when compared to diploids.   First, diploids are far 
superior in seed setting, and second the diploid produces 
outstanding pink colored daylilies.   As breeding continues, 
improvements are made to both diploids and tetraploids and 
their external distinctions are narrowing. 
 
Parts of a Daylily 
 
The daylily is a clump forming, herbaceous perennial with fibrous or tuberous roots.  The plant 
has the following four distinct growing parts: 
 

Root:  The roots absorb water and minerals for plant use and also stores food produced by 
the leaves.   The fibrous roots may be thin or thick and fleshy.  New roots are very white in 
color then darken to yellow, orange or tan. 
 
Crown:  The crown has a solid white core and is the stem of the plant.  It produces leaves 
and scapes from its upper surface and roots from its lower surface. 
 
Leaves:  Leaves are grass-like and are long and slender.  The leaves on a plant are arranged 
opposite each other on the crown and have a flattened appearance, giving them a fan-like 
look, which causes the plant to be referred to as a fan.  The plant produces more than one fan 
and each fan is a separate plant. 
 
Scape:  The scape is a flower stalk.  It is leafless except for a few leaf-like bracts below the 
branches, but is otherwise leafless.  Sometimes a small plantlet grows at the junction of the 
bracket on the scape.  This plantlet is called a proliferation.  When the proliferation develops 
stubby roots at its base, it can be removed and planted to produce another plant that is a 
genetic clone of the parent plant. 

 
The Foliage 
 

Color:   The grass-like foliage of the daylily can be blue-green to yellow-green, and a few 
daylilies are even variegated. The leaves may range from 6 to 36 inches or more. 
 
Habit :  Winter behavior of foliage is called habit, and it is loosely categorized as dormant, 
evergreen, semi-evergreen.  Cold hardiness is not determined by the foliage habit. 

 
The Flower 

 
Color:   The modern daylily has a diverse color range.  The only bloom colors that are 
notably missing from the color spectrum are pure white and pure blue.    And that is the 
challenge of today’s hybridizers. 
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Color Patterns:  There are a variety of complex color patterns 
in today’s daylilies, and include the following: Selfs, Blends, 
Polychromes, Bitones, Reverse Bitones, Bicolors, Eyes and 
Bands, Contrasting Edges or Picotees, Contrasting Tips, Dots, 
Dusting, and Diamond Dusting 
 
Flower Form:  The American Hemerocallis Society (AHS) 
currently only has four forms officially defined for the purpose 
of registering a daylily. 

1) Doubles  2) Spiders  3) Polytepals  4) Unusual Forms 
 
Subclasses of these categories are Circular, Triangular, Star, Informal, Flat, Recurved, and 
Trumpet. 
 
The Blooming Habit:  A daylily only blooms for one day but there is a blooming duration of 
the daylily flower. Diurnal: bloom opens only during daylight hours and most common 
Nocturnal: blooms open in late afternoon or early evening and remain open all night and 
close the next day. Extended: blooms remain open at least 16 hours. The open period may be 
from 6:00 A.M. to midnight or from 4:00 P.M. until noon.  Both diurnal and nocturnal can be 
extended bloomers. 

 
Flower Size:  3 categories of bloom size in diameter 

1) Miniature: Flowers under 3 inches in diameter 
2) Small flowered: from 3 inches up to 4 ½ inches in diameter 
3) Large flowered: all blooms 4 ½ inches and over in diameter 

 
Blooming Sequence:  Symbols indicate when the daylily blooms (spring through fall) 

EE  Extra early 
E  Early 
EM  Early midseason 
M  Midseason 
LM   Late midseason 
L   Late 
VL   Very Late 

 
Growing daylilies 
 
While daylilies have a very good reputation for performing well in the garden under a variety of 
conditions, they are most rewarding when they are planted properly and in the right location. 
 
Where to plant - Sun or Shade 
Most daylilies bloom best in full sun.  They will tolerate part-shade conditions, but require a 
minimum of six hours of direct sunlight per day.   Many reds and purple cultivars benefit from 
partial shade, while light yellow, many shades of pink and delicate pastels need full sun to bring 
out their lovely colorings.   Too much shade will reduce flowering. 

 
Lights of Detroit 



Soil Type 
Daylilies will grow in any good garden soil.  I have read many times that daylilies will grow in 
heavy clay, but from my experience, I would not recommend it.  If you have heavy clay, prepare 
your soil by amending it with compost and peat moss to make it more friable. 
 
Drainage 
Daylilies should be planted in well-drained soil.  
 
When to Plant 
Climate and weather conditions dictate ideal planting times.  But a good rule of thumb for this 
area is to avoid planting in the heat of the summer.  It is best to plant in the fall and early spring. 
You may not get blooms the first season.  The plant may need time to establish before it 
produces blooms, usually after the first year. 
 
How to Plant 
New plants received through the mail should be soaked for a few hours in water before planting.  
Ideally, they should be planted within a day or two of receipt.  A freshly dug daylily will stay in 
a healthy condition for up to two weeks if they are held in a shaded place with their roots in 
damp sand or peat. 
 
To plant, make a mound in the hole where the daylily is to be planted, and spread the roots out 
and over the mound and then cover with soil.  Make sure the crown is no more that one-inch 
below the surface of the soil.  Press the soil firmly and water in. 
 
Plant Diseases 
Daylilies are generally pest free plants, but they can be susceptible to rust, thrips, aphids and 
crown rot. 
 
Care of Plants 
Watering - Daylilies are somewhat drought tolerant, but they must have adequate water during 
the period of scape and bloom formation.  If they do not have sufficient water during these 
periods you will have reduced flowering.  
 
Fertilize - Compost is always a great nutrient source, but a general-purpose triple number (10-10-
10) is a good source as well.  Be careful not to add too much nitrogen in the spring, as this 
encourages lush growth and can result in reduced flowering. 
 
Landscaping with Daylilies 
Daylilies are well suited for landscape design.  They are very adaptable in the garden and have a 
wide spectrum of colors and heights to choose from.  They can be used in mass planting, borders, 
paths, fragrant gardens, foundation plantings or specimen plants, and few of their colors clash 
with one another. 
 
With their different blooming periods and rebloom characteristics, you can have daylily blooms 
in the garden from early spring to late fall. 



Additional Pictures of various Daylilies: 

 
Addie Branch Smith 

 
Always Afternoon 

 
Antique Rose 

 
Bess Ross 

 
Bill Norris 

 
Black Eyed Stella 

 
Breakfast at Tiffany's 

 
Bright Eyed 2 

 
Charles Johnston 

 
Condilla 

 
Cranberry Baby Group 

 
Custard Candy 

 
David Kirchoff 

 
Decature Simplicity Group 

 
Elizabeth Salter 



 
Farmer's Daughter 

 
Farmer's Daughter 

 
Fire Power 

 
Golden Prize 

 
Green Eyes Wink Group 

 
Green Flutter 

 
Hot Bronze 

 
Ida's Majic 

 
Jam and Jelly 

 
Janice Brown 

 
Jen Melon 

 
Jolyne Nicole 

 
Lady Emily 

 
Lady Scarlet 

 
Layers of Gold 



 
Lights of Detroit 

 
Little Fat Dazzler 

 
Little Ming Toy 

 
Little Zinger 

 
Lullaby Baby 

 
Mae Graham 

 
Making Whoopee 

 
Mary Todd Group 

 
Mattie May Maxwell 

 
Mico 

 
Miss Victoria 

 
Moonlit Masquerade 

 
Nordic Night 

 
Nordic Night 

 
Open Hearth 



 
Open Hearth 

 
Orange Vols Group 

 
Orange Vols Group 

 
Painted Lady 

 
Pardon Me 

 
Pardon Me 

 
Passion District 

 
Passion District 

 
Persian Pattern 

 
Pink Damask 

 
Pink Lace 

 
Pocket Change 

 
Rachel Billingslea 

 
Red Volunteer Group 

 
Red Volunteer 



 
Revolute 

 
Rocket City 

 
Roselyn Thompson 

 
Royal Heiress 

 
Ruffled Apricot 

 
Scatterbrain 

 
Seminole Bride 

 
Silent Sentry 

 
Siloam Ethel Smith 

 
Siloam Ethel Smith Group 

 
Spider Man 

 
Spider Man 

 
Spider Miracle 

 
Starman's Quest 

 
Street Urchin 



 
Super purple 

 
Tiny Pumpkin 

 
Tutankhamen 

 
Velvet Champion 

 
William Austin Norris 

 
Willis and Hattie 

 
Willis and Hattie 

 
Wind Frills 

 
Wineberry Candy 

 
Wiregrass Green Star 

 
Xia Aiang 

 
Yellow Bouquet 

 
Yellow Mammoth 

 
Yellow Mammoth and Mico 

 
Zimbabwe Sunset 

More information about daylilies can be found here: http://www.pcmg-texas.org/therealdirt.htm 
Photos by Parker County Master Gardener Dianne Bleau 


