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 Versatile Viburnums 
The genus Viburnum can be overwhelming for the number of species and 

diversity of characteristics. Make the most of this wonderful shrub group. Look 
at beautiful, durable Viburnums for Midwest gardens, including enough species 

and varieties to supply almost any garden or landscape need. 
 
I.  A history as colorful as the shrubs 

A. Old World had its viburnums. Explorers, settlers found similar plants in 
the New. Medicinal uses valued. John Bartram and son William 
traveled PA to KY to FL mid-to late 1700s, made 200 introductions. 

  
B. Then Asia began to open up. 

1. 1820's. Japan. Eye surgeon, doctor, plant collector Philip Von Siebold, 
daring and charismatic. Banished from Japan for 30 years for plant 
espionage; students kept smuggling specimens, 12,000! 

2. End of Opium War, 1840 China allowed freer entry. Robert Fortune 
sent by RHS, collected thousands of plants mostly from eastern 
seaboard gardens including doublefile viburnum. 

3. Pere David, Augustine Henry, made inroads to the less developed 
areas. Henry "Chinese" Wilson learned from them and undertook 
hair-raising and near fatal trips inland. Brought out over 3,000 
plants previously unknown, including V. rhytidophyllum. 

 
C. Suddenly over 120 species of Viburnums from 3 continents were growing 

together in botanical gardens. Many crosses and selections resulted. 
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II. Basic traits of Viburnums 
A. Tubular, nectar-rich flowers. 

1. Honeysuckle family, with Diervilla, Kolkwitzia, Sambucus, 
Symphoricarpos, Weigela. 

2. Viburnum is the Latin name for wayfaring tree, V. lantana. Plant name 
in use continuously over 2,000 years.  

 
B. White to pink flowers in clusters, mostly in spring. Example: 

• Koreanspice viburnum (V. carlesii) opens white from pink buds. 
Variety 'Aurora' has red buds that open pink. 

 
C. Native to northern temperate regions 

1. Many North American natives. Examples (And see chart): 
a) American cranberrybush viburnum (V. trilobum).  
b) V. alnifolium, a native of damp woods and shady valleys. 

2. Asian and European species. Examples:  
a) Guelder rose, European cranberrybush viburnum (V. opulus). One 

of first plants most settlers in U.S. planted in the garden. 
b) Like their North American counterparts, most are natives of old 

fields, woods edge and woods in moist, deep well drained soil. 
3. Zone 5 and hardier. Blackhaw (V. prunifolium). Smooth witherod (V. 

nudum). zone 3. 
4. "Don't we wish" plants, for Zone 7 and more tender. 

a) V. davidii. Z 8. Cobalt blue berry on a broadleaf evergreen. 
b) V. odoratissima. Sweet scent! Zone 8 evergreen. 
c) Farrer's viburnum (fragrant viburnum) (V. farreri). Winter 

blooming. Z7. (Do not believe it if listed Zone 5-6.) 
d) V. henryii. Pyramidal flower clusters. Z7. 
e) V. tinus. Blooms in fall and winter, has deep blue berries. Z9 
f) V. buddleifolium , V. cinamomifolium (Z 7)... it goes on! 

5. Yet, it is the South that is shorted. Too hot & humid for Viburnums. 
Service viburnum (V. utile, Z6) used in MANY crosses for heat 

tolerance, evergreen. 
 
D. Deciduous and evergreen. Examples:  

1. Arrowwood viburnum (V. dentatum). 
2. Burkwood viburnum (V. x burkwoodii). 
 

E. Edible, attractive fruit. 
1. Many are red, some of these ripen to blue-black. (Linden viburnum, V. 

dilatatum; Judd viburnum, V. x juddii). A few red-orange and 
yellow. (V. opulus 'Xanthocarpum'.) Multi-color clusters on long 
blooming, gradually-ripening species a "plus." (V. lentago.) 

2. Birds and small mammals, from mid-summer through early spring. 
(Arrowwood, V. dentatum.) 

3. Jams and preserves (American cranberrybush, V. trilobum) and finger 
food (blackhaw, V. prunifolium) for people. 
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F. Once an easy care group... 
1. A new, serious pest: Viburnum leaf beetle. Avoid using most 

susceptible species or plan to manage this pest from the start. 
2. Few other problems. Occasionally bacterial leaf spot, viburnum aphid. 

(Esp. on V. opulus 'Sterilis' ) Even less common: viburnum shoot 
sawfly, dogwood twig borer, powdery mildew, crown gall. 

3. Pruning can be a chore, so choose knowing size and shape! 
 
III. Small and large 

A. Really aren't any "small. There's large, and larger. 
1. V. Veitchii, about 6'. 
2. Doublefile (V. plicatum tomentosum) 10-15'. 
3. V. sieboldii 15-30'.  
4. Nannyberry (V. lentago) 30'. 

 
B. "Small" varieties are a gamble, and some are "missing something." 

1. The species, "small viburnum" (V. obovatum) is 12 to 20'. Z6-9. 
2. V. farreri (V. fragans) 'Nanum' only 3' tall but flowers very few. 
3. V. opulus 'Compactum' fine, but 8'; V. o. 'Nanum', 24", but rarely 

flowers, fruits. 
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IV. Flowers and scent 
A. Three flower types 

1. Flat "fuzzy" plate of tiny flowers. Wayfaring tree (V. lantana). 
2. Lace-cap of small fertile flowers ringed by larger sterile. American 

cranberrybush viburnum (V. trilobum). 
3. Hemispherical clusters: the "snowball." V. carlesii, V. opulus 'Sterilis.' 

 
B. There's fragrance, there's "scent", and sometimes there's none.  

1. The sweet spicy smell of daphne. 
Koreanspice (V. carlesii). 
 • V. x carlcephalum; more robust. 
 • V. x burkwoodii. 

 • 'Mohawk' has longer bloom season, dark red flower buds  
  three weeks before bloom & disease-resistant foliage. 
 • 'Anne Russell' is more compact, 6 to 8'. 
 • 'Park Hill' has larger flowers on a wider shrub. 
 • 'Fullbrook' blooms a bit later. 

 •V. juddii. 6-10', round.  
2. Hmmm, a bit musky! 

a) Arrowwood (V. dentatum). 
b) Wayfaring tree (V. lantana) flowers "a bit stinky." 
c) V. sieboldii, if bruise foliage, roots, wood. (Green pepper.) To 30'! 
d) Sheepberry or nannyberry (V. lentago) for its fruit's sheepy smell.  

3. Something's spoiled! 
• Witherod (V. cassinoides). 

4. No smell at all. 
• Doublefile (V. plicatum tomentosum). 

V. Berries 
A. Pick a good fruiting species and variety. 

1. Darn! V. x carlcephalum fruit is not showy. 
2. Viburnum dilatatum 'Oneida' (birds do not eat) has bright red, long-

lasting fruit. 
3. V. lantana 'Mohican,' has orange-red fruit that lasts a month where the 

species' fruit generally changes quickly from red-to-black. 
 
B. In the color you like: 

1. Tea viburnum (V. setigerum) prolific, orange red. 
2. Blackhaw viburnum (V. prunifolium) blue-black. 
3. V. sargentii has red berries but 'Flavum' has yellow fruit. 

 
C. Count on this: You need more than one clone or same-bloom-time 

species for good fruit. (Notable exception is V. opulus.) 
 
VI. Fall color and winter interest 

A. Variety of fall color possible, but don't bet the farm on it each year:  
1. Yellow, orange: 
2. Red-orange:  
3. Red-purple/maroon: V x carlcephalum. 
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B. Winter foliage and berries 
1. Evergreens, semi-evergreens like leatherleaf (V. x rhytidophylloides). 
2. Persistent fruit: American cranberrybush (V. trilobum). 

 
VII. Viburnums recommended for the Northeast and Midwest landscape. 

A. Specimen, "key" plant in a design. 
1. Gorgeous form. 

a) Doublefile (V. plicatum tomentosum), so aptly called the "wedding 
cake shrub." Horizontal branching. Each limb first lined with 
flowers, then red fruit (until birds take it; highly favored). 
Red-purple in fall. Z5. 
 • 'Shasta' only 6' tall, very large flowered, good red fruit. 
 • 'Mariesii' so well known but maybe prone to winter kill  
  and maybe a poor fruiter. 
 • 'Pink Beauty' (heavy fruiting) and 'Roseum' sterile flowers  
  (outer edge of lacecap) open white, age pink. 
 • 'Newport' hardiest. Lanarth' more vigorous. 
 • 'Summer Snowflake' extended/2 ]bloom time. 
 • Japanese snowball ('Sterile', 'Grandiflorum') a sterile form,  
  so snowball flowers but no fruit. 

b) Sargent viburnum (V. sargentii). Upright vase. Z3.  
'Onondaga' has purple spring foliage that's green in summer 
maroon in fall. The lacecap flowers have red fertile flowers in 
center, very showy. Red fruit might be sparse. 

2. Great flower. What does "great" mean? You choose for: 
a) Looks. V. trilobum or V. dentatum. 
b) Abundance. V. dilatatum 'Iroquois' 
c) Fragrance. No beating Koreanspice (V. carlesii). 

3. Glorious leaf. 
a) Clean, crisp. V. cassinoides, V. nudum. 
b) Rich spring color: V. carlesii 'Diana', spring purple foliage with 

rose buds that open pink.  
b) Fall color.  V. dentatum 'Chicago Lustre' 
d) Variegation: V. opulus, V. plicatum, V. lantana have variegated 

and V. opulus, V. sieboldi, V. sargentii, V. plicatum, gold forms. 
4. Best berries. 

a) Tea viburnum (V. setigerum) Berries are yellow-orange and ripen 
to orange-red.  

b) Linden viburnum (V. dilatatum) bright red fruit, persistent. 
c) V. lentago fruit ages from yellow-green through red to blue-black. 

5. Winter wonder. 
a) Evergreen/semi-evergreen: V. x rhytidophylloides 'Alleghany' 15'. 

6. All four seasons. Many varieties chosen for better fall color in a good 
fruiting species, or cleaner form in good flowering type, etc.  When 
you pick your plant for specimen status, leaf, flower fruit or winter 
look, don't settle for just any one within that species. 
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B. Technically a shrub, useful as a small tree. 
1. For door yards. 

• Koreanspice (V. carlesii). 
2. In the understory. 

• Possumhaw, smooth witherod (V. nudum) 12-20' vase, very 
tolerant of shade and moist areas, Creamy flat cluster flowers in 
spring then white-to-pink fruit ripening to red then blue black, 
Fall color sometimes a nice red-purple. Zone 3. 

3. For shade and beauty in a small yard. 
• Blackhaw (V. prunifolium) 20-35' vase red-purple in fall with flat 

cream clustered flowers of slight smell producing 1/2" blue-
black highly edible fruit in early fall. Sun and moist well 
drained soil. Zone 3. 

 
C. Hedge plant. 

1. Fastest (all relatively fast!): 
• European cranberry (V. opulus). Lacecap flowers. 10-15' Red fruit 

persists through winter. Reddish fall color. Zone 3(2). 
'Compactum' 6-8', flowers and fruits well. 

2. Toughest. 
a) Okay where it's wet: 

• American cranberrybush viburnum (V. trilobum). May be  
 orange-red or maroon in fall. Red fruit persists all winter.  
 'Wentworth' has a larger flower and better fall color. 

b) Can tolerate drought:  
• V. lantana. Also alkaline soils. But can't take the heat! Z 3.  

c) Incredibly shade tolerant: 
• V. acerifolium 
• V. rafinesquianum 
• V. rhytidophyllum and hybrids 

3. Longest lasting/durable: 
• V. dentatum. 

4. Most shear-able. 
• Best not to shear them! If you must, use smaller-leaf varieties: 

5. Best screen. 
• Very shade tolerant: V. rhytidophylloides, V. acerifolium. 

 
D. Naturalizing, massing. 

1. Easiest care and few pests. 
Will sucker to cover a lot of ground:  

• Mapleleaf viburnum, dockmackie (V. acerifolium) 3 to 6' tall.  
• Hobblebush (V. alnifolium) 6 -12' vase, outer branches arch 
out and down to root. 

 
2. Most adaptable to varied conditions. 

a) V. dentatum tolerates flood and shade. 
Witherod viburnum (V. cassinoides) tolerates boggy, shady places. 
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3. Highest wildlife value. 
a) Choose more than one species for many berry seasons. 
b) V. dentatum best; need more than one variety for many berries. 

 
4. Natives: (MI#, IL/Urbana^): M. acerifolium #, V. cassinoides #, V. 

dentatum, V. lentago#^, V. lantanoides#, V. nudum, V. 
prunifolium#^, V. rafinesquianum#, V. trilobum#, 

 
 
VIII. References 

A. Viburnum collections. 
Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University, 125 Arborway, Jamaica Plain, 

MA 02130-3500  617-524-1718 
Michigan State University's Hidden Lake Gardens, 6280 Munger Rd 

Tipton, MI 49287-9756 - (517) 431-2060 (1.8 miles W of Tipton on M-
50 (west of M-52) 

Morton Arboretum: 4100 Illinois Route 53, Lisle, IL 60532-1293   
(630)-968-0074 

National Arboretum, 3501 New York Avenue, NE, Washington, D. C. 
20002-1958   202-245-2726 

State Botanical Garden of Georgia, three miles from the University of 
Georgia campus, 2450 South Milledge Avenue, Athens, Georgia 
30605, 706-542-1244 

University of Wisconsin Arboretum, 1207 Seminole Highway,  Madison, 
Wisconsin 53711-3726  608-263-7888 

 
V. lantana 'Mohican' vs. V. dentatum 'Noonglo' U of WI 
V. dentatum scabrellum U of WI TS588-21 
V. bitchiuense (MN arboretum)  
V. x pragense (V. rhytidophyllum x V. utile) 
V. integrifolium  
V. dilatatum 'Mt. Airy'  
V. dilatatum  
V. trilobum 'Bailey Compact'  
V. x jackii  
V. obovatum 'St. Paul'  MN Arboretum 
V. x burkwoodii  
V 'Alleghany'  

 
B. References. 

Dirr, Michael. Manual of Woody Landscape Plants. Stipes Publishing 
classicviburnums.com, Nebraska nursery, primo selection, info 
Hightshoe, Gary. Native, Trees, Shrubs and Vines for Urban and Rural 

America. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1988. 
Kelly, John, ed. The Hillier Gardener's Guide to Trees and Shrubs. 

Pleasantville, NY. Readers' Digest, 1995. 
Phillips, Roger and Martyn Rix. Shrubs. New York. Random House, 

1989. 
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IX. Viburnum leaf beetle 
A. Can kill even well-established shrubs over 2-3 seasons: 

1. Eggs hatch at budbreak, larvae skeletonize leaves April - June 
2. Crawl down to pupate in ground, emerge July-August to eat more 

foliage, lay eggs on twigs (through fall). 
3. Plants weakened by 1 season of defoliation, killed by 2 or more 

successive years of attack 
 
B. Manage with tactics from narrowest to broadest collateral impact: 

1. Removal of egg-infested twigs during winter 
2. Encouraging/protecting natural predators: ladybugs, lacewings, 

soldier bugs, birds 
3. Using traps (sticky Tanglefoot) at shrub base late May through June? 
4. Planting resistant Viburnum species 
5. Applying horticultural oil at egg-hatch 
6. Applying systemic insecticide to be effective through summer 

 
C. This pest currently at plague level, may subside, become less devastating 
 
D.  Resistance is less on shade-grown viburnums in all groups (list, next 

page). 
 
E. Resistance ratings may change with more years of observation and more 

observers. Stay tuned to Extension bulletins, especially from the local 
Extension or see Cornell publications. 

This document updated January 2018 based on most current 
publications  (dated 2016, 2017) 
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1. Most susceptible species: 
• Arrowwood (Viburnum dentatum) 
• Cranberrybush, European & American (V. opulus, V. opulus 

americana, V. trilobum) 
• Downy arrowwood (V. rafinesquianum) 
• Possumhaw (V. nudum) 

2. Susceptible: the pest's second choice species, may survive infestation 
• Mapleleaf (V. acerifolium)  
• Rusty blackhaw (v. rufidulum) 
• Sargent (V. sargentii) 
• Wayfaring tree (V. lantana) 
• Wright (V. wrightii) 

3. Moderately susceptible: May see some damage but it seems pest does 
not thrive there, plant is not usually destroyed 

• Blackhaw (V. prunifolium) 
• Burkwood (V. burkwoodii) 
• Carlcephalum (V. x carlcephalum) 
• Chinese snowball (V. macrocephalum) 
• Farrer's fragrant (V. farreri, except 'Nanum' highly susceptible) 
• Hobblebush (V. alnifolium/V. lantanoides) 
• Leatherleaf-lantana hybrids (V. x rhytidophylloides) 
• Linden (V. dilatatum) 
• Nannyberry (V. lentago) 
• Pragense (V. x pragense) 
• V. tinus 
• Witherod (V. cassinoides) 

4. Resistant: Authorities report these species rarely host this pest 
• Dawn (V. bodnantense) 
• David (V. davidii) 
• Doublefile (V. plicatum & V. plicatum tomentosum) 
• Judd (V. x juddii) 
• Koreanspice (V. carlesii) 
• Leatherleaf (V. rhytidophyllum) 
• Siebold (V. sieboldii) 
• Tea viburnum (V. setigerum) 

 


