
Flowering Shrubs 
Winter Daphne 

 Maureen McCracken 
 

n Greek mythology, Daphne was a nymph who transformed into a plant to escape Apollo's unwanted advances; 
alas, the beginning of a long tradition of elusiveness.  Nonetheless, Daphne odora is an elusive but almost perfect 
plant.   

 
Photo: Apollo chases Daphne, Greek mythology; non-copyrighted photo gleaned from 
the Internet.   

 
Winter Daphne is a fabulous shrub, often called an aristocrat in the plant 
world due to its many superior characteristics.  First and foremost, it 
blooms in winter.  Consequently, it is always found on lists of shrubs 
recommended to provide winter interest.  However, Daphne goes way 
beyond mere winter interest.  This little gem has beautiful flowers—rosy 
purple buds, which open to rose-pink blossoms in February and March, 
lasting approximately six weeks.  And that’s not all!  The flowers have a 
wonderful jasmine-like fragrance that fills the air.  For this reason alone, 
Daphne is a must-have plant.  It should be planted in a prominent 
position—near a walkway, for instance—so passersby can enjoy its sweet 
perfume and lovely flowers on an otherwise dreary winter day.   
 
An evergreen, Winter Daphne’s foliage is beautiful with thick, glossy dark 
green leaves.  The variegated variety, Daphne odora ‘Aureomarginata’, with 
dark glossy leaves edged in cream, has even more beautiful foliage.  In 

short, this shrub is attractive year round.   
 
 
Photo: Daphne odora ‘Aureomarginata’ in bloom; non-copyrighted photo gleaned from 

the Internet.   

 
Daphne is also very well behaved in the garden.  It grows relatively slowly 
and maintains its shape: a well-rounded and dense mound that grows 
approximately four feet high and wide.  The natural mounding requires very 
little to no pruning.  Any pruning should be done immediately after it 
finishes flowering so the next year’s bloom sets are not cut off.    
 
And if all this goodness weren’t enough, Daphne can be planted in a variety 
of light situations.  Daphne performs best in sun to partial shade in moist, 
but very well drained soil, with a pH of 6-7.    
 
Daphne would be the perfect plant if only it wouldn't die!  Unfortunately this wonderful shrub is often struck with 
SDDS—Sudden Daphne Death Syndrome—and for no apparent reason.  Consequently, Daphne has a bad reputation 
for being a temperamental prima donna in the garden.   
 
Don’t let Daphne’s elusive nature scare you away.  Accept it for what it is, and then hope for the best and plan for the 
worst.  If the worst should occur, plant a new one next year.  It is well worth the effort to have this almost perfect shrub 
in your garden.  MM   
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