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Perhaps no other iris is as influenced by good culture (soil, water, 
fertilizer) as Japanese iris. Although they are somewhat demanding in 
their needs, Japanese iris will reward you with tall robust plants and 
larger blooms if properly taken care of. Good culture will increase 
height, branching, flower size and quantity of bloom. 

Japanese iris are hardy in zones 4-9 and will grow successfully in 
ordinary garden conditions or the perennial border. They require 
ample moisture, especially up to bloom time. They will do very well 
beside a stream or pond. 

 
 

PLANTING LOCATION 
Choose a spot that will receive at least six hours direct sun daily. Japanese iris prefer full sun but will 
tolerate some shade. Avoid planting under large trees (maples, oaks, birches, etc.) where they’ll have 
to compete for sunlight, water, and nutrients. Filtered shade in hot areas will benefit the blooms. 

SOIL 
A heavy, rich soil with ample organic matter, such as manure, oat straw, peat, or aged pine bark is 
preferred by Japanese iris. The addition of the organic matter will help loosen clay soil. In sandy soils, 
organic matter will help with water retention and add nutrients. Till in an ample amount of organic matter 
depending on what you have available. If using oat straw, add a high nitrogen fertilizer after the iris are 
growing to compensate for the nitrogen tied up in the decomposition process. The ideal soil pH should 
be acidic between 5.0 to 6.5. Japanese iris will tolerate a wider pH range, but growth and bloom will 
suffer. If the pH is too high, the leaves will yellow. A soil test is recommended to know exactly what 
your soil needs. 

WATERING 
Japanese iris do not like drying out and should be kept wet in the spring and moist all summer. 
Constant moisture will reward you with healthy plants and larger blooms. They naturally grow near 
water (streams, ponds) and thus do very well in these locations. The crown of the plant needs to be 
above the water line, especially in winter to prevent suffocation under ice. In the spring, if rainfall is 
not sufficient, give extra water until bloom time. The equivalent of one inch of rain per week will keep 
them happy in most soils. 

FEEDING 
Japanese iris are heavy feeders. A liberal application of balanced fertilizer in the spring just before 
or after bloom is beneficial depending on your soil. Fertilizer (such as 8-8-8 or 10-10-10) for acid 
loving plants like azaleas or camellias works great. Most soils with heavy watering will usually need 
more nitrogen (Ammonium sulfate). Do not apply fertilizers to new transplants.  

Caution: Never use bone meal on Japanese iris.  This has the same effect as lime and may kill them.  

CARE AND PLANTING OF YOUR NEW JAPANESE IRIS 
Potted Japanese iris can be planted almost any time the soil can be worked (not frozen or 
waterlogged). Japanese iris roots grow quickly and may begin to circle the container soon after 
potting. Keep your potted iris well-watered until ready to plant. Remove the plant from the pot and 
gently loosen roots so they can grow into the surrounding soil. 

Japanese Iris ‘Lion King’ 
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Newly received bareroot plants should be soaked in cool water 
for a few hours or overnight. Plant individual rhizomes 2 inches 
deep and 6 to 8 inches apart. Water in well to start the root 
development. New transplants should not be allowed to dry out. 
Depending on your soil and weather, a daily watering may be 
needed for the first week or two. Keep the soil moist until the plant 
is established after planting. Planting in a shallow depression will 
allow you to flood irrigate the plants. Do not fertilize new 
transplants until established after a growing season. 

Once planted, a heavy mulch of 2 to 3 inches is beneficial to keep 
the soil cool, retain moisture, and suppress weeds. Pine straw, 
pine bark, or oat straw is recommended. Mulch will help prevent 
the plant from being pushed out of the ground by freeze/thaw 
cycles (known as heaving) during winter if they were planted 
during fall. 

SPACING 
Japanese iris of the same variety should be placed about 6 to 8 inches apart to allow for increase. 
Allow 18 to 24 inches between different cultivars to keep the varieties separated. 

DIVIDING 
Japanese iris can be transplanted almost anytime from spring until fall if you keep the plant wet, and 
the temperatures are below 90° F and above 32° F for a month afterwards. Dig and divide your plants 
every 3 to 4 years to maintain plant vigor. Cooler weather areas will find that transplanting right after 
bloom will get the plants back to bloom size for the following year. Cut back ¾ of the foliage and 
separate into divisions of 2 to 4 fans, removing the old rhizomes and roots. Plant 2 to 3 inches deep 
in a location that has been worked up (tilled or spaded) and amended with organic matter. Your best 
bloom will be on 2 and 3-year-old plants.  

Note: New roots form above the old roots each year forcing the crown up and out of the soil. It is 
critical to transplant every 3 to 4 years. 

WINTER DORMANCY AND CLEANUP 
Remove and destroy old foliage with a serrated knife after a light frost, cutting the plants to the ground. 
It is important to destroy old foliage.  It should never be composted to prevent the spread of disease. 

COMMON PROBLEMS 
Two common problems are thrips and iris borers. Thrips are tiny insects that scrape and suck 
sections of many plants causing disfigured blooms and leaves. Iris borer can be a serious problem 
in areas where bearded iris are grown. Both thrips and iris borer can be controlled with a systemic 
insecticide (i.e.: Merit or Orthene) following manufacturers’ instructions.  

Moles and voles are serious problems in some areas. Several treatments exist for moles and voles, 
including Talpirid and MoleMax. 

EXTENDING YOUR GARDEN’S BLOOM SEASON 
Extend your bloom season by adding other hardy perennials such as Louisiana iris, Siberian iris, and 
daylilies. The combination of these plants can extend your bloom season from late spring through 
frost. Visit our nursery or website periodically during summer to find new and exciting additions to 
your garden. 


