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Iris, the largest genus within the Iridaceae
family, is renowned for its striking flower di-
versity and high ornamental value. With ap-
plications extending across landscape design,
traditional medicine, and ecological restora-
tion, the genus holds considerable economic
and ecological significance (Li et al. 2022;
Singab et al. 2016). Among this genus, I. ja-
ponica Thunb. is widely distributed across
China and stands out as the earliest blooming
species in the Hangzhou region, typically
flowering in early spring (Zhao et al. 2000).
This species is notable for its profuse termi-
nal racemose inflorescences (Thunberg et al.
1794), evergreen sword-shaped foliage, and a
very short winter dormancy period without
endodormancy (Li et al. 2022). Furthermore,
I. japonica exhibits abundant natural variation,
providing a rich source of traits for breeding.

Despite its horticultural potential, the num-
ber of documented and officially registered
I. japonica cultivars remains limited, which
constrains broader germplasm utilization and
landscape application. Notably, I. japonica has
also served as a model species in our studies of
winter dormancy in monocots because of its
unique dormancy traits and manageable growth
cycle. In recent years, we have also identified
several novel germplasm lines through natural
variation, enriching the genetic base for future
breeding efforts. The collaborative initiative,
led by Zhejiang University, Zhejiang Sci-Tech
University, and Hangzhou Landscaping Inc.,
has prioritized perennial flower germplasm in-
novation since 2012. This program has yielded
elite cultivars such as Summer Velvet, which is
officially registered with the American Iris So-
ciety (Li et al. 2024). These advancements not
only expand the ornamental potential of plants
suited to subtropical climates but also offer a
practical model for breeding underutilized pe-
rennial species.

Origin

From 2012 to 2014, a series of early-spring
flowering individuals with distinct ornamental
traits were selected from cultivated popula-
tions of I. japonica at Zhejiang University in
Hangzhou, China. These selections were char-
acterized by attractive evergreen foliage and
an abundance of colorful flowers blooming

from late March to early April. The plants
were propagated by division and cultivated at
the Resource Nursery for Flower Bulbs and
Herbaceous Perennials. After 3 years of evalua-
tion (2014–17), all individuals exhibited stable
and consistent morphological characteristics. In
2017, one cultivar with particularly distinctive
ornamental features was officially released as
‘Graceful Fairy’ by the American Iris Society
(accession no. 17-0097). In addition to Graceful
Fairy, we have also identified and reported an-
other I. japonica cultivar with unique traits that
is named Lavender Glow Fairy (Ji et al. 2023).

Description

‘Graceful Fairy’ and ‘Lavender Glow
Fairy’ were planted and cultivated under
similar conditions in the same nursery. A
randomized design was used, with each culti-
var represented by three replicates and each
replicate consisting of a randomized sample
of 10 plants. Morphological characteristics
evaluated included plant height, leaf length,
leaf width, and flower diameter. Leaf length
and leaf width of the third fully expanded leaf
from the top of each plant were measured.
The number of flowers was recorded for a sin-
gle flower stem. Flower color was described
according to the Royal Horticultural Society
Color Chart (Royal Horticultural Society,
2007). The flowering period was determined
based on the dates of the first and last flow-
ers observed within the population of each
cultivar, while the peak flowering period
was defined as the time when more than
50% of the flowers were in full bloom.

Compared with the previously released
cultivar Lavender Glow Fairy, I. japonica
Graceful Fairy displays a more compact and
delicate overall morphology with significantly
reduced plant height (45.31 ± 1.13 cm vs.
50.58 ± 1.12 cm), shorter leaf length (52.13 ±
1.11 cm vs. 56.74 ± 1.45 cm), and a slightly
wider leaf width (3.28 ± 0.22 cm vs. 2.85 ±
0.23 cm) (Supplemental Table 1). The floral
organs of ‘Graceful Fairy’ are also smaller, in-
cluding the flower diameter (4.94 ± 0.15 cm
vs. 6.03 ± 0.10 cm), inner perianth length and
width (2.49 ± 0.08 cm and 1.03 ± 0.02 cm, re-
spectively), and outer perianth length and width
(2.92 ± 0.10 cm and 1.92 ± 0.05 cm, respec-
tively); all of these are significantly reduced
compared with those of ‘Lavender Glow
Fairy’ (P < 0.05). Despite its smaller flower
size, ‘Graceful Fairy’ produces more flowers
per stem (>3 vs.>2), enhancing its floral abun-
dance. In terms of phenology, ‘Graceful Fairy’
flowers from 18 Mar to 7 Apr, with a peak
around 23 Mar, approximately 4 d earlier than
that of ‘Lavender Glow Fairy’, which blooms
from 20 Mar to 10 Apr and peaks around 27
Mar. Additionally, its fruiting period is earlier,
lasting from 20 Apr to 10 Jun, whereas that of
‘Lavender Glow Fairy’ lasts from 23 May to
12 Jul.

The f loral characteristics of ‘Graceful
Fairy’ are particularly striking, with its re-
fined f loral coloration (Fig. 1A and 1B).
The outer perianth has a distinctive graceful
white base (NN155D) with violet (85A)
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and orange-yellow (23C) tints (Fig. 1C and
Supplemental Table 2). The inner perianth
of ‘Graceful Fairy’ features a pearlescent
white (NN155D) background accented by vi-
olet (N88C) and orange-yellow (21C) mark-
ings in the middle. In contrast, ‘Lavender
Glow Fairy’ displays a stronger violet hue
throughout the perianth (N88A–D), with an
additional orange-yellow tint (23C) appearing
only on the outer segments (91C) (Fig. 1D).
Vein visibility is weak in both cultivars. How-
ever, the overall color palette of ‘Graceful
Fairy’ imparts a softer and more ethereal ap-
pearance. Despite their distinct differences in
floral coloration, both ‘Graceful Fairy’ and
‘Lavender Glow Fairy’ share the absence of
floral scent.

Cultivation Techniques

‘Graceful Fairy’ is well-suited for cultiva-
tion in East China and similar climates, and it
can be grown as a native plant. It thrives in

well-drained, humus-rich sandy loam or light
clay soils with full sun exposure. Division
and seed breeding are the primary propaga-
tion methods for ‘Graceful Fairy’ and can be
performed in spring, fall, and after flowering.
For optimal growth, compound fertilizer should
be applied once in early summer, and phospho-
rus and potassium fertilizers should be applied
once in early fall when temperatures begin
to cool. Additionally, anti-freezing meas-
ures should be implemented, and organic
fertilizer should be applied shallowly in
late fall. Consistent irrigation and effective
weed control are essential. ‘Graceful Fairy’
exhibits strong resistance to both pests and
diseases, making it low-maintenance and suit-
able for sustainable landscaping.

Use

‘Graceful Fairy’ features elegant, soft-
colored flowers with eye-catching blotches,

vibrant green evergreen foliage, and a compact
growth habit, making it an excellent choice for
year-round ornamental display. It is especially
well-suited for use as groundcover in partially
shaded garden areas, woodland edges, and
shaded flower borders. Because of its graceful
appearance, it is also ideal for use in perennial
beds, mixed borders, and naturalistic plant-
ings. Moreover, the long-lasting flowers make
it a valuable selection for cut flower arrange-
ments, adding a touch of refinement to floral
displays. Its adaptability to urban landscapes
and low maintenance needs further enhance its
potential for widespread landscape use.

Availability

Plant materials of the cultivar Graceful Fairy
are available from Zhejiang Sci-Tech University
upon request. Inquiries regarding access to the
plant materials may be addressed to Dr. Danqing
Li (e-mail: danqingli@zju.edu.cn).
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Fig. 1. Flowers of new Iris japonica cultivar Graceful Fairy (A–C) and ‘Lavender Glow Fairy’
(D). The outer perianths, inner perianths, and style arms (from left to right) are shown in (C).
Bar 5 1.00 cm.
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