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How to identify hostas Part 1 

This month we begin a series on ways in which you can identify your hostas. 

This is quite a task given the number of cultivars on the market, and the fact that quite often 

plants are sold with only the genus on the label, no label, or given away... 
   

 

Identifying hostas 

This is the perfect time of year to get in some hosta identification 

if you have lost your labels, forgotten what you bought, or simply 

been given an unnamed division. 

 

With the issue of duplication and huge range of cultivars available, 

it is quite difficult to be absolutely sure of a hosta identification. 

The smart move is to take a photo of the plant (with its 

label) when you buy it and, if you buy it at a flower show then 

perhaps take a photo of the mature version so you can see how it 

develops.  

We also encourage you to spend a little time becoming more 

familiar with the plants you have selected for your garden and 

there are numerous resources on the Internet to help you do this. 

It is a worthwhile exercise due to the large number of retailers 

selling all manner of plants, named or otherwise. Without the basic 

information how do you know if the plant you have bought will 

actually suit the conditions for where you plan to plant it? 

 

At this point of the season you can do some data gathering and 

make a note of the following characteristics and, even better, take 

some photos if you haven't already.  

 

Leaf characteristics 

It is problematic to be definitive above the dominant leaf 

colours as they often change during the season and definitions of 

Resources 

Throughout my research into 

hostas I have used numerous 

resources, which I still use but they 

all work from the starting point of a 

name, or a suggestion of a name, 

to begin the process. 

 

Our Search Page 

 

 

After spending a lot of time 

listening to our customers and 

narrowing down the questions we 

get asked, we came up with our 

'search' page. Our search page only 

covers cultivars we have for sale 

and works on a narrowing down of 

three broad categories of 

characteristics; dominant leaf 

https://www.mickfieldhostas.co.uk/2022_Availability_List_xreference.htm


colour can vary widely. We have taken the registered details as the 

primary source of accuracy and adjusted with our own experience 

of growing the varieties. 

1. What are the dominant leaf colour(s) and do they change 

during the season? 

2. Do the leaves have a sheen, are they glossy or matt? 

3. How many vein pairs are there on the leaves? 

4. Are the leaves textured and thick (heavy substance) or 

delicate and thin? 

5. Is there any corrugation (rugosity) to the leaves, or are 

they essentially flat? 

Plant shape and habit 

The shape, and habit, of the plant is very important. 

1. Do the leaves droop or stand erect? 

2. What is the overall shape of the plant, vase like, fountain 

like, etc? 

Don't forget immature plants can often look quite different to 

mature plants which have had time to develop their 

characteristics.   

 

Leaf vein counts are useful for mature plant comparisons, 

especially when registered dimensions can change as plants 

become more established. 

We have had many experiences of changes to expected plant 

dimensions and have had to re-categorise plants as a result. 

Sometimes it's really obvious in the collection tunnel when a 

variety towers above its friends and we subsequently discover the 

plant was registered a bit too early and growth has exceeded 

expectations. The same can happen in the other direction with 

disappointing growth experienced. The process of tissue culture 

can result in immature plants 'hyped up on hormones' for the first 

few years of its life. A great example of this was H. 'Slim and Trim', 

launched as a miniature but was growing like a larger cultivar. It 

took a number of years for the plant to recover from the tissue 

culture process and settle into the promised dimensions. It has 

since proven to be a fast grower and multiplies well, and is one of 

the best miniatures to emerge in recent years. 

 

Plant size 

How long have you had the plant (roughly). If longer than 6 years 

it is likely to have reached its mature dimensions, or be well on its 

way, especially if it is in the ground. Notwithstanding issues of 

stunted growth in times of drought, you should have a good idea 

colour, plant size and flower colour. 

 

This facility is useful when you are 

trying to identify hostas for your 

garden. However, it can be used in 

reverse to potentially identify any 

hostas you have but it is obviously 

limited if you take a look at the 

range of characteristics in the main 

body of the newsletter. 

 

 

The starting point is dominant leaf 

colour - see image above. Click on 

the one you think it is and that will 

take you into a subset of the 

cultivars, which are then organised 

by plant size and flower colour-

coded links to more information - 

see image below: 

 

The end of the season is 

approaching... 

Our recommendation for dividing 

hostas up to the end of September 

still holds, especially if you are lucky 

enough to have been blessed with 

rain. At the nursery we are only re-

potting plants desperate for more 

room but have largely stopped 

dividing hostas for the season 

https://www.mickfieldhostas.co.uk/varieties/4092.htm
https://www.mickfieldhostas.co.uk/2022_Availability_List_xreference.htm
https://www.mickfieldhostas.co.uk/2022_Availability_List_xreference.htm


how large the plant mound is if you have had the plant for a few 

years. If it is still immature you can probably still make an 

educated guess but if you bought the plant without any 

information you may need to wait a while for the characteristics to 

develop sufficiently to identify it. 

1. What is the height of the plant mound (without the 

flowers)? 

2. What is the diameter of the plant mound? 

Flowers 

Often the appearance of the flowers can help narrow down the 

search but once again, definitions of flower colour can be variable. 

The difference between near white and pale lavender is quite 

subjective, and sometimes the bud colour can be quite different to 

the actual flower colour, once open.  

If the flower holds a fragrance then that helps to know but yet 

again, it can be barely discernible to those of us not blessed with a 

finely tuned sense of smell. 

1. What is the flower colour? 

2. Is the bud a different colour? 

3. What is the colour of the flower scape (flower stem)? 

4. How tall is the flower scape? 

5. Is the flower fragrant? 

6. When did the flower emerge? 

The answer to the final question can skew the research if the plant 

has become stressed during the season, sufficiently for it to 

produce flowers outside of its usual flowering time. Some cultivars 

will flower more than once in a season too. 

 

NOTE: do remember that hostas can look quite different if planted 

in different environments, and subjected to different weather 

conditions. 

 

So how do we go about trying to identify hostas? 

There is no substitute for familiarity and experience but perhaps 

we can help share some of our knowledge by looking at specific 

branches of the genus in the hope that some of these general 

pointers will help you further. To this end I will spend a few issues 

of the newsletter, over the autumn and winter, visiting selected 

branches of the genus and sharing the key characteristics and what 

to look out for. 

 

This move will effectively re-purpose a lot of information we have 

because of the lack of rainfall. Even 

though we were able to better 

control the climate this year, under 

net rather than plastic, the lack of 

rainfall and prolonged high 

temperatures has taken its toll and 

the leaves have been in overdrive 

producing food for their roots. This 

should result in more shoots for 

next year but at the expense of a 

longer season this year. We are also 

seeing a good amount of fresh 

growth, encouraged by chopping 

back spent leaves earlier on, which 

will help the plants produce more 

food if we continue to get the 

sunlight, and rain of course. 

Usually we get to September and 

start to see the end of the season 

approaching but this year it is a bit 

more advanced due to the extreme 

heat we have witnessed. 

 

Hopefully we will have enough 

good looking plants for our talks 

and plant fair commitments until 

the end of the month but I suspect 

we will need to start removing 

leaves for mail order requests.  

This year we will be stopping mail 

order at the end of October, so the 

last mailing date will be  

Monday 24th October 2022. 

 

However, there is lots of time 

between now and then to plant for 

the 2023 season. Autumn has 

always been a better time to plant 

perennials as they take less 

monitoring over winter and can 

establish themselves ready for the 

new season. If, like us, you have yet 

to have any significant rain then 

you will need to wait on the 

weather before considering planting 

in the ground. Container planting is 

a much better idea until the 

weather changes. If the weather 

continues dry the plants will survive 

just fine over winter in containers, if 



already covered during the 16 years of publishing these 

newsletters and so I plan to update the archive over winter.  

I will be removing the older, out of date newsletters, and replace 

them gradually with newer material. They are all in PDF form so 

are downloadable until then.  

 

 

I am hoping that during this process I can come up with an easy 

to use hosta identification method and if you would like to add 

your thoughts to it then please do get in touch.  

 

Happy gardening 

Team Mickfield Hostas 
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left in a sheltered spot. Don't be 

tempted to put them in a 

greenhouse as they risk drying out 

and will not experience the cold 

they need for optimum over-

wintering. 

 

Our last Open Weekend of 

the season 

From tomorrow the nursery will be 

open from 10am to 4pm until 

Monday: 2nd - 5th September. 

We also have three plant fairs left 

on our calendar, including a new 

event at Somerleyton Hall.  

Tickets include access to the 12 

acres of gardens. 

 

 

  

 

 

https://www.mickfieldhostas.co.uk/2022_shows.htm
https://www.somerleyton.co.uk/event/somerleyton-plant-fair/
https://www.somerleyton.co.uk/event/somerleyton-plant-fair/

