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Hellebore Funnies, Fables, Facts and Fallacies
This is an ongoing list, we will continue to add to the answers as new questions come in. Thanks for asking!
As more people learn about hellebores and become interested in them it seems as if almost every periodical, web site and program we encounter is discussing them. All this information is bound to contain incongruities, some are unintentional errors, typos or a simple misinterpretation of content, but in some cases the information given is just plain wrong. We get emails and phone calls every day from people all over the country asking questions about their plants. For example, hellebores are not 6 feet wide and 4 feet tall.  Really, we had a caller from the Midwest who bought a hellebore plant at a Box Store. The label with the plant gave the width as 6’and the height as 4’.  This page is our effort to help clear up some of these issues. The information is gleaned from our personal experiences growing these plants in our Zone 7 gardens.  
Helleborus, hellebore, “heel-e-a-bore”, Helleborus x hybridus, Helleborus Garden Hybrids, Helleborus orientalis, Lenten Rose, “What do you call these things”? While we have heard all of these names used, the current nomenclature for the plants commonly called Lenten Roses is Helleborus x hybridus. The other species of Helleborus as well as the hybrids between two species each have their own names. 

“Do you have the new upward facing hellebores?”  If I had a nickel for every time we have been asked this question I might be able to go on a nice winter vacation. Personally I’ve never seen a truly upward facing hellebore. In our opinion, the bowl shaped flowers would probably fill us with water and rotting stamens, not too attractive. People have read countless advertisements and articles that are written about newer Helleborus introductions. These are most often clones of interspecies or intersectional hybrids, usually H. x ericsmithii clones like H. ‘Ivory Prince’ or any of the other dozen or so that are on the market now. These hybrids are truly “outward facing” since H. niger is involved in their background and niger has the wonderful habit of looking right out at you.  But the Lenten Rose hellebores are not particularly outward facing normally. Having said this, many of our plants have flowers that are approaching 90˚ or a right angle at certain stages of their maturity. This permits the interior of the flower to be viewed without bending down and lifting the bloom. Unfortunately, the doubles simply by the extra number of petals are more often nodding. 
What’s the difference between a clone and a seedling When I Googled “difference between seed strain and clone” every single link was about Marijuana. Obviously, this is where them interest lies for most people, but the answer is the same for any plant. A clone is made by taking a piece of tissue and increasing from that tissue. Any resulting plants will be identical to the parent plant. Seedlings can have some of the same characteristics of the parent plant, but will not be identical. If the plant is listed as Helleborus x hybridus ‘Rhubarb and Custard Strain’ it means that the plant is a seed grown plant. If the plant is listed as Helleborus x hybridus ‘Winter Dreams Black’ the plant should be a clone. Unfortunately, some companies will give their own different clonal name to a plant which has already being sold with a prior name. The result is a single plant is being sold with two very different names. In our opinion this is unfair to both the customers and to horticulture itself. 
Why do some of my hellebores make seeds and others do not?  Many, but not all hellebore plants can make seeds. The interspecies or intersectional hybrids like H. x ericsmithii, H. x nigercors and H. x ballardiae are sterile and will not produce seeds. Often we see these plants listed with a cultivar name only, like Helleborus ‘Ivory Prince’ or Helleborus ‘Candy Love’. If the full name of the plant isn’t given it is difficult for many people to determine which type plant they have. 

What about cutting back foliage.  While many hellebores are usually evergreen or semi-evergreen the foliage can get fairly tatty looking by the end of winter. We cut back all the foliage on Helleborus x hybridus plants usually beginning around the first of the year. Last year I read an article that said leaving the old foliage on hybrid hellebores would retard the flowering. We have found the reverse to be true. It has been our experience that if we leave the old foliage on the plants the foliage behaves rather like an insulating blanket, keeping the crown warmer and this may promote premature flowering. The stems on plants that have elongated while enveloped in foliage can be soft and tender. These soft stems are very easily damaged by cold temperatures. One year in particular demonstrated this phenomenon for us almost as well as any controlled experiment done in a university laboratory. We had begun cutting back the foliage on our double flowered hellebore bed and did not get the entire bed finished. This left a third of the plants in the bed with leaves growing alongside plants that had been completely cleaned up and had no leaves. As is so often the case, one thing after another came up and it was several weeks before we got back to the job of cleaning up the hellebore bed. In the interval flowering stems on the uncut plants had begun to elongate and had almost open blooms. The plants that had been completely cut back were just beginning to send up stems. We finished the job just in time for the temperatures to tumble down into the teens. All of the tender stems on the last plants to be cut back were turned to mush by the freezing temperatures while the plants with stems that had emerged slowly were not affected at all.
 Do not cut back foliage on Helleborus niger, these plants will not respond by “releafing” and cutting off too much foliage can kill the plants. On the caulescent hellebores, H. foetidus, argutifolius etc, if you cut back the stem you will lose the bloom. Our up and down temperatures and frequent ice storms are very hard on these plants. An ice storm can peel or break all the leaves off the stem of a plant of Helleborus argutifolius or H. x sternii. This will leave a stick with a bloom on top. Unless we need the seed from these plants we will often cut off the damaged stem and do without bloom.  
Do hellebores change colour?  This is one of those questions when the answer is “sometimes”.  A red plant will not change colour and become white, although a white flowering seedling may replace the dying red and continue to grow to maturity in its spot. Usually colour changing is the result of the blooms aging and drying on the plant. What we think of as Helleborus flowers are actually bracts, like Poinsettias or Hydrangeas,  larger and more brightly coloured and much longer lasting than the actual flowers which fall off after the plant is pollinated.  A white or pale pink flowering plant will begin to change colour as the flower ages, usually going through a series of subtle colour changes until the bloom dries to a greenish tan. Newly opening flowers will open the true colour and a plant that has been in flower for six weeks or more may have several differently coloured blooms on at the same time. 
Why did my plant have different colour or shape blooms?  Out of season flowers are often not the true colour or shape. Sometimes this is caused by plants that have been grown in nurseries on the west coast being shipped to nurseries in other parts of the states, but out of season bloom can be the result of a number of causes. Plants with a stem or two of blooms that open a greenish tone may return to their normal colour when the plants flower in their normal blooming time. Some double flowering forms may have a few single blooms on the first blooms of the season while other forms may have single flowers later in the season. We have seen plants that do this for several years until they settle down or settle in and become acclimated to their new homes. 
Will cold weather affect the blooms? Even for winter or very early bloomers like hellebores extremely cold weather can cause malformed or discolored blooms. It is not unusual for the first blooms that open to have a great deal of green on two of the petals. Severe cold can even turn blooms or whole stems black. We have found that keeping a supply of chopped leaves handy (not difficult if you live in a forest) can work wonders when the temperatures dip below the 10˚F. We need for our blooming stems to make seeds, so if late February temperatures dip into single digits covering the entire plant with a thick cover of leaves surely helps. 
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