
 

 

Hardy, easy to grow, and low maintenance, the Lilac is a species of flowering plant 

with fragrant flowers good for cutting and attractive to butterflies. With proper 

pruning the lilac can produce flowers reliably for decades. 

 

They can grow 5 to 15 feet tall as a single shrub or as clumps, depending on the 

variety.  It likes full sun and a neutral PH (6.5-7.5).  There are hundreds of varieties 

and many colors, purple or white being the most popular.   The Purple Lilac has 

been the state flower of New Hampshire since 1919. 
 

Pruning Lilacs 
Proper Pruning: 

•  promotes new plant growth 

•  maintains plant size 

•  encourages flowering 

•  removes diseased or dead limbs 

•  helps control insect and disease problems 
 

When to Prune: 

• The optimum time to prune for next year’s best 

flower production is just after the flowers have 

passed.  Here in New Hampshire this occurs 

between the end of May to July 1st.   

• The buds for next year’s flowers are set in July. 

 

Tools: 

• Hand pruners are the best for pruning flowers.  

The bypass (curved blades) are more versatile 

than anvil types. 

• Long handled loppers are used for limbs that are 

up to 3/4 inches diameter (width of your thumb). 

• Pruning saws are available in a wide range of 

types and are generally used on larger stems. 

• Important: To prevent the spread of disease, clean 

the tools with 10% bleach or alcohol before and 

after each new pruning location.  

 

 

Pruning Cuts: 

• See diagram to the right for proper pruning angle to ensure 

wound closure..  

• Cut back to the next pair of live buds to increase your 

chances of flower production for the next season. 

 
 

 

Lilacs as Cut Flowers 

1. When cutting flowers to bring indoors, make proper pruning cuts by cutting back to another limb or to a pair 

of buds (as previously noted).  Do not worry about the length of stem at this point. 

2. Immediately after cutting, place the stems in a bucket of water. This will prevent the flowers from wilting 

quickly. 

• There is NO advantage to crushing the stem. 

• There is no need for additives (such as sugar) in the water. 

3. Cut the stem to the length desired for the vase.  

4. Remove leaves on stem that will be in the water.  This will extend the life of the bloom a few days. 

5. Arrange in vase of water as desired. 

 

The Common Lilac 
(Syringa vulgaris) 



 

 

 

Annual Pruning To Maintain Size and Shape:

• Make a mental note of how the shrub looks before pruning.   

• No more than 1/3 of the total shrub should be removed in any one year to maintain the size and shape. 

• All cuts should be clean and smooth with the bark at the edge of the cut firmly attached to the wood.   

• Remove all dead, broken, diseased, and rubbing limbs.   

• Remove the old vegetation/weeds from the ground that surrounds the trunks. 

• Remove some of the oldest stems at the base, clear to the ground. 

• Shape the bush, using the proper pruning cut to a limb or to the next pair of buds. 

• Only one person should be in charge of pruning any one shrub! 

 

To Prune Older, Overgrown and Out of Shape Shrubs: 

• With older, established lilacs, drastic rejuvenation may need to be done. 

• The optimum time in New Hampshire is in the dormant season of February-March. 

• This can be done in a single season or over a period of 3-5 years.  

• Remove any plants or weeds that may be around the lilac. Lilacs do better with just a bit of mulch around the 

base. Do not disturb the roots of the lilac by planting annuals around the base. 

• Remove upper sections of the larger branches being pruned to reduce the weight of the total branch.  This may 

help to stop the splitting of the main stems during pruning.  

• The pruning cuts should be level to the ground and 15-18 inches from the ground.  

• It will take a few years for them to grow back. 

 

Prune to eliminate the Lilac Borer: 

• The adult female lilac borer (Podosesia syringae) will kill lilacs.  This is not a wasp, it is a moth.  The larvae 

are the problem.  From a small entry hole into the bark, an egg will hatch and its larva will eat its way out, 

going through the wood, leaving in the process an enzyme which initiates and hastens wood rot from the 

inside out.  This causes the slow, unnoticeable death in established lilacs. 

• Be sure to prune old wood and clean up dead vegetation around the stems of the lilac.  This helps to reduce 

the opportunity for the insect to start the process. 
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