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Rhododendron  
calophytum
Beautiful-Face  
Rhododendron
B y  Wa l t  B u b e l i s

Beautiful-face rhododendron? Apparently, 
that’s a common name in England for 
Rhododendron calophytum, one of the 

earliest rhodies to bloom at the Arboretum each 
year. It’s a majestic, large-leaved, evergreen 
plant that I grow in my own garden, but I’ve 
never heard anyone refer to it by that name. It 
seems a bit of a mouthful, so to speak. 

Thinking about it, though, the flowers do 
face outward and have very prominent, disc-
shaped stigmas that look almost like puckered 
lips. And the blossoms are gorgeous—so, maybe 
there’s something there after all. 

The word “beautiful” is actually in the scien-
tific name for the species, too. Calophytum 

Close up of the flowers of the Woodland Garden specimen. 
(Photo by Niall Dunne)
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translates to “beautiful plant” from the Greek 
kalos, meaning “beautiful,” and phytum, meaning 
“plant.” And that beauty is not just confined to 
the flowers: The plant also commands attention 
because of its large—up to one foot long!—
narrow, glossy, pale-green leaves, which are 
arrayed in circular, collar-like whorls around 
the inflorescences. New shoots are coated with 
white indumentum (a layer of fine hair) that 
sheds with age. 

Grayish-brown, peeling bark provides 
additional allure, as do the large, purple-red 
vegetative buds that sit atop the foliage during the 
colder months, waiting to burst open in spring.

HIGH-ALTITUDE ADAPTOR
The species grows wild in the forests of central 
and eastern China, at altitudes between 4,600 
and 13,000 feet (a factor contributing to its 
cold hardiness). The French missionary Abbé 
Armand David discovered it in Sichuan province 
in 1869; however, it was not introduced into 
horticulture until 1904, when English plant 
collector Ernest Henry Wilson brought home 
seeds for the famed Veitch Nurseries. Several 
years later, when Wilson began working for the 
Arnold Arboretum of Boston, he brought back 

larger quantities of seed, which led to the wider 
distribution of the plant.

Despite its ornamental appeal, though, 
Rhododendron calophytum remains an uncom-
mon plant in gardens today, perhaps because 
it does need some elbow room to look its best. 
It falls into the ambiguous category of “large 
shrub/small tree.” In youth, it grows wider than 
it does high—at least judging from the ones I’ve 
seen and grown myself. At maturity, it often 
takes on a tree-like form and can reach up to 45 
feet high and 24 feet wide. 

Flower color varies from white to pink. 
During mild winters, the blossoms can appear as 
early as February. Otherwise, expect to see them 
from March into April. Anywhere between five 
and 30 blossoms are borne on lax trusses above 
the foliage. 

The individual, bell-shaped flowers are 
two-and-a-half inches wide and relatively 
shallow, and they feature a large, dark-crimson 
blotch within. And, as mentioned, the stigma 
of each flower (the pollen-receptive tip of the 
stalk-like female carpel) is very prominent 
and varies in color from pure yellow to yellow 
with pink “candy stripes.” The overall effect 
is enchanting. 

Full-plant shot of the specimen in the Woodland Garden. 
(Photo by Niall Dunne)

A specimen in the author’s garden, showing the color 
variation in the species. (Photo by Walt Bubelis)
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Although hardy down to 5 degrees Fahrenheit, 
Rhododendron calophytum does best when 
protected from a windy exposure. If you site the 
plant in full sun, make sure the soil is acidic and 
kept on the moist side, as you would for most 
other rhododendrons. Ground covers such 
as salal, Mahonia nervosa and Ardisia make 
pleasing companions. 

A number of naturally occurring variet-
ies of the species are recognized, including 
Rhododendron calophytum var. jinfuense, which 
bears smaller leaves and purple flowers. The 
species has received an Award of Garden Merit 
from the Royal Horticultural Society. In his 1914 
“Trees and Shrubs Hardy in the British Isles” 
book, William J. Bean termed it “one of the 
noblest of Chinese rhododendrons.” 

IN THE ARBORETUM
There are at least a half dozen specimens of 
beautiful-face rhododendron growing around 
the Washington Park Arboretum, including 
two new specimens along the Loop Trail in the 

future China Forest area of Pacific Connections.
My favorite plant to visit is a 20-foot speci-

men on the southeast edge of the Woodland 
Garden, growing by the ridge trail, surrounded 
by large conifers. It has a lovely, vase-shaped 
form and blooms profusely despite being in a 
quite-shady spot. The flowers are rich pink, 
with delightful yellow-and-pink stigmas. The 
specimen dates to 1948 and came to us via the 
(now-closed) Berry Botanic Garden, of Portland, 
Oregon, which was owned by celebrated horti-
culturist Rae Selling Berry (1881–1976).

If you don’t have the room for this beauty 
yourself, seek it out at the Arboretum; the 
Rhododendron Species Botanical Garden, in 
Federal Way; and other public gardens. Prepare 
to be mesmerized! ❦

Walt Bubelis is a professor emeritus in 
the Horticulture Department at Edmonds 
Community College. He is also a member of the 
“Bulletin” Editorial Board.

Arboretum Foundation  
FREE Member Events

Lichen Zoom Talk  
with Katherine Glew, PhD
Wednesday, January 29 @ 5:30pm
RSVP bit.ly/lichensjan25

Winter Garden Tour  
with Catherine Nelson of UWBG
Wednesday, February 26 @ 8:30am 
RSVP bit.ly/wintergarden2025

Birds of the Arboretum Tour  
with Birds Connect Seattle
Sunday, March 16 @ 8:30am
RSVP appalmer@arboretumfoundation.org

8:30 to 11pm | Seattle Convention Center | 
General Entry $50 | VIP $250

 
Join us after-hours at the NW Flower & Garden Festival 
for a dance party like no other! DJ Marco Collins will spin 
tunes on the show garden floor. Enjoy a silent auction, 
raffle, and more – all to benefit the Arboretum!
arboretumfoundation.org/events/botanical-bash
 


