
Dusty Miller
Dusty miller is the common name of several plants with 
grey or silver leaves. The one commonly used as an 
annual bedding plant is actually a perennial subshrub 
native to the Mediterranean. It has been classifi ed 
as Senecio cineraria, but some taxonomists now 
regard it as Jacobaea maritima. It is typically grown 
for its ornamental foliage. Although most references 
state that it is a tender perennial hardy only in zones 
7 or 8-10, I have two plants that have survived two 
consecutive winters on the edge of zone 4 and 5 
and I have read other reports of it surviving zone 4 
winters. It is more likely a half-hardy perennial, with 
some types that are more cold tolerant than others.

The leaves of this herbaceous species are covered 
with fi ne matted hairs, giving them a felted or woolly, 
silver or white appearance. When wet the underlying 

green leaf 
becomes more 
visible, and the 
white color is 
not as intense 
when grown 
in the shade. 
Coloration can 
also vary with 
the cultivar. 
The 2-6 inch 
long leaves 
are arranged alternately or spirally 
along the stiff, hairy stems. The 
simple leaves are lance shaped 
and variously indented or cut with 
numerous lobes, many times 
appearing pinnately compound. 
Cultivars vary tremendously in the 

amount of dissection from just slightly sinute to an almost lace-like 
appearance, offering a wide range of medium to fi ne textures. 

Plants can grow up to 2 feet tall and as wide, but rarely achieve that 
stature when grown as an annual. When grown as an annual it normally 
forms a rounded mound 8-15 inches tall.
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Dusty miller is a commonly used as an annual 
bedding plant.

The leaves are covered with fi ne hairs giving a felted or 
wooly appearance, which changes when wet (R).

Some cultivars have highly dissected 
leaves.

Many cultivars offer a fi ne texture 
to contrast with other plants.



After the fi rst year dusty miller will bloom, producing yellow or cream composite fl owers in terminal 
clusters. The ray fl owers are highly reduced and the fl owers are not particularly ornamental. Some 
cultivars do not fl ower and many gardeners prefer to remove any fl owers as they can detract from the 
foliage. Seeds are produced in cylindrical achenes.

Being of Mediterranean origin, dusty miller is heat and drought tolerant 
and does best in full sun. It will it become leggy when grown in shade. 
Although it performs best in moist, well-drained, moderately rich soils, 
it is tolerant of poor soils. It will last past the fi rst frost, but the leaves 
die back when temperatures are consistently below freezing. Plants that 
survive the winter will die back to the crowns, and vigorous new growth 
will emerge in late spring, so the dead foliage should be cut back in fall or 
late winter. Most people purchase dusty miller as bedding plants, but they 

can also be grown from seed or cuttings. 
Take tip cuttings from semi-hard wood in 
the summer. This plant has few pests and 
is not favored by deer.

Dusty miller is a great complimentary foliage plant for fl owering annuals 
in sunny sites. Use it as an accent plant in containers, as an edging, in 
borders or mixed plantings as a contrast for darker fl owers or foliage. It 
combines well with other annuals, especially those that bloom in shades 
of pink, magenta, or violet. Or mix it with other foliage plants, such as 
the deep Purple Heart (Setcreasea) for season-long color and contrast.  
They are also good in “moon gardens” as their foliage refl ects moonlight. 

– Susan Mahr, University of Wisconsin - Madison
 

Additional Information:

 Senecio cineraria – on the Floridata website at www.fl oridata.com/ref/s/sene_cin.cfm
 Senecio cineraria – on the Missouri Botanic Garden’s Kemper Center for Home Gardening website 

at www.mobot.org/gardeninghelp/plantfi nder/Plant.asp?code=A608

Buds (L) and fl owers (R) of blooming dusty miller (CL).

Dusty miller is heat and drought 
tolerant.

Dusty miller as an accent in a 
container planting.


