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Beauty or Beast? 

 
Submitted by Faye Mahaffey 

OSUE Brown County Master Gardener Volunteer 

 

Each spring the landscape around our cabin by the creek explodes with waves of yellow. I have planted 

daffodils in past years, and always regret not planting more each spring. But what are the other huge masses of 

yellow blooms? Lesser Celandine/Fig Buttercup (Ficaria verna), a beautiful, invasive bully that was introduced 

into the United States as an ornamental plant.  

  

This low-growing herbaceous perennial belongs to the buttercup family and is sometimes called “fig buttercup”. 

The 1” diameter glossy butter-yellow flowers are borne singly on stalks and have 8 petals. The succulent, shiny 

dark green kidney or heart-shaped leaves are tightly clustered at the base of the plant. It prefers moist, forested 

floodplains; however, in recent years lesser celandine has escaped cultivation and is becoming widespread in 

parks, yards, and forests growing under a range of environmental conditions including drier upland areas. 

  

This spring ephemeral perennial plant spends much of the year (summer through early winter) underground as 

thickened, fingerlike tubers or underground stems. During winter, leaves begin to emerge and photosynthesize 

in preparation for flowering. Blooms appear in late-March and early April. By May, the above-ground portion 

of the plant begins to fade. 

  

Control of lesser celandine is challenged both by the plants unusual life-cycle and its prolific reproductive 

potential. The weed is spread by seed and by movement of thickened underground stems or tubers in 

contaminated soil or by wildlife. For example, deer may transport pieces of tubers between their hooves or 

under their dew claws to new locations. Digging animals and weeding humans can also be blamed for its 

spread. 

  

Small colonies of lesser celandine can be removed by digging up the tubers; however, extreme care should be 

taken not to leave behind any of the tubers. Chemical control recommendations in the literature tend to focus on 

multiple applications of systemic glyphosate-based herbicides starting in February. As always, when using 

chemical sprays, be sure to read and follow all directions carefully. Timing is critical to protect other spring 

ephemerals that are being crowded out by this beautiful bully. 

  

Are you trying to dig in the dirt? It is way too wet in my flower beds to even think about weeding. Now is the 

time to get out your journal and make a “plan of action”! The daffodils are blooming, and I saw a lone yellow 

tulip on the hillside this morning. The interesting part of this story is that I didn’t plant it there! 

  
 


