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Magnolia macrophylla - Bigleaf Magnolia
                               Magnoliaceae - Genera 2 or 3 (or 10)  Species 210

Fossil record indicates that the magnolia family has a long evolutionary history of more than 100 
million years and was formerly much more widely distributed in the northern hemisphere.

Surviving magnolia species represent some of the more primitive flowering plants. Today this 
family is classified as basal angiosperms - the first flowering plants to diverge from the ancestral 
angiosperm. Plant families with this classification are believed to have branched off before the 
separation of flowering plants into different lineages (monocots and dicots) because they exhibit 
traits from both groups.

Magnolias have features of dicots but their floral parts are free (unattached to one another) and 
arranged spirally. Also they produce pollen grains, each of which has only a single spore. These 
features are characteristic of monocots.

Magnolia flowers do not have true petals and sepals but are composed of petal-like tepals.   
Their simple shape, thick ‘petals’ and rigid anthers, together with a powerful scent are adapted 
to pollination by beetles. These flowers do not produce true nectar but attract pollinating beetles 
with fragrant, sugary secretions. Beetles of the Nitidulidae family are the primary pollinators, in 
part because magnolias evolved long before bees and other flying pollinators. 

Bigleaf magnolia (Magnolia macrophylla) has the largest flowers and simple leaves of any 
native plant in North America. The leaves are a meter (3 ft) long and flowers up to 30 cm (1 ft).  
Surprisingly, rather than being associated with large-bodied pollinators, gigantism appears to be 
most common in species with groups of small-bodied beetle or carrion fly. Beetle pollinated 
blossoms such as Magnolia macrophylla are typically large in size, often with a broad landing 
area and open internal space. Selection tends to favour large blossoms when pollination 
success increases more rapidly than the energetic tradeoffs of making a larger blossom.

If you live in eastern United States, you can find bigleaf magnolia growing as an understory tree 
in the Appalachian mountains. This magnolia is a stunningly beautiful one, rarely found in 
gardens. It is a deciduous tree growing to 10 m (30 ft) by 10 m at a slow rate. Bigleaf magnolia 
is also native to parts of Mexico, where the subspecies is called cloud forest magnolia.

Magnolia macrophylla is under pressure or endangered in North Carolina, Ohio, and Arkansas. 
Natural regeneration is quite limited due to the scarcity of mature, seed-bearing plants and the 
fact that this tree’s population mostly consists of widely scattered individuals. Also, this species 
is plagued by poor seed set and low seed viability. In addition, the Florida Department of 
Agriculture lists the Ashe magnolia (a shrub or small tree subspecies) as endangered because 
of its small population and restricted range. 

If you have the habitat and inclination, you can plant one of America’s most beautiful and 
unusual trees while perhaps helping protect the species. Bigleaf magnolia is an understory tree  
that can handle full sun, partial shade, and full shade if the canopy light is filtered. It doesn’t care 
for heavy shade and it doesn’t like the combination full sun and dry soil conditions. The gigantic 
prehistoric looking leaves can be shredded in windy conditions so it is best planted protected 
from consistently heavy wind. It is winter hardy and tends to have a thick trunk, most likely 
evolved to support the weight of all of its huge leaves.



Bigleaf magnolia occurs in rich moist soils that have a well balanced supply of moisture year 
round (mesic sites). It is a scattered tree usually in the understory of woods, but occasionally 
grows as a tall overstory tree. Bigleaf magnolia, along with Fraser and umbrella magnolias, is an 
indicator species of mesic sites. It is shade tolerant and very sensitive to drought and fire. 

Bigleaf magnolia flowers in early summer and bears fruits in fall. It rarely lives more than 100 
years. In fact, most individuals live no more than 40 years, so I was happy to see that the two 
bigleaf magnolias planted in bed 107D and 107E in 2012 are thriving. They have to be ready to 
replace the one in the picture below in case it decides to retire early.
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