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A variable aquatic perennial wildflower 1–4 m tall with 
brownish, solid, woody, scaly rhizomes 1–20 cm long by 4–18 
mm thick with tan scales 1–3 cm long, pointed, hidden by whit-
ish to reddish brown roots 1–18 cm long by c. 1 mm wide; in 
muddy sites, ditch water, ponds, marshes and lakes, fens and 
bogs, often forming borders in shallow water. 
l FLOWERS brown, blooming June–August; inflorescence 
a panicle, one, terminal, 1–20 cm tall and wide; subtend-
ing bracts (of rays) 2, each 4–20 mm long, one longer and 
wrapped around the inner shorter bract, apices blunt and 
hyaline; rays 6–15, green, concave and convex on opposite 
sides, ascending to drooping, 0.5–10 cm long by 0.4–1.2 mm 
wide, slightly scabrous on margins, the longer ones branch-
ing; peduncles 0–22 mm long by c. 0.5 mm wide, flattened, 
both sides slightly convex, scabrous on margins; involucral 
bract solitary, vertical, 1–9.5 cm long by up to c. 5 mm wide, 
C-shaped, appearing as a continuation of the stem; spikelets 
15–200 per inflorescence, all solitary or paired (rarely 3–7 in a 
cluster) at the end of a peduncle, each 3–15 mm long by 1.6–4 
mm wide; flowers perfect, one under each fertile scale; sterile 
scale 1, at base of each spikelet; fertile scales 6–25 per 
spikelet, soft when fresh, thin, imbricate, becoming crisp and 
C-shaped with fruit, 2–3.8 mm long by 1.4–3 mm wide, dark 
reddish brown to tan, scabrous, often with dark reddish brown 
papillae along the edges and midrib in the upper half; upper 
half streaked with reddish brown, pale green below where 
covered, notched at apex, covering the fruit, upper margins 
hyaline and ciliate, midvein green, dark awn 0.2–1 mm long 
and often bent; stamens 3; filaments tan, eventually c. 2.5 
mm long by c. 0.2 mm wide with a dark midrib, persistent from 
base of fruit on the dorsal (outer) side and attached below the 
bristles, usually longer than the bristles and hairless; anthers 
yellow; pistil glabrous, c. 4 mm long; ovary c. 0.5 mm long by 
c. 0.3 mm wide, green; styles 2-parted (or 3-), whitish, hairy, 
exserted; flower to fruit 2–3 months.
l FRUIT an achene, 1-seeded, 1.5–2.8 mm long by 1.2–1.8 
mm wide by 0.6–1 mm thick, shiny, dark brown, the wall c. 
0.1 mm thick, arranged in a spiral along the rachilla, beak 
0.2–0.4 mm long; seeds whitish gray, smooth, slightly shiny, c. 
1.7 mm long by c. 1.2 mm wide by c. 0.5 mm thick; perianth 
bristles 6, flat, equal to or slightly longer than the achene, tan, 
c. 0.1 mm wide (not including downward pointing clear hair-
like curved spines), with naked bases, 3 attached dorsally, 3 
ventrally; rachilla (after scales and fruit drop) 2.3–13 mm long 
by c. 0.6 mm wide, rough with cups c. 0.6 mm long and wide 
where the bases of the achenes resided.
l LEAVES alternate, simple, entire, absent or ascending near 
the base of the stem; blades linear, 0–18 cm long by 5–16 mm 
wide; sheaths closed, glabrous, whitish green on inside, some 
bladeless, often brownish and tight.
l STEM a culm, round, medium green, tan in fall, dull, 
glabrous, erect to leaning, soft when squeezed between the 
fingers due to large inner air chambers, unbranched, often 
several in a line arising from the horizontal rhizome below 
ground; 0.7–2 cm wide near the base.
l RANGE: (CAN) 11 provinces; (USA) 50 states; a native.

Great Bulrush in bloom along the shore of Sturgeon Creek 
in Winnipeg, Manitoba

Inflorescence c. 8 cm wide with short white paired 
styles exserted from the brown spikelets. 
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Great Bulrush stems, roots and new 
shoots in autumn

Cross-section of rhizome 7 mm thick with 
roots and new white shoot 5 cm tall

Lower stem 12 mm 
wide with leaf blade 
shorter than sheath

Inflorescence with green rays, peduncles and 
brown spikelets c. 8 mm long with exserted styles

Columns of bulrushes in rows with brown to reddish bases from leaf 
sheaths; along the bank of Sturgeon Creek

Pistil x10;  with 
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long

Young stamens 
x10; each c. 2 mm 
long
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Peduncles mostly with three, two, and one, 5–7 mm long spikelets

Fruit (a 1-seeded achene) x20; with 
bristles and persistent filaments; side

Achene x20; 
thick side

Seed x 20; removed 
from inside achene;
dorsal side

Paired spikelets x10; atop a 
scabrous peduncle

Spikelets in fall bearing fruit  

Inflorescence 6 cm wide in fall; many 
spikelets have dropped their fruit
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A rough 
rachilla 
remains 
after fruit and 
lower scales 
fall from 
spikelets; top 
rachilla c. 8 
mm long 
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Great Bulrush in-
florescence 2.3 cm 
tall; side view;
involucral bract 
slightly taller than 
the inflorescence


