
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

July 17, 2009

The Shade Garden

I received a question from reader Yukari that I thought not only warranted an
answer at length, but one that would be useful to many others. She asked what
flowering plants work well in shade to partial shade. The Lady Slippers she put
in have been invasive, she reports. Meanwhile, instead of turf grass, moss
seems to be doing very well. Yukari would like some advice to remedy the
problem.

 

First and foremost, the type of shade needs to be determined. Dappled shade is
the light that filters through high-canopied or small-leaved trees overhead.
This type of shade has the best growing options. Open shade is that provided
in a north facing area and changes seasonally. Mid-shade is open shade that
also has trees that add to the shade. There is no direct sun. Dense shade is
when there is almost no light and this leaves one with very little choice of
plants. Finally, there is dry shade which is the worst. Nothing will grow here
and you’ll be fighting a losing battle if you try. Once the sort of shade is known,
you should be able to plant a mix of true shade loving plants in some areas and
plants that can tolerate some shade in other areas.

The choice of shade plants is extensive, but in the interest of keeping it
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manageable, I’ll only mention those that I personally like and are easy to grow.
The presence of moss indicates moisture and that is good news. Lady Slippers
do not grow easily in just any area. They need calcium rich soils and certain
mycelia to aid their growth. Essentially, they grow best in forested areas with
dappled light. So we know that is what Yukari has.

Foliage is more important than flowers in a shade garden

In a shade garden, foliage plays a much more important role than flowers.
Form, texture and

subtle-to-bold color variations are vital. Of course, that does not rule out
flowers altogether. Remember the adage, that tall plants should be placed in
the back with mid and low ones in the front. But certainly, for more visual
interest and just plain fun, feel free to mix things up a bit. 

Tall foxgloves amidst shorter plants are lovely. Deep green, bronze and other
dark colored leaves can disappear in shade. But juxtaposed with variegated or
lighter colored foliage, these dark colors pop out. Stiff shapes contrast well
with more flowing plants such as ferns. Keeping all that in mind, here are some
suggestions and almost all bear flowers.

Easy to grow shade plants

For tall plants, I like Mountain laurels, kerria japonica and hydrangea
macrophylla.  They all do well in dappled shade but I find that hydrangea has a
little more need for light. In each case, the bare limbs provide graphic interest
in winter.

For mid-to-low plants, there are some great choices. My favorites are Dicentra
(bleeding hearts); Astillbes; Paeonia ( with a bit of extra light); Heuchera,
which comes in a variety of leaf colors and bears delicate flowers on slender
stems; Digitalis ( foxgloves) which are tall and look good as exclamation points
in the border; Hellebores; Columbines, and of course, Hostas. This last one
comes in a mind-boggling array of choices and is wonderful in any shade
garden. Unfortunately, the deer and slugs love them too. But to add color and
texture by foliage alone, Hostas cannot be beat.
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Really low growing plants can also function as ground cover. Epimediums,
violas, sweet woodruff, wild ginger, lamiums are all possibilities. When all else
fails, there is pachysandra. 

Blubs belong in shade gardens, too

Bulbs should also be added to this garden. In early spring, there is more light
as the deciduous trees have not quite leafed out. Iris reticulata, scillas,
crocuses, hyacinthoides are just a few to plant. Snowdrops, in particular, like
partial shade. They make a good ground cover and the fragrance is pure
heaven. Their spreading habit is not always appreciated by some gardeners.
Grab a bulb catalog and start planning! 

There are, in addition, some shade-loving ornamental grasses. They include
Hakome or Japanese Forest grass, which is an excellent companion to Hostas.
Bowles Golden sedge and Silver variegated Japanese grass are attractive
additions. A good companion to ferns is Plantain-leaved sedge.

That brings me to ferns. It seems but obvious to think of ferns in a shade
garden. The choices are many, they are easy to grow and they look lovely. 
There are enough varieties of ferns to make an entire garden of them. However,
several are prolific spreaders and so, be wise in your selections. To learn about
ferns, I highly recommend “Ferns For American Gardens” by Dr. John Mickel. I
think a garden of ferns and moss is exceptionally simple and beautiful. 

Color in the shade garden may also be provided by annual plants. Coleus,
pansy, Nicotiana, Caladiums and Begonias are splendid choices.

As you can see, there is much one can do in a shade garden. In trying to create
botanical art, the trial and error with the plants is the science. You’ll know
when you’ve struck the right balance.

Growing turf grass in shade

The second part of the query was about growing turf grass in this area of
shade. I’m not sure how large an area we’re talking. The fact that the grass
comes off easily suggests that it may not be a good place for it. For shade, the
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best option is fine leaf fescue grass. Do try that, if you haven’t already. It
should be seeded in the fall but be sure fallen leaves are removed or else the
grass seedlings will be smothered. Bear in mind that even these grasses
require at least four hours of sunlight. If all attempts at growing grass prove
futile and the moss is not acceptable, then replace with a shade tolerant
ground cover. The ground has spoken.

Heuchera
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