Ask a Master Gardener

Gardening in the Shade

By: Deneise Tefft, Master Gardener)

Q:  Now that it is fall and time to work on my gardens for next year, can you give me some help for planting in an area with lots of shade?

A:  Many property owners believe that beautiful gardens can only be grown in sunny locations.  However, shade gardens can be exceptionally beautiful and inviting, especially during the dog-days of summer.  There are three keys to success in planning your shade garden:  1) determining how much sun the area receives; 2) evaluating the area’s soil type; and 3) selecting plants that can thrive in the area’s sun and soil conditions.

What you plant is determined by the amount of shade at your chosen location. Deep shade is usually defined as all day shade where no direct sun reaches the ground; this often occurs under heavily foliaged trees.  Fewer plants thrive in this type of shade.  You can often turn a densely shaded site into a lightly shaded one by thinning out a few tree branches.  

Part shade or half shade means shade for part of the day with direct sunlight during the other part.  Many sun-loving plants bloom well in half shade because they receive from four to six hours of direct sun each day.  This is especially true if they receive shade in the morning and sun in the afternoon.  However, shade-loving plants will do best in part shade or half shade if they receive morning sun and afternoon shade.  

Light shade or filtered shade occurs under a canopy of open-branched trees where spots of sunshine filter to the ground.  Many plant varieties will prosper in filtered shade.   Open shade occurs on the north side of a building, where no direct sunlight falls but where light may be reflected to the ground from surrounding walls.  These areas often remain damp, unless the building creates a rain shadow and blocks rainfall from reaching the ground. 

Soil conditions are also an important factor in determining what you plant.  Shaded areas are generally thought to be cool and damp, but some shady spots have poor, dry soil.  This is because surface tree roots absorb all the available moisture and nutrients.  A thick canopy of tree leaves may worsen the problem, serving as an umbrella and deflecting rain from the ground beneath.  Lack of moisture, not lack of light, is often the reason why shade-loving plants fail to thrive in their preferred light conditions.  The general rule of thumb for watering is to apply an inch of water a week.  However, it is best to apply two inches to dry shaded areas under trees (1 inch for the trees and 1 inch for the other plants).

Another important factor is the type of plant. Shade-loving plants don’t usually bloom as much as sun worshippers.  But, keep in mind that the foliage of many shade-loving plants is just as beautiful as flowering blooms.  You will gain a new appreciate for the color green, for it isn’t just one color but a rainbow of tints and hues.  Texture from leaves and fronds add drama and depth to a garden.  Combining plants with finely-divided fernlike leaves and gargantuan tropical-looking leaves results in a verdant setting.  

Plants with white-variegated leaves or white or pastel flowers look especially good in shade gardens because they brighten up the shadows.  Golden-leaved plants and yellow flowers create the impression of a beam of sunshine scattered across the garden floor.  Avoid dark red, purple or blue flowers because they tend to recede further into the dimness and go unnoticed.

The following list of plants are those that have been found to work well in the shade.  

Trees:  Eastern redbud (Cercis canadensis), Grancy graybeard (Chionanthus virginicus), Japanese maple (Acer palmatum), Serviceberry (Amelanchier), Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboreum), Stewartia.  

Shrubs:  Bottlebrush buckeye (Aesculus parviflora), Fothergilla, Heavenly bamboo (Nandina domestica), Hydrangea, Leucothoe, Sweet pepperbush (Clethra ainfolia).  

Perennials/Bulbs/Grasses:  Astilbe, Bergenia, Bleeding heart (Dicentra), Blue Star (Amsonia tabernaemontana), Columbine (Aquilegia), Coral bells (Heuchera), Epimedium, False solomon’s seal (Smilacina racemosa), Foamflower (Tiarella), Goat’s beard (Aruncus), Jacob’s Ladder (Polemonium caeruleum), Lady’s Mantle (Alchemilla mollis), Lungwort (Pulmonaria), Sedge (Carex), Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum), Toad lily (Tricyrtis), Widow’s tears (Tradescantia).  

Ground Covers/Vines:   Bishop’s weed (Aegopodium podagraria), Carpet bugleweed (Ajuga reptans), Fiveleaf akebia (Akebia quinata), Hellebore/Lenten rose (Helleborus), Japanese pachysandra (Pachysandra terminalis), Lily-of-the-valley (Convallaria majalis), Spotted dead nettle (Lamium maculatum), Sweet woodruff (Galium odoratum).

The following are excellent information sources for shade gardens,  UK College of Agriculture Publication HO-77 and Better Homes & Gardens Complete Guide to Flower Gardening.  

If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  

