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It’s easy to think of shade as being difficult and unrewarding, it’s 

dark, there are few flowers in the summer months and only the 

toughest plants survive. Yet some of the most intimate 

moments of natural theatre are in shady environments; in bluebell 

woods before the canopy of leaves unfurl; behind a waterfall where 

intricate ferns and liverworts glisten in cool, misty low light; or the 

reflective rainwater pools within the dimples of mossy tree roots. In 

the garden, variations in light levels extend the dynamic range from 

full sun to the shadiest hollow, adding mystery and depth.

The limited palette of plants suited to shady conditions forces  

a designer to embrace the idea of ‘less is more’; fewer species but in 

greater numbers. This gives shady places a strong identity and 

atmosphere. The first thing to do is to figure out what kind of shade 

you’re working with. In narrow town gardens the shade cast by the 

shadow of a building may mean that certain areas never receive any 

direct light. Here, bamboo and the sword-shaped leaves of Astelia 

nervosa will create the feel of a jungle garden. The flickering diffused 

shade cast by the lighter canopies of trees from the forest edge are 

perfect conditions for grassy foils of sedges and woodland ferns,  

a perfect, soft backdrop to successions of flowering spring bulbs.  

A north-facing border with a high wall behind will have better light 

conditions than under a tree canopy allowing some flowering plants, 

such as violet-coloured honesty (Lunaria annua), Eurybia schreberi 

and Digitalis lutea, to be grown. Some gardens, typically in the north 

and west of the UK have cool and damp shade, which is perfect for 

growing rare beauties such as the famous blue Himalayan poppy.

The toughest conditions are in the summer months, when  

many gardens suffer from dry shade, particularly under mature 

Shade is sometimes seen as a problem but it is the natural 
habitat for a host of beautiful woodland flowers, ferns and 
mosses that can create a wonderfully magical atmosphere

Bringing shady 
corners to life

Sarah Price is one of the 
UK’s most sought-after 

garden designers who won 
worldwide recognition for 

her designs for the 2012 
Olympic Park.
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1 Vertical gardening
A shady wall presents an 

opportunity for vertical 

gardening. Here the strong 

architectural form of our native 

male fern (Dryopteris filix-mas) 

grows again a contrasting  

green trail of Campanula 

portenschlagiana. The old stone 

wall frames the simple 

composition. Other plants 

suited to the variable dry 

conditions of walls include 

dainty maidenhair ferns and  

the more robust-looking  

hart’s tongue ferns  

(Asplenium scolopendrium). 
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2 Magic circle
A simple ground pattern of 

stone, or grouping of urns or a 

seat, can be enough to create a 

memorable moment in a shady 

corner. Within the low light of 

this magical glade, this circle 

created out of moss-covered-

blocks by the American sculptor 

Sheppard Craige in his garden,  

Il Bosco Della Ragnaia in Italy, 

holds our attention and 

captures our imagination.

3 Dainty treasures
Fleeting spring blooms, such as 

these pink Corydalis solida 

‘Dieter Schacht’ and Helleborus 

x hybridus, and bright-blue 

Scilla, provide invaluable early 

colour and look beautiful 

among the fresh unfurling 

fronds of ferns. 

4 Green carpets
Shade-loving ground cover, such 

as Cornus canadensis will create 

a weed-suppressing mat under 

trees and shrubs in neutral to 

acid soils. Striking white flowers 

appear from late spring, 

followed by colourful, bright red 

berries. Epimediums and ferns 

are also good ground cover and 

make a beautiful backdrop for 

emerging grasses, such as 

Molinia caerulea ‘Heidebraut’, 

which is tolerant of light shade. 
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trees. Plants, such as ivy and Vinca minor, will make the most of 

the moisture in the spring and adapt to the bone-dry conditions of 

the summer. Ferns date back to the time of the dinosaurs and many 

can survive in the darkest of corners. Blechnum spicant even looks 

prehistoric; it’s tough and leathery but its large pinnate fronds 

create compelling patterns in dry shade. 

One of the most entrancing spots in my garden is a shady 

bank under two veteran oaks. The soil is bone dry, yet every 

September I marvel at the pink, up-turned flowers of Cyclamen 

hederifolium. Its saucer-like corms nestle among hart’s tongue 

ferns and the bright-red berries of Arum italicum. This colourful 

picture is framed by the upright fronds of Polypodium vulgare – 

an adaptable evergreen fern that you often see growing on the top 

of stone walls. In spring, snowdrops and deep-crimson Cyclamen 

coum create a magical fairyland. Sometimes dismissed as a 

municipal shrub, Lonicera nitida grows loosely as a cloudy 

backdrop to this enchanted world. 

Inhospitable dry shade is a good place to keep potentially 

invasive plants in check. Euonymus fortunei ‘Kewensis’ forms  

a durable, sprawling evergreen mat, rooting as it spreads; if it 

comes up against a vertical surface it will attempt to climb it.  

I’ve seen it stretching up colossal planters making them look  

as though they’ve sprouted from the ground. 

Designing in shade is about creating contrasting pictures; 

towering trees that rise above a low, woodland tapestry, a dark 

avenue with a sunlit statue at the far end, an open glade in a 

densely populated wood. One designer who really understood the 

emotive power of contrasting pictures was the influential Dutch 
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5 Eye-catching foliage
In Great Dixter’s Exotic Garden, 

the drooping, umbrella-like 

palmate foliage of Begonia 

luxurians and the huge, round 

glossy leaves of Farfugium 

japonicum create a glamorous 

statement. Both ‘tender  

exotics’ are happy growing in  

the humid shade of a jungle of 

tall grasses and bananas.

6 Woodland mix  
These Anemone apennina and 

Cyclamen repandum grow in 

drifts within Corsica’s old pine 

woods. You can create a similar 

effect using the readily available 

Cyclamen hederifolium or silver-

leaved strains of Cyclamen coum 

among woodland treasures. 

Think snowdrops, hellebores and 

lacy, evergreen ferns, such as 

Polystichum setiferum. Mimic 

nature by leaving a layer of leaf 

mulch to help trap moisture. 

7 Spontaneous colour
The self-seeding Welsh poppy 

(Meconopsis cambrica), here 

growing with Lady’s mantle, is 

always welcome in my garden. 

Its intense bursts of yellow and 

vermilion come and go through 

the summer months, appearing 

in unexpected places. It will grow 

in both sun and shade adding 

sparkle where ever it nestles.
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8 Mossy cushions
Diane Hewitt and David 

Kinsman have encouraged 

plants that thrive in a humid 

climate to colonise their garden, 

Windy Hall, beside Windermere, 

Cumbria. Here shade-loving 

mosses, ferns and lichens 

dominate, forming low, detailed 

patchworks that draw you into 

this otherworldly scene.

Further reading
Beth Chatto’s Green Tapestry 

by Beth Chatto 

(HarperCollins Illustrated, 1999)

Moss Gardening 

by George Schenk

(Timber Press, 1997)

The Shade Garden:  

Shade-loving Plants  

for Year-round Interest 

by Beth Chatto 

(Cassell, 2005)

Where to buy
Barracott Plants

Tel 01822 832234,  

www.barracottplants.co.uk

Edrom Nurseries

Tel 01890 771386, edrom-

nurseries.co.uk 

Long Acre Plants

plantsforshade.co.uk 

ShadyPlants.com 

Tel 01452 812459,  

shadyplants.com

Plant suggestions for shady situations
Shrubs for shade
•  Hydrangea aspera 

Villosa Group
• Hydrangea sargentiana
• Kirengeshoma palmata
•  Sarcococca  

hookeriana var. digyna 
‘Purple Stem’

Late flowers for shade
• Actaea cordifolia
• Eurybia divaricata
• Eurybia schreberi
•  Geranium 

macrorrhizum
• Geranium nodosum
• Geranium phaeum,  
• Geranium sylvaticum

•  Kalimeris incisa 
‘Charlotte’  

• Selinum wallichianum
•  Tricyrtis formosana 

‘Dark Beauty’ 
Dry soil in shade
•  Brunnera macrophylla 

‘Jack Frost’
• Carex muskingumensis
• Epimedium x rubrum
• Epimedium x versicolor
• Galium odoratum
• Luzula sylvatica
• Luzula nivea
•  Ophiopogon 

planiscapus
• Silene fimbriata

•  Stylophorum 
lasiocarpum

• Symphytum ibericum
• Trachystemon orientalis 
Unusual details
• Adiantum venustum
• Asarum splendens
• Athyrium ‘Ghost’ 
•  Corydalis cashmeriana
• Cyclamen coum
• C. coum Pewter Group  
•  C. coum ‘Maurice 

Dryden’
• Epimedium 
‘Amanogawa’
• Pellaea rotundifolia 
• Viola koreana
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landscape architect Mien Ruys. Renowned for her post-war 

modernist experiments with plants and materials, her own 

garden, Tuinen Mien Ruys in Dedemsvaart, the Netherlands,  

is still open to the public. Her designs are simple: a path leads  

you through a dark shrubbery to a small, perfectly square pool 

that mirrors bright sky; a woodland dominated by rhododendron 

suddenly opens to reveal a huge circular bed of clover. The 

clover’s emerald foliage shines brightly making the surrounding 

shade appear even darker. 

Shade in a garden isn’t always a bad thing. At their best,  

shady spaces add depth to a garden and heighten its atmosphere. 

But like any constraint that gardeners face – be it size, slope,  

soil type, climate, or budget – shade just requires us to draw  

on a higher level of artistry and imagination.  


