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Plants for dry shade

I'm often asked by clients for suggestions on plants for dry shady sites.
Dry shade can be quite limiting. Many of our most loved plants need
plentiful sunlight and moisture to grow well. However, there are still some
incredible plants that not only do well in dry shade, but look out of place
when grown in sunnier spots.

| aim to list some of my favourites in this post.

Where is dense shade found?

Mature trees can cast dense shade over an area while sapping moisture
from the soil leaving little for other plants. Woodland gardens are therefore
often shady and usually dry.

In other areas, man-made features such as brick walls (especially house
walls) greatly reduce the amount of rain that reaches the ground. Building
foundations also reduce the volume of soil available to plant roots. This in
turn reduces the soil’'s water holding capacity.

Alleviating dry shade

Plant selection is especially important in dry shady areas. Many of the
more common garden plants will not tolerate dry shade. By this, | mean
that they will slowly (or quickly) suffer from carbohydrate depletion or
drought and die. Others (such as Penstemon) may tolerate a degree of
shade, but will not flower well (if at all).

But even with good plant selection, alleviating dry, shady conditions can be
helpful. Most plants that do well in dry shade usually do better with a bit of

sun and moisture. Therefore, consider:

e Thinning the canopy and/or raising the crown of trees that are
casting shade
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e Removing any unnecessary shrubs/trees that are casting shade
e |Irrigating the ground in extended periods without rain
e Adding organic matter to the soil to improve water and nutrient

holding capacity

e Applying mulch to the soil surface to reduce evaporation
e Planting/dividing in late-summer/spring (early autumn is best) to
allow plants time to root-out into the ground

Shrubs for dry shade
Plant Notes
Aucuba japonica Common but good. Attractive waxy, green, laurel

like leaves with yellow splodges on them.

Berberis x stenophylla

Beautiful orange flowers, dark evergreen foliage,
lots of spines.

Corylopsis pauciflora

The Buttercup Witch Hazel enjoys shady sites
(prefers acidic soil). It has quite fragrant pale
yellow/cream flowers in spring. Very nice.

Danae racemosa

Lovely waxy foliage. The berries aren’t bad either.

Daphne bholua
‘Jacqueline Postill’

One of my favourite plants! Incredibly sweetly
scented white to pale pink flowers in later winter.

Edgeworthia chrysantha

In the same family as Daphne, it’'s not surprising
that the golden and white flowers that appear in
late winter/early spring and pleasantly fragrant.

Euphorbia mellifera

Does well in partial shade and smells amazingly
honey-like when flowering in spring.

Garrya elliptica James
Roof’

A large evergreen shrub which looks fairly plain
until its pendant like racemes appear in the colder
months. G. elliptica ‘James Roof’ is a male cultivar
(they're dioecious) and has especially long
racemes up to 20cm.

Hamamellis x intermedia,

H. mollis,

Sweetly scented and very interesting looking
flowers in winter. Cultivars can have yellow,
orange, or red flowers. Great autumn leaf colour.
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H. japonica

Hamamellis x intermedia is the Hybrid Witch Hazel
and is a cross between H. mollis (Chinese Witch
Hazel) and H. japonica (Japanese Witch Hazel).

All are great plants. Just pick one you like the look
of.

Hydrangea aspera
H. paniculata

H. quercifolia

There are lots of very beautiful Hydrangea
species that do well in dry shade, but these are
some of my favourite.

H. asperais less common than most species.
Upright habit with thick powdery leaves. Probably
less attractive to most people than the more
showy, more common species; but perhaps more
attractive to the keen plantsperson who enjoys
something a bit different.

H. paniculatais quite a common species but no
less special for being so. Amazing, large panicles
of flowers, most commonly in white, cream, or
pink. Lots of cultivars to choose from.

H. quercifoliais easy to source from nurseries or
sometimes garden centres, but not an especially
common sight in gardens. Excellent panicles of
white or pink flowers, but the main attraction is
probably the oak-esque foliage which often turns
red in autumn before dropping.

Lonicera x purpusii

Quite a plain shrub for most of the year, but it has
lots of small white flowers with a delicious scent in
late winter to early spring.

Mahonia japonica

Most Mahonia do well in dry shade. | like them all,
but we have M. japonicain our home garden.

Osmanthus x burkwoodii

Easy to get a hold of in garden centres. A very
useful, attractive, evergreen shrub. The white
flowers appear in spring and are very fragrant.

Prunus lusitanica subsp.
azorica

Less common than the Cherry Laurel and a bit
more delicate in form.

Pyracantha ‘Orange Glow’

A very spikey evergreen shrub with white flowers
in summer and orange berries in the autumn.
Great for deterring burglars!
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Ruscus aculeatus

A very spiney bush, hence the common name
“Butchers Broom”. Good looking red berries.

Sambucus nigra f.

Most elders do well in dry shade, but the common

porphyrophylla Sambucus nigra can be a bit “un-desirable” in
formal gardens.
Stachyurus praecox An excellent and uncommon, large deciduous

shrub with pendulous racemes of pale yellow, bell
shaped flowers in late winter/early spring.

Viburnum farreri,

V x bodnantense ‘Dawn’

Both are attractive, deciduous shrubs with
amazingly fragrant flowers which may appear
intermittently from autumn to spring.

Perennials for dry shade

Plant

Notes

Anemanthele lessoniana

One of the few ornamental grasses that does well
in dry shade.

Anemone x hybrida
‘Honorine Jobert’

Most of these tall Anemone do well in dry shade.
Most cultivars are white or pink flowered.

Aruncus dioicus

A. dioicus ‘Kneiffii’

Not the showiest plant, but does well in dry shade.
The cultivar ‘Kneiffii’ is much shorter than the
straight species.

Bergenia cordifolia
‘Purpurea’,

B. ‘Mrs Crawford’,
B. ‘Schneekonigin’,

B. ‘Abendglocken’

Bergenia are a lot better plants than most people
give them credit for. They do best in a sunny spot
and this brings on the best winter colour (shades

of red). However, they tolerate a good degree of

dry shade.

Bergenia cordifolia ‘Purpured’ is the most
common one and a good allrounder.

B. ‘Mrs Crawford” has white flowers and good
winter colour.

B. ‘Schneekonigin’ has taller than usual stems of
large, pale pink flowers but no winter colour.
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B. ‘Abendglocken’ is one of the best for winter
colour.

Carex pendula | put this plant on the list with hesitation. It
tolerates dry shade very well and can be
attractive in the right setting. It’s also quite weedy
and probably best in informal settings.

Campanula A tough low-growing, spreading Campanula. Not
poscharskyana breathtaking but useful.

Campanula lactiflora
‘Loddon Anna’

Not suitable for dense shade in especially dry
soils, but good for areas with a bit of shade and
well drained but moisture retentive soil.

Deschampsia caespitosa

Not one for dense shade, but definitely does well
in dappled shade. Prefers a damp soil but will put
up with a degree of dryness. Amazing clouds of
golden panicles.

Doellingeria umbellata

A very tall “Aster like” plant with small white
flowers. Looks good at the back of a dry shady
border.

Dryopteris spp.

There are many great ferns in this genus. They
generally do well in dry shade.

Epimedium grandiflorum
‘Red Beauty’

E. grandiflorum ‘Niveum’

E. x versicolor ‘Sulphureum’

Epimedium really are one of my favourites. Great
foliage that serves as groundcover and cover for
wildlife. Most forms have autumn colour (reds
normally). Early spring flowers are dainty and give
good nectar to early pollinators such as bumble
bees. If you cut the foliage off in February, you’ll
see the flowers even better in early spring.

Epimedium grandiflorum ‘Red Beauty’ is not
surprisingly red flowered. Not evergreen but good
autumn colour.

E. grandiflorum ‘Niveum’ is similar to ‘Red Beauty’
but white flowered.

E. x versicolor ‘Sulphureum’ is an evergreen
cultivar with yellow flowers.

Euphorbia amygdaloides
var. robbiae

An attractive low growing Euphorbia which
spreads readily by seed.
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Eupatorium maculatum
‘Riesenschirm’

Not for dense shade, but does well in dappled
shade in a woodland setting

Eurybia divaricatus

Great to see an “Aster like” plant that does well in
dry shade. This one is quite short and has small
white flowers

Eurybia x herveyi

Like E. divaricatus but taller and with blue/purple
flowers. Perhaps not quite as tolerant of dry
shade as E. divaricatus

Geranium clarkei ‘Kashmir
Purple’

Everyone knows Geranium. There are loads of
different types and most tolerate dry shade very
well. This is one of my favourites.

Gillenia trifoliata

A great plant that tolerates a wide range of
conditions including dry shade. Pretty white
flowers, good autumn leaf colour. Has a
somewhat shrubby appearance but dies back to
the ground each year.

Gallium odoratum

Sweet Woodruff. Forms very attractive light-green
clumps with interesting foliage and small white
flowers. | have a few clumps in my home garden
that spread each year. They divide very easily

Helleborus x hybrida

Helleborus niger

Helleborus x hybrida has beautiful burgundy
flowers in winter with relatively plain leaves
throughout summer. Cut the leaves back in winter
to show off the flowers.

Like H. x hybrida but with with white flowers

Lamium orvala

L. orvala ‘Aloum’

A very impressive “Dead Nettle” with sturdy stems
of thick leaves and dark red flowers in early

spring.

L. orvalais a white flowered form cultivar.

Lathyrus vernus

This one grew well on the north-facing rock
garden at RHS Wisley. Unlike many other
Lathyrus, this one is short and forms clumps.
Perhaps not one for very dense shade, but shade
nonetheless.

Liriope muscari

Common but for good reason. Surely one of the
most reliable plants for dry shade. Clumps thicken

Joe Vary Dip. Hort (Wisley)

Email: joe@gardeningmentor.co.uk



mailto:joe@gardeningmentor.co.uk

gardening
mentor|oe vary

up well and can be easily divided every few years
to increase planting density in dry shady areas

Lunaria rediviva

This is the Perennial Honesty. Not that the annual
species is useless, but this one is my favourite. It
has elliptical seed pods rather than round ones.

Luzula sylvatica

My favourite of the Wood Rushes (probably the
largest and showiest Luzula). Grows throughout
the UK in a range of habitats including in Oak
woodlands. Excellent for groundcover in dry
shaded sites. Forms large tussocks which spread
by rhizomes. A wide range of cultivars to choose
from.

Pachysandra terminalis

Attractive low growing ground cover for dry
shade. Waxy green leaves with small white
flowers

Polypodium vulgare

Lovely smooth edged waxy leaves on this fern.

Polygonatum x hybridum

A tall growing herbaceous/bulbous plant with
excellent form and strongly scented, small white
flowers. Watch out for the sawflies!

Polystichum setiferum

A good fern for dry shade.

Rodgersia podophylla

One of my favourites for its stunning “horse
chestnut like” foliage. Also has very attractive
large, white flower spikes in summer. Does better
in moist soils, but tolerates dry soils if it is
protected from direct sunlight.

Sesleria autumnale

An attractive, densely tufted, low growing grass,
with lime green foliage. Conspicuous, pale
inflorescences held well above the foliage.

Smilacina racemosa

Similar to Polygonatum x hybridum but with more
visible flowers. Equally as tolerant of dry shaded
sites. Known as False Solomon’ Seal.

Thalictrum aquilegiifolium

Most Thalictrum tolerate a degree of dry shade
(they prefer a bit of moisture). This one has
delicate foliage that is similar to that of Aquilegia
and dainty clumps of pale pink flowers.
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Bulbs for dry shade

Plant

Notes

Allium paradoxum
A triquetrum

A. ursinum

All of these “Wild Garlics™ are quite invasive. But
there may come a time when you want to grow
something edible in dry shade, and these are all
good choices.

Anemone blanda
A. nemorosa
A. ranunculoides

A x lipsiensis

Three similarish species which do well in
woodland.

A. blanda is usually pale blue/purple.
A. nemorosa is white or pale pink.
A. ranunculoides is yellow.

A. x lipsiensis is a cross between A. nemorosa and
A. ranunculoides, and it shows.

Arum maculatum

A. italicum

Both species serve as reliable winter interest. They
look similar except for the fact that A. italicum has
marbled leaves. Both show their leaves in
autumn/winter and last until spring when they
may flower and produce dense spikes of berries.

Chinodoxa forbesii

C. lucilioe ‘Albc’

ond C sardensis

All of these spread quite rapidly and can be
naturalised in grass or woodland that isn’t too
shady.

C. forbesiiand C. sardensis are blue/purple

C. lucilioe ‘Alba’ is white.

Corydalis solida

I've found large clumps of this species growing in
woodland in Kent. Probably prefers a sunnier spot
but puts up with a bit of shade.

Cyclamen coum

C. hederifolium

| love Cyclamen. There are lots of great species
but many don’t tolerate the British climate. These
two species are very reliable though.

C. coum flowers in late winter/spring.

C. hederifolium flowers in autumn with attractive
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“ivy-like leaves” from autumn to spring.

Pink and white forms can be found of both
species. There’s also a lot of variation in leaf
shape and markings

Erythronium ‘Pagoda’

When | was on the Alpine Team at Wisley, | used
to enjoy seeing these in the dry, tree covered area
to the west of the rock garden.

Galanthus elwesii

G. nivalis

Most snowdrops do well in dry shade. These two
are good (as are most others).

G. elwesiiis a bit bigger than G. nivalis and flowers
a little earlier.

Trillium grandiflorum

A very special plant for shady sites. Prefers a bit
of moisture, but worth a shot in drier soils too.
Slow growing but does form good clumps over
time.
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