Spectacular Plant Combinations

By Lorraine Roberts, Plant Paradise Country Gardens

CREATING SPECTACULAR PLANT COMBINATIONS FOR THE GREATEST IMPACT IN THE GARDEN

can be an elusive skill for many gardeners. Probably one of the most commonly asked questions
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on the plants you choose. A harmoniously pleasing garden blends colour, form, texture and

design to create an esthetically beautiful look. You should also have an understanding of the

soil, light and moisture conditions in your garden which will in the end determine your choice of

plants. It is recommended that you group plants together that will require the same amount of

moisture and light conditions.

To start, make a list of perennials that you like which will thrive in your growing conditions.
Research each plant choice thoroughly so that you know its height, spread, bloom time and
colour. After gathering this information you can draw up a plant list to begin deciding on some
different combinations of plants. To get ideas for your final decision, visit your local garden
centre with your list in hand. Find the plants on your list and then place them in the different
combinations to see how it all comes together. The number of different plant choices you
decide upon should be based on the dimensions and the scale of the garden. A large group of
one plant choice placed within a composition of more large groups creates the biggest impact.
Grouping individual plants of many different perennials together creates a visually confusing



and jumbled effect. Depending on the size of the garden, plant in groups of odd numbers such
as three, five, seven, nine or more. In a small garden this can be as simple as three different
plant choices placed in individual groups of three. For example, combining only these three
plants, nepeta, salvia and red valerian, will make a sizzle of colour all season long. Simplicity is
the key.

Choosing contrasting shapes and textures of plants, flowers and foliage will add excitement and
interest to your garden for the whole season. The form and texture of individual perennials can
be divided into different categories by their flower shapes. This is only a guide. Many other
flower shapes, which defy simple categorization, can also be utilized in your plant choice
selection.

Flower shapes

The spires have elongated blooms such as: aconitum, agastache, liatris, persicaria, salvia,
veronica, perovskia, digitalis, baptisia, lupins, delphiniums, penstemon, lavender, nepeta,
cimicifuga, and veronicastrum.

Some of the button and globe shaped flowers are astrantia, allium, echinops, eryngium,
knautia, monarda, sanguisorba, phlomis, stachys hummelo, and trifolium rubens.

There are bell shaped flowers such as tulips, campanula, balloon flower, daylilies, oriental and
Asiatic lilies.

Plume shaped blooms include astilbe, aruncus, thalictrum, red valerian, phlox, filipendula,
lychnis, geum triflorum and persicaria polymorpha.

Umbel shaped flowers are plants that have flat and round blooms such as achillea, amsonia,
asclepias, euphorbia, eupatorium, vernonia and sedums.

The daisy shaped flowers are a large family that includes echinacea, gaillardia, inula, aster,
helenium, coreopis, rudebeckia, dianthus, heliopsis and, of course, shasta daisies.

There are plants that function as screens and curtains such as anemone pamina, verbena
bonariensis and thalictrums. Many screens include perennial ornamental grasses that include
panicum prairie fire, deschampsia, molina skyracer, and calamagrostis brachytricha.

Finally there are filler plants that include: calamintha, limonium, perennial geraniums, gillenia
trifoliata, hakonechloa grass, heuchera, hosta, saponariamaxfrSA = o6 0 &
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Left: Filipendula (plume shaped flower). Right: Columbine (bell shaped flower)



Left: Thalictrum black stockings (plume shaped bloom). Right: Hyssop (spire shaped flower)

Many of the more remarkable gardens combine plants that do not have similar characteristics.



By combining plants that have contrasting texture, form, height, bloom shape and colour you
create an engaging and appealing garden. Be observant of the textural similarities of different
plants in your own garden. Notice how the shape of the bottlebrush blooms of Pennisetum
Karley Rose Grass mimics the flower petals of Echinacea. These subtle but similar textural
elements of different plants make them a great combo. Be on the look-out for many more
examples.

Everyone loves a perennial garden overflowing with colourful flowers. The use of both bloom
and foliage colour has the biggest impact on creating the mood and feeling in the garden. Single
colour combinations, such as white, bring a peaceful feeling. By contrast, warm colour
combinations bring excitement. Perennial combinations using cool colours create a calming and
contemplative feeling. Contrasting colour combinations add drama and sizzle. Colour echo
combinations are shades and tints of a main colour that are echoed throughout the entire
planting. An echo of soft pink in hues that range from light pink to mauve violet would create a
soothing effect. In a shade garden, the yellow leaves of the hakonechloa aureola grass are
echoed in the chartreuse foliage of the golden Japanese yew.

Using a colour wheel will make it easier to make beautiful plant combinations. They can be
found at art supply stores. Colours beside each other on the colour wheel share a similar
pigment. Combining adjacent colours creates a harmonious composition. Opposite colours on
the colour wheel are complementary colours. Combining complementary colours makes for a
more vibrant composition. Adding a dash of the complementary yellow or red colour in a blue,
purple and pink colour scheme will liven up a restful look. Adding a swath of white in a
predominately vibrant red or violet coloured garden will help relax the mood and accentuate
the stronger coloured plants. Always remember that there are many foliage colours which also
play a vital role. So be careful that the foliage colour of one plant does not clash with the bloom
colour of another.

Designing three different combinations that bloom during specific seasons will create a feeling
of continuous colour all season long. In a large garden, this pattern can be repeated for
continuity and flow. The possibilities are endless!

For inspiration participate in a local garden tour; visit a botanical display garden or perennial
nursery and take notes of what works for you. Imitate what you have learned and use it in your
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Plant combination (shade)



Plant combination (texture)

Examples of successful plant combinations

e Amsonia, Agastache & Aster

 Liatris, Echinacea & Achillea

e Veronica, Phlox, & Shasta Daisy

e Brunnera, Oxalis Triangularis & Hakonechloa Aureola Grass

e Eryngium, Calamagrostis Brachytricha, & Helenium

e Perovskia, Echinops, & Coreopsis

e Nepeta, Eupatorium & Anemone
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e Heliopsis, Monarda & Asclepias
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