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Shade Garden Perennials: our favorite foolproof/easy-to-grow options . . . 

Astilbe: fluffy plumes bloom in early summer, colors are white, pink, and red, foliage is 
fern-like and is great to use for filler for bouquets even when the flowers are no longer 
blooming. 

Bergenia: Can be a really nice plant with pretty blooms, but make sure you like the 
leaves of the variety you pick...some are too cabbage-y for me. I like 'Pink Dragonfly'. 

Brunnera: especially the ones with variegated leaves like King's Ransom. They can be 
tender in MA which means they often don't live through the winter, but we like them 
enough to just buy new ones each year. Our absolute favorite is "Looking Glass' 
because the leaves are such a pretty pale green and the tiny blue flowers make such a 
nice cluster. 

Lilies of the Valley: these take a long time establish and each 'pip' can be expensive, 
but flowers smell incredible and they will eventually spread nicely on their own. 

Bleeding Heart: a bush-like plant that blooms in early spring and then goes dormant in 
the hot summer months. The graceful, arching stems are loaded with little pink or white 
hearts. There is a smaller version called, ‘King of Hearts’  with fern-like leaves which we 
like a lot, but it is not as hardy. 

Sweet Woodruff: a wonderful ground cover with little white flowers. 

Heuchera: grow these for their colorful foliage . . .from bright colors like lime-green and 
orange, all the way to deep purples and maroons. Great for adding color to 
a shade garden!  

Lamium: low to the ground, interesting light foliage and small but bright pink, red or 
white flowers. 

Foam flowers: Blooms in the spring, interesting deeply lobed leaves and upright 
"foamy" looking pink or white flowers. 

Vinca: we love this ground cover...shiny dark green leaves and star shaped purple-blue 
flowers. Blooms heavily in spring and then intermittently all summer. 

Hostas: a real mainstay of the shade garden because of the interesting shapes 
and colors of their leaves. The key with hostas is to not “settle” for the ubiquitous, 
generic varieties.  

We favor blue-green varieties, interspersed with hostas with leaves variegated 
with yellow or white stripes—can be a really be a great way to add color to 
a shade garden!  

Our favorites: Halcyon, Patriot, June, Snowcap, Remember Me, Loyalist, El Nino, 
Autumn Frost. Our ABSOLUTE FAVORITE (and the favorite of many of our 



Confessions of a Garden Fanatic: Fred and Linda Lipton—Shade Perennials 

 

Page 2 of 2 
 

garden visitors) is ‘Kiwi Full Monty' (hard to find in nurseries, but you may be able 
to get it online.) 

Check plant tag carefully for the predicted size because some of them get HUGE 
and that can be a problem with limited space.  

Ferns: come in so many sizes from a foot or two tall to Ostrich Ferns that can be 4-6 
feet tall. We love "Japanese Painted Ferns." The foliage of ferns and Hostas contrast 
nicely in a shade garden. 

Moss: gives a shade garden the feeling of having been there for years! Looks like a soft 
green carpet. It spreads beautifully, but it can be a pain if it spreads to other parts of the 
garden where you don't want it. Fred loves it so much he is more than willing to put the 
time in if it spreads in a garden in which it doesn't belong. Got lots of positive comments 
from garden show visitors. 

 

Shade Garden Annuals 

(Even though they don't live through the cold winters, they are well worth buying each 
year!) 

Coleus: we don't grow it in our garden because it is too bright for us, but it is very, very 
popular and has very striking, bright-colored foliage.  Instead we grow Rex Begonias: 
lovely foliage that is colorful but not too bright. 

We splurge and buy New Guinea impatiens each year and place a few in strategic 
front-row places, blooms are one to two inches wide. Favorite colors: magenta, coral 
orange, and red. 

 

 

 


