


HERBACEOUS 
ORNAMENTALS

Learning Objectives
• Learn the art of designing with 

herbaceous ornamentals, using 
color, texture, shape, and size

• Learn about the number of 
different ways that herbaceous 
ornamentals are used

• Learn about container gardening 
and how to maintain them

• Learn about annual plantings and 
the maintenance requirements

• Learn about a selected list of 
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in Idaho

• Learn about biennials and 
perennials and how to care for 
and maintain them

• Learn about a selection of 
perennials for Idaho gardens

Introduction
Herbaceous ornamentals comprise the nonwoody portion of the garden landscape. 
These plants generally add color and interest to a basic landscape design and 
landscape structure. Whether that structure is a backdrop or basic design of trees 
and shrubs or a purposeful laying out of beds and other types of planting areas, the 
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plants are also forgiving because they are easier to dig and rearrange than most 
landscape trees and shrubs. Learning to use herbaceous ornamentals to the best 
advantage is easy; simply follow the guidelines outlined in this chapter.

The Art of Design
COLOR
Herbaceous ornamentals are generally grown for their addition of color, through their 
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combine them can form a basis for use of these versatile landscape plants (Figure 1). 

	ð	ø













1-7 • IDAHO MASTER GARDENER HANDBOOK CHAPTER 19: HERBACEOUS ORNAMENTALS

Stake plants before they have a chance to fall over 
or begin to grow crooked. When the plants are about 
one-third of their mature size, begin staking. Place 
stakes or frames close to the plant, but take care not 
to damage the root system. Secure the plant stems 
to the stake or frame as the plant grows taller.

Insects—Although ornamental annuals are generally 
pest-free, the following insects can sometimes 
cause problems: aphids, beetles, caterpillars, thrips, 
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Annuals that are well maintained can withstand most 
attacks by insects. Plants under water stress or those 
lacking plant nutrients become more susceptible to 
insect attack. Keeping annuals healthy and growing is 
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destroy these predators and should be avoided.
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can be controlled with insecticidal soaps. Caterpillars 
can be controlled with Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis) 
spray. Earwigs can be trapped in rolled newspapers 
and then destroyed.

If chemical treatment becomes necessary, make sure 
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appropriate for its control. Always follow label 
directions.

Diseases—Since annuals are only in the garden for 
one season, diseases are not as serious a problem 
as they are for perennials. The following diseases, 
however, can sometimes cause problems: the fungus 
diseases botrytis blight (gray mold), damping-off 
fungus, powdery mildew and rust, and the virus 
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Moist conditions and splashing water favor and 
spread the fungus diseases rust, powdery mildew, 
damping-off fungus, and botrytis blight. Spacing and 
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helps to prevent these diseases. Sprinkler watering 
in the morning so the foliage will dry during the day 
or drip irrigating so the foliage stays completely 
dry is also useful. Damping-off can be prevented 
by planting seeds after the weather warms and not 
keeping the seeds and seedlings too wet.

Botrytis gains a foothold in dead plant parts. 
Deadheading and grooming can help to keep this 
disease out of annuals. Insects such as aphids and 
leafhoppers spread the virus diseases mosaic and 

aster yellows. Starting with virus-free plants and 
then excluding insect pests detours these diseases. 
No control is available for the virus diseases. Plants 
must be pulled and destroyed. The fungus diseases 
are controlled with fungicides. Check the label of 
each chemical for the organisms it controls and the 
proper application methods.

Other pests—Slugs and snails are very common and 
can chew small annuals down to nothing. Handpick, 
trap, and destroy the pests or use commercial baits.

DESCRIPTION OF SELECTED ANNUALS
Antirrhinum majus (Snapdragon)— Available in many 
colors. Grows in full sun. Height varies from 12 inches 
for dwarf plants to 36 inches for the tall varieties. 
Plants can be directly seeded or transplanted in early 
spring. These plants often reseed themselves under 
Idaho conditions.
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in shades of red and pink and white. Leaves are bright 
green or bronze red and waxy looking. Grows in partial 
sun to shade. Height is 6–12 inches at maturity. Seeds 
are slow to start and are best used as bedding plants or 
houseplants.
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white, cream, orange, yellow, and apricot. Grows in 
full sun. Mature height is 12–30 inches. Sow seeds 
directly in early spring. Flower petals are edible 
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These plants are very easy to grow and will reseed 
profusely.
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in white, light yellow, pink, red, blue, and lavender or 
purple. Grows in full sun. Height varies from 6 to 30 
inches. Sow seeds directly into garden in spring. These 
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Centaurea  sp. (Bachelor’s button)—Colors vary 
from blue, pink, rose, purple, yellow, and white. 
Grows in full sun. Height is 12–36 inches tall. The 
different species have differing planting and growth 
requirements.

Cosmos sp. (Cosmos)—Colors are yellow, orange, 
red, white, pink, and bicolors. Grows in full sun to 
partial shade. Height is 2–7 feet. Easy-to-grow plants 
make good backgrounds for other annuals. Several 
different species have differing planting and growth 
requirements. These plants will reseed.
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