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People have been growing plants on 
walls, fences and other vertical surfaces 
since the hanging gardens of Babylon 
around 600 BC. Wall pots, that is, semi-
circular containers that fit snug up 
against a wall and hold a single plant, 
have been available to gardeners for 
ages, as have all sorts of pot holders 
designed to screw or nail onto walls. 
And hanging flower bags (also called 
flower pouches) of annuals have been 
around since the 1980s and are sold in 
every garden centre. So, growing on 
walls is not particularly new. But the 
current trend goes far beyond having a 
pot or two nailed to an otherwise barren 
wall. Entire walls are being turned into 
gardens – vertical gardens, also known 
as green walls or living walls.

WALLS AS GARDENS
Although various attempts at 

creating green walls have taken place 
since the 1930s, it was French botanist 
Patrick Blanc who revived the concept 
of living walls in Europe in the late 
1980s. His walls are now seen all over 
the world, from France to Manhattan 
to India, Australia and Hong Kong. 
They’re living art – plants of various 
colours, both flowering and foliage 
types, are planted to create abstract 
murals. And there are environmental 
benefits as well – green walls purify the 
air, capture and store rain water, reduce 
city air temperatures, cut traffic noise 
and reduce wind velocity. Since most 
of Patrick Blanc’s walls are in urban 
settings, these are important factors. 

Plus, graffiti is no longer a problem, 
guaranteed! And without the damage of 
the sun’s ultraviolet rays, walls behind 
a vertical garden can last indefinitely.

HOME SYSTEMS
Of course, Patrick Blanc’s walls are 

huge and designed for public spaces, 
but there are now many smaller wall 
systems available that you can simply 
pick up and install on any wall you 
choose. Two basic types are avail-
able: vertical planters or wall pocket 
types. Vertical planters are plastic, 
wood or metal structures into which 
you can simply insert or clip pots. 
Pots can be held vertically, horizon-
tally or at an angle, depending on the 
system. Wall pocket types are differ-
ent in that they are composed of sown 
pockets of artificial, rot-resistant geo-
texile (much like felt) that you can fill 
with soil and plants. Both come with 
waterproof backing (you don’t want 
the wall behind the containers to be 
perpetually moist), and either type 
can usually be screwed to any wall 

Photo left: A Patrick Blanc-style green wall: 
This wall of perennials (notably heuchera 
cultivars) imitates the type of green wall 
developed by the great French botanist.
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Photo right: Looking to maximize space 
in their Philomath, OR garden, Aaron 
Reizes and Lois Brooks opted for a Gro-
Wall vertical vegetable garden.

Succulents are particularly well adapted 
to living walls, as they can tolerate ir-
regular watering.

Have you run out of gardening space? Does every single 

square centimetre of soil in your garden have something 

jammed into it? Is even your patio filled with pots of 

greenery? Well, there’s still one last place to go – upward! 

Yes, it’s time to look into gardening on your walls. 

or fence. Afraid your fence won’t be 
strong enough? Some models come on 
movable supports that you can simply 
site against the wall. It really couldn’t 
be much easier! 

If you want to make your own 
system, wall pockets are fairly easy to 
create. With a sewing machine and a 
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few metres of geotextile, you can be on 
your way.  Fold the geotextile to create 
pockets, sew it solidly so the pockets 
can hold weight, and fix it onto a plastic 
panel (to serve as a waterproof backing). 
All that remains to do is screw or hook 
the panel to the chosen wall.

For success with any wall system, 
some sort of irrigation will likely be 

necessary. Even in a rainy climate 
vertical surfaces simply don’t receive 
as much rain per square centimetre as 
flat ones. Some systems have a water 
reservoir at the top of the structure. 
When it’s filled, water will drip down 
through the containers, watering the 
plants’ roots. Other systems, especially 

larger ones, use various irrigation 
systems such as drip irrigation and 
porous hoses. Check to see if the system 
you opt for catches excess water so it 
won’t drip on the floor or ground. If 
not, you might want to place pots or a 
tray underneath to catch any overflow. 

GROWING SECRETS
Growing plants in a green wall is 

pretty basic. Most systems are designed 
to use traditional container potting soil 
mixes, though you’ll probably want to 
add some compost and a slow-release 
fertilizer to the mix. 

To get started, simply fill the con-
tainer or pocket almost to the top with 
soil, dig a small hole in the mix and 
plant as you would normally, covering 
the roots and tamping down, then 
water well. 

I’m not going to deny that 
watering wall systems can be 
tricky. Many systems recommend 
you water the top pots, suggesting 
that any extra moisture will trickle 
down and water the plants below. 
While that can work, you’ll often 
find the lower plants drying out, 
and when you try to water more to 
compensate, the upper ones become 

These lobelia (Lobelia erinus) grow in a 
hanging flower bag. Place one on any wall 
and remember to water evenly.

This display at the 2013 Chelsea Flower 
Show demonstrates that green walls can 
also be living art.

In this experimental system, a cutaway 
shows how plants can be unpotted and 
then inserted into holes cut into a panel 
of rock wool. Through irrigation, the rock 
wool will keep the plants evenly moist.

In this commercial wall garden, pots can 
simply be clipped onto a solid structure. 
These small seedlings will soon be full and 
lush, covering the wall entirely.
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overwatered. Even with automated 
irrigation systems, you’ll probably 
have to make adjustments as differ-
ent levels will have different water 
needs, depending on how much 
“trickle down” they do or don’t get. 
Don’t forget that as plants grow, 
they’ll need more water, so you’ll 
have to keep adjusting any irriga-
tion system as the season advances.

If you have an irrigation system that 
is relatively functional, I suggest just 
keeping a watering can handy to water 
as needed. Don’t try to put plants on a 
strict weekly schedule. There are too 
many variables for that – hot, dry air 
and full sun will increase water needs, 
while grey, cool, rainy weather will 
reduce them, so just keep your eyes 
peeled. Any plant that even starts to 
wilt is probably drought-stressed, and 
neighbouring plants will likely need 
attention, too. 

Even if you included a slow-release 
fertilizer in the original potting mix, 
do fertilize occasionally with a diluted 
soluble fertilizer. Container gardens 
of all sorts need more nutrients than 
in-ground plantings. Just make sure 
you never exceed the recommended 
dose or frequency.

Finally, primp, pinch and pick 
as needed, just as you would any 
other garden.

PLANT CHOICES
Container size will be the limiting 

factor in your plant choices. For the 
most part you’ll want to stick with 
smaller plants, but these can include 
annuals, perennials or even very 
small shrubs. Of course, edibles are 
also a natural choice for wall gardens.  
Herbs and vegetables of all sorts will 
do well, especially if you have full 
or nearly full sun. If your wall is on 

A living wall of impatiens (Impatiens walleriana) greets visitors at Reford 
Gardens in Eastern Quebec.

the shady side (less than four hours 
of sun per day), try chard, lettuce 
and other greens. In sunnier spots 
the choice of edibles is wider, but 
look for small-growing and there-
fore space-saving varieties of bigger 
vegetables like patio tomatoes, baby 
carrots and bush beans. Any variety 
recommended for container gardens 
would be a good choice (turn to Niki’s 
article on page 19 for inspiration). 

You can remove any annual plants 
in the fall (just plant new ones the 
following season), but keep watering 
hardy plants as needed until the soil 
freezes, if that is the situation in your 
climate. You’ll find that perennials 
and small shrubs adapted to Zone 
3 and lower often do best in green 
walls as their roots better tolerate 
freezing. Drought resistant perennials 
like sedums and heucheras are classic 
choices for living walls.

WHERE TO BUY
More and more garden centres offer 

green wall systems of some sort, but if 
that isn’t the case locally, take a peek 
online. There are plenty of suppliers, 
both in Canada and abroad.i

Any plant that 
even starts to 

wilt is probably 
drought-stressed, 
and neighbouring 
plants will likely  

need attention, too
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