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What is Matrix Planting and Design?

Lurie Garden, Chicago



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Native plants grow densely with as many as 40-50 plants per square meter. Helps reduce weeds, and keep plant growth in check.


What is Matrix Planting and Design?

Gardens using a matrix design have:

e Inspiration from (not duplication of)
natural communities

e High density planting (~1ft)

e Native species



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Native plants grow densely with as many as 40-50 plants per square meter. Helps reduce weeds, and keep plant growth in check.


Why use matrix design?

1. Habitat for birds, pollinators, and wildlife!
Severely lacking in most landscapes.

2. Reduced maintenance and inputs of
water/fertilizer/mulch/energy = more
sustainable

3. Enjoy changes through time, seasonally
and from year to year

4. Flexible aesthetically (though often
associated with naturalized, wilder-looking
gardens)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
1 - Native plants provide greater benefits for animals that have developed relationships with these plants over  
     thousands of years. Read Doug Tallamy for more info.
⅔ - Dense native plantings block weeds and eliminate the need for weeding, watering, mulching, regular mowing, fertilizing, deadheading, etc.
5 - Easy to accomplish a naturalized aesthetic, and matrix planting is most commonly associated with that look, but more formal options are also possible. The 
     juxtaposition of formal and wild elements can also be a point of interest.


Where can | use matrix design?

Anywhere! There are
native plants for every
place in your yard!

e Sunny/Shady

e Sand/Loam/Clay
e Wet/Dry

Hoffman Nursery
Rougemont, NC il



How - Plant Selection Tips

1. Look for plants to match site conditions using nursery descriptions

2. Look to natural communities for inspiration/analogs (but not rules):
(https://mnfi.anr.msu.edu/publications/abstracts)

3. No taller than 3 (-4) feet (except for trees, shrubs, or well-behaved
screening plants) to avoid scaring the neighbors

4. Match plants with similar “sociability” levels



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Pick plants to match your site. Don’t change the site to fit your plants.

https://mnfi.anr.msu.edu/publications/abstracts

How - Plant Selection Tips

Matrix (ground-covering) Species

e 1 species up to 2-3+ species
e Use less species (especially in small
spaces) for cleaner, more readable design

e Often (but not always) grasses and sedges



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




~ How - Matrix Plants

-Prairie dropseed
-Little bluestem
-Bearberry

-Sensitive fern
-Hop sedge
-Tussock sedge

-Pennsylvania sedge
-lvory sedge
-Mayapple

-Big-leaf aster

-Ostrich fern
-Gray’s sedge
-Tussock sedge



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




How - Matrix Plants



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




How - Plant Selection Tips

Structural Species

e 1-3 species

e Long-lived taller flowers and -Switchgrass*
: -Sweet gale
grasses and/or trees and -Eel’v'jeberfy B
-New Jersey tea |
shrubs that §tay put e ) e Red maple
e Should provide structural focal
points through the winter _Alternate-leaf _
-Spicebush
Dogwood
-Pawpaw
iy -Huckleberry
\ . : -Musclewood
-Diervilla lonicera

*Cultivars don’t spread as aggressively



How - Plant Selection Tips

Dynamic Filler Species

e 1-3 species that spread
(runners/rhizomes, self-
sowers) but aren’t super
competitive

e Often short-lived but survive
in the soil seed bank

e Function is to fill in gaps left
by disturbance to reduce
weeds

-Wild strawberry
-Rudbeckia hirta

-Silverweed
-Bidens spp.
-Touch-me-knot

-Columbine

-Cardinal flower




How - Plant Selection Tips

Seasonal Color Species

e Select multiple species

e Provide color throughout the season

e No more than 3-4 things blooming at once to
avoid chaos. Use fewer species for a cleaner
look.

e Arrange in repeated masses and drifts, the size
of which corresponds to how visible the flowers of
one plant will be

e Colors can be contrasting (more exciting) or
complementary (more relaxing), according to
your tastes




=

~ How - Seasonal Color Plants

-Butterfly milkweed
-Sand coreopsis
-Pale coneflower
-Nodding wild onion

-Marsh marigold
-Blue flag iris
-Bottle gentian
-Marsh milkweed

-Trout lily

-Trillium

-Bluestem goldenrod
-False Solomon’s seal

-Jack-in-the-pulpit
-Red baneberry
-Wild geranium
-Marsh skullcap



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




e Matrix Layer (40-60%)

© Structural Layer (5-15%)
© Dynamic Fillers (5-10%)
e Seasonal Layer (25-60%)

Plant design functions




e Matrix Layer (40-60%)

© Structural Layer (5-15%)
© Dynamic Fillers (5-10%)
e Seasonal Layer (25-50%)

Plant design functions



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Some plants will serve multiple functions (e.g. columbine, black-eyed susan) or can serve different functions depending on the context


e Matrix Layer (40-60%)

© Structural Layer (5-15%)
© Dynamic Fillers (5-10%)
e Seasonal Layer (25-60%)

Plant design functions




How - Creating a Matrix (medium to dry soil)

‘I‘ Matrix: Prairie dropseed
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‘ Nodding wild onion

@ Black-eyed susan
@ Pale coneflower



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Could include species like ferns, wild ginger, mayapple, foam flower, bearberry, big-leaf aster, barren strawberry, etc.



How - Expanding a Matrix



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes




Example 1: Little Traverse Township Park Shoreline
Greenbelt (Fall 2025)

Goals:

1. Protect water quality

2. Reduce goose poop and
associated health risks

3. Enhance the beauty of the park

4. Maintain existing uses of the
park (beach access, open lawn
areas)

Tip of the Mitt Watershed Council
project with funding from EGLE




Example 1: Little Traverse Township Park Shoreline
Greenbelt (Fall 2025) ttle TrayBrse ip Beach Block the Flock

 Compromise between blocking
geese and allowing people access
to recreate

* Planting in a long strip at the edge
of the beach and lawn instead of
at the water’s edge

e Bent paths allow people to walk
between lawn and beach, while
blocking the geese’s sight lines.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Structural species of shrubs (NJ tea), Matrix of little bluestem, prairie dropseed, and Pennsylvania sedge. Dynamic filler of strawberry and black-eyed susan


Please allow me to introduce...







Example 1: Little Traverse Township Park Shoreline
Greenbelt (Fall 2025)




Example 2: First Presbyterian Church of Petoskey (Coming
Summer 2026




Example 2: First Presbyterian Church of Petoskey (Coming
Summer 2026)

Goals:

1. Reinvigorate garden and
enhance beauty of the park
2. Native plant demonstration | . e

WORSHIP 9:45%

garden

Pollinator habitat

Maintain existing uses
(bench, little free library, AC
units, sign)

il
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Lower plants along sidewalk and path and around sign.
54% Matrix, 39% Seasonal Color, 6% Dynamic Filler (1188 Plants Total)
Matrix plants: Penn sedge, June grass, bearberry, prairie dropseed
Structural plants: Juniper, Nootka cypress, red osier dogwood, showy goldenrod
Dynamic filler: Black-eyed susan, horsemint



Thanks for listening!

Noah Jansen
noah@watershedcouncil.org
231-347-1181



mailto:noah@watershedcouncil.org
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