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“Mosses invited themselves into the gardens of Japan and 
thereby invented moss gardening,” wrote George Schenk 
in Moss Gardening, by Timber Press. And they did this 
many hundreds of years ago. As I have a small Japanese-
style garden, it was imperative that I visit some gardens 
of Japan. My presentation, along with that of Rick Smith, 
at the NAJGA New Pathways Conference in October 
2014, included photos of moss gardens at 25 gardens 
in Kyoto plus the Adachi Art Museum and Garden in 
Yashugi, Shimane Prefecture, where I visited in April 2014.

Mosses can be paradoxical. Especially on cool, damp, and cloudy days, 
mosses instill great tranquility, creating a sense of serenity and peace–the 
intent of Japanese gardeners ever since the beginning. But, to me, mosses 
in either sun-dappled shade or back-lighted in early morning sun are 
incredibly stunning, never instilling tranquility. Under those conditions, 
trying to fully convey their beauty in words is useless. Trying to fully 
capture their electrifying beauty with a camera is impossible. 

But not everyone is susceptible to the beauty of mosses. My favorite 
moss garden in Japan is in Ōbai’in Temple in Daitokuji in Kyoto. A walk 
divides a flat moss garden, seen by me in sun-dappled shade. Absolutely 
stunned, I could have happily lived there until I died. But as I watched 
many others on the path, few gave the mosses hardly a glance. If they 
could, the mosses would have cried, their dazzling show falling on blind 
eyes. I was equally stunned when I saw my first moss garden at Foxfire 
Gardens in central Wisconsin in 2005. It instantly turned me into a moss 
aficianado. Schenk was right when he wrote, “Every John and Jane grows 
grass. Only Nature’s Chosen grow moss.”

Now, you might think those garden visitors, mainly Japanese, were jaded, 
so used to viewing beautiful moss gardens. But I did not find that true in 
the dozens of gardens I visited. Only a few use mosses extensively, even 
though it is possible to do so. By far the largest user of moss is Saihōji or 
Kokedera (Moss Temple), about two acres in a rolling wooded garden. 
Virtually all the ground is covered by mosses, much of it Leucobryum 
glaucom (Pincushion Moss). The serenity it evinced was unmatched in any 
garden I saw. Yet, I once walked through a different small private garden, 
which also had Leucobryum with only a few rocks. Surprisingly, it was my 
second favorite moss garden, simply gorgeous. 
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Polytrichum commune (Hair Cap 
Moss) is probably the most 
common moss used in Japan, but it 
disappointed me, as I usually found 
it mostly brown, especially in the 
beautiful dry gardens of Tōfukuji 
and Ryōanji Temples. Surprising, as 
springtime with adequate water, 
should green up all mosses.

Danrinji Temple impressed me with 
the use of the dense yellow-green 
Thuidium delicatulum (Fern Moss) 
along walkways, often spilling down 
banks in carpet-like fashion.

But I had to leave Kyoto to find 
my favorite garden in Japan, and I 
did so at the Adachi Art Museum 
and Garden. Much of the garden, 
however, cannot be reached close 
up, often viewed through huge 
windows of the museum. The 
astounding views of the gardens 
in general, more than made up for 
my disappointment of the moss 
gardens. I felt they could have 
found a better moss than the 
dominant Polytrichum, perhaps the 
Thuidium I also saw in one spot. 

But mosses can be hard to grow, so who knows 
what the managers face there.

Now, North America. First of all, I am miffed 
why Japanese gardens here use mosses so little. 
With 1,200 species of moss growing here, some 
mosses would excel in any location in North 
America. I’ve seen incredibly beautiful moss in 
the desert heat of Utah, where few would think 
it could survive. So, don’t garden managers think 
it can be cultivated? Or is it not considered an 
attractive plant? Maybe Robin Kimmerer was right 
in her book, Gathering Moss (OSU Press), when 
she said, “At the scale of a moss, walking through 
the woods as a six-foot human is a lot like flying 
at 32,000 feet. So far above the ground, we run 
the risk of missing an entire realm that lies at 
our feet. Every day we pass over them without 
seeing.” I was like that—until ten years ago. Now I 
am always on the lookout for mosses. So, maybe, 
slowly, mosses in Japanese gardens here will 
change their stature. Maybe.

Of the dozen-plus Japanese gardens I have 
seen in North America, the Bloedel Reserve in 
Washington makes the most use of moss. And 
they do a fine job. The Portland Japanese Garden 
uses moss fairly much, usually well, though I found 
parts of the moss gardens to be unkempt—
probably due to the heavy traffic it receives. The 

LEFT:  Entry stone 
arrangement at 
the moss garden 
in Blodel Reserve. 
CENTER: Moss 
and sign at Seattle 
Japanese Garden.  
photos by K.T. 
Cannon-Eger
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RIGHT: Moss is 
used to great 
advantage in the 
Portland Japanese 
Garden.
Photo by K.T. 
Cannon-Eger

Seattle Japanese Garden uses less moss, and it, 
too, suffers a bit—though the overall gardens are 
breath-taking (as in Portland). But with such ideal 
conditions for growing moss, it is unfortunate that 
mosses do not have greater prominence in these 
two gardens.

The Japanese Garden in Golden Gate Park in 
San Francisco has a small moss garden, the best 
maintained garden I have seen in North America. 
The moss garden in the Missouri Botanic Garden 
in St. Louis is one of the largest, about 2,000 
square feet. The moss garden at the Ordway 
Japanese Garden in Como Park in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, is quite small, but well maintained. The 
Anderson Japanese Garden in Rockford, Illinois, 
is increasing their use of moss, and some of it is 
especially beautiful. The Sarah B. Duke Garden in 
Durham, North Carolina, also recently added moss 
gardens, with a lot of potential. The mosses at the 
Birmingham Botanical Garden are not cultivated, 
just appearing naturally. Too bad, as there is one 
particular spot which just begs for a moss garden. 
And the two moss gardens which I built in 2012 
in the Japanese garden at the Rotary Botanic 
Garden in Janesville, Wisconsin, are thriving and 
well maintained. And Rick Smith and I built a small 
moss garden using five species at the Garden of 
the Phoenix in Chicago in October 2014 as part 
of the NAJGA Conference.

Finally, there are my moss gardens 
at my home in Waukesha, 
Wisconsin. I have a 5,000 square 
foot Japanese-style garden, and 
I started my first moss garden 
there in 2006. Finding it so 
beautiful, I soon built other gardens 
throughout my one-acre property. 
I now have about 20 spots with 
various sizes of moss gardens. I 
also have about 300 containers of 
mosses, often shared with small 
plants, rocks, and stones. There are 
about 600 stones in my gardens 
covered with moss, which add a 
great deal of interest. Some of 
these I made myself, attaching 
moss to them with 100% silicone 
caulk. The mosses quickly attach 
themselves to the rocks with 
attachments called rhizoids. Most 
of my ground moss patches are 
mounded and are dotted with 
small plants and rocks. I use over 
50 species of moss, but several 
dominate. My favorite moss is 
Anomodon rostratus, which is 
difficult to find and not available 
commercially. My other dominant 
mosses include A. attenuatus, 
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Thuidium recognitum, and Plagiomnium cuspidatum. I 
collect mosses from private property owners, and I 
find they completely regrow in about three years. I 
do not provide supplemental water or fertilizer to 
my mosses.

At the 2014 NAJGA conference, Rick Smith’s 
presentation centered on the cultural aspects of 
moss gardening. He described the most common 
mosses used in North American gardens, discussing 
the special aspects of each. He went into detail 
regarding the cultural aspects of moss gardening, 
including the light, soil, and water requirements 
of mosses, the different substrates or surfaces 
that mosses grow on, and pH conditions. He also 
spoke about maintenance issues, including weeds 
and animal pests. He discussed his own method 
of growing mosses upon a fibrous mat, which aids 
survival under hotter and drier conditions. Finally, he 
discussed commercial sources of mosses.

Will Japanese gardens increase the use of mosses in 
the future? Rick and I hope so, though we realize it 
is an uphill battle. Perhaps the best way is to bring 
garden managers to moss gardens to show how 
moss can enhance their gardens. But, of course, that 
takes time and money, things often in short supply. 

TOP:  Moss is successful in the plum orchard section of 
Seiwa-en, the Japanese garden at Missouri Botanical Garden.
BOTTOM:  Workmen from Hanatoyo Landscape tend to the 
details of moss maintenance in Kyoto.
photos by K.T. Cannon-Eger
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their moss trays, entranced, looking deeper and deeper 
into the fine green stems. it’s like they’re remembering 
something but it’s not a memory from their childhood, 
it’s not a place they’ve ever been to, it’s an older forest 
they’re looking at, more ancient even than the virgin 
woods that covered tokyo after the glaciers receded. it’s 
the primordial forest that our ancestors walked out of 
a million years ago, wandering hesitantly out into the 
sunlight, their backs straining as they struggled to stand 
upright. it’s a memory that has been woven into the 
very fiber of our bodies, one so old and so long-buried 
beneath the sediment of culture that it struggles to 
rise, raw and unformed like a cicada larva squiggling up 
through layers of dirt to awaken from its long sleep. i 
know they’re feeling this ‘cause i do. every day i look into 
the moss, peering way down into that prehistoric world, 
and hear faint echoes, strange bird-like cries, the terrible 
snarling of huge cats, primates chattering wildly. the last 
a sound that seems at times almost understandable.

 Moss: Stories from 
the Edge of Nature 
Yamamoto’s love for moss had begun when he was 
a child in Komatsu-mura. He and Takeshi would 
play in the forest above the cove, lazing on the 
mossy ground for hours, toes and fingers wriggling 
in the soft bedding. But his interest took a new 
direction when he read an article in the magazine 
Shizen Hogo, Nature Conservation, that was called 
Bioremediation Through Primitive Organisms. The 
article described the projects of various scientists 
around the world who were testing the possibility 
of cleansing polluted soils. He read with growing 
interest about a woman in Louisiana who was using 
bacteria to devour oil spills in the Gulf of Mexico, a 
long-haired couple in Oregon who had fungi that 
could soak up radioactive waste, and a team of 
scientists in Denmark who were studying lichens 
and mosses as pioneer species to populate a new 
planet. There was a full page photo – a close-up 
of the fine star pattern of moss stems holding tiny 
droplets of water. Reflected in each drop of water 
was a fish-eye view of the forest and sky above 
it. The article went on about how water filtering 
through thick beds of moss would be purified as it 
seeped through. After reading that, Yamamoto had 
decided to make himself a little moss tray for his 
desk, something to keep nearby in the hope that it 
would somehow cleanse him.

it’s incredible how moss purifies and cleans the world. 
a chemical sponge. and if you look at it close up, if 
you look really really close, it’s like a microcosm of the 
world, a miniature diorama of a forest. i look around 
4k during the day and catch people just staring at MARC PETER KEANE

Potted moss as an 
accent at the Hilo 
Orchid Society 
annual show. 

Photo by K.T. 
Cannon-Eger


