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Two open terrariums with 
similar plant arrangements 
(a parlour palm for height 
and nerve plants for colour), 
but with a very different 
look due to the top dressing, 
with white grit (left) and 
decorative silver sand 
(below).
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What you need to make a terrarium

A semi open terrarium with a deep base of 
different layers of decorative grit for added 
interest and variation.

A terrarium with air plants 
Although strictly speaking not a terrarium, making a display with air plants in a glass container is easy and highly decorative. 

Apart from the air plants (Tillandsia spp.) you will need some decorative grit, gravel, sand, as well as some rocks, stones, wood or any other natural items you like, such as seashells. It is best to use a partially open, or fully open, glass container. Air plants prefer bright light, and can take some direct sun. Too little light can cause air plants to suddenly fail and die, so place the display in a bright spot.How to put it together:
Add a ‘base layer’ such as sand, or gravel to the bottom of the terrarium, and on top place any other items you want. Finally, place the air plants. Using different types and sizes of air plants adds interest to the display. Some air plants are fine leaved and others coarser in texture, so there are plenty of options for variation. One or two for a more minimal look… or as many as you can fit for a jungle effect.

Air plant care
Watering air plants is easy. Once a week, remove the air plants from the glass container, gather them in a large bowl or sink, and soak them in water for a couple of hours. Do this by completely covering the plant 

with room temperature tap or filtered water. Rain 
or aquarium water work well too. Let them 
drain upside down on a towel. Air plants are 
prone to rot if water is allowed to pool in 
their leaves, so when removing the plants 
from the water turn them upside down, 
gently shake and allow them to dry out 
almost completely before placing them back 
into the display pot or surface. Morning 
immersions are better for the plants than 
evening ones.

To keep your plants healthy, feed using a 
low-strength fertiliser such as Orchid Focus 
Grow. Include in the water when immersing, at 
the recommended rate for orchids. Use with 
every other watering, throughout the year. 
For best results mist them regularly with a 
quality mist such as Air Plant Myst.
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5  Place the chosen plants (slightly different 
selection here – you can always change your 
mind at the last minute!) and add a final layer 
of sand for top dressing. You can add a stone 
of a complimentary colour in the centre of the display to add interest. 

3  Experiment to find the best combination of 
plants for the display, consider height, colour, and ground cover/depth.

1  Cut a pot with good drainage to an 
appropriate size, relative to the glass container.

2  Cut a permeable membrane to size and place it at the bottom of the pot to prevent soil coming out.

4  Add clay pebbles, activated carbon and 
potting mix in the pot, then place in the centre of the glass container. Pour varying depths of 
colourful sand layers around the pot with the 
help of a paper funnel. 
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Putting a terrarium together – an alternative version 

6  A layer of large decorative gravel picks up the colour from the variegated dragon tree (tallest plant), and adds contrast and further interest.

1  Add small grade grit to the bottom of the fish bowl for the drainage layer.
2  Add some activated carbon to minimise 

fungal and bacterial growth.

3  Add wet sphagnum moss around the 
activated carbon. The moss layer is mostly 
for visual interest, and is not meant to work as a separation layer (hence why the carbon is 
added first).

4  Add potting mix (specifically for terrariums) to good depth, and sprinkle some carbon over it.

5  After experimenting with different 
combinations, place the plants in the best 
position. A combination of variegated and green plants creates interest and variation.
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Putting the terrarium together

A detailed, step-by-step guide on how to make your own unique terrarium, or how to 
buy one wisely – the result of experience, continuous experimentation and extensive 
research. 
This book communicates all the necessary information in a way which is easy to 
understand, with over 90 purpose-taken pictures and plenty of inspiration and ideas. 
The only book you need to create and maintain your own piece of horticultural art.

Air plants are highly suitable for terrariums – easy to make and easy to look after.

A BEGINNER’S GUIDE

Terrariums

Manos Kanellos

Detailed expert advice
 How to make your own unique terrarium

 Keep it healthy: recognise and solve problems

 With over 90 purpose-taken pictures

Preparing the plants
Splitting

Most plants can be divided or split before use, as even the mini plants sold specifically for terrariums are too big sometimes. Using plants as they are would only allow for one or two plants in an average glass container and would create a ‘full’ plant display immediately – which is not always a bad thing. But splitting plants enables you to use many different plants, even in small containers, creating a more diverse display. Many plants sold for terrariums can be easily split into many plants with minimum root disturbance. Nerve plants, begonias, peperomias and peace lilies are examples of easy-to-split plants. Not all plants can be split – if in doubt ask the nursery or garden centre.

Some plants, such as nerve plants (but not the very similar polka dot plant), are a collection 
of rooted cuttings. They can be easily split, 
with minimum root disturbance.

Peace lilies can easily be split into smaller plants. Splitting plants allows for the use of a variety of different plants, without it looking overcrowded. 
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To make your own terrarium, you will need a glass 
container, clay pebbles (or large gravel), activated 
carbon, repotting mix and some plants of your choice that are suitable for that type of terrarium. Optionally, you can use some dried moss or a piece of permeable membrane, decorative grit and any suitable 

decorations of your choice.

What you need to 
make a terrarium

TIP: When buying a 
ready-made terrarium, 
examine it closely. Does 
it have a drainage layer? If 
it does, it is easier to look 
after it. Does it contain 
plants with similar light 
requirements? If not, it is 
unlikely to succeed.

Glass container 
There are plenty of containers from which to choose, so it really comes down to personal choice and style. You can buy some top-quality statement glass, or you can use an old glass jar you have had for years. You can use almost anything: jars, glass vases, fishbowls, half bowls, glass globes, coffee jars (with a lid or not), cylinders, apothecary jars, vintage Wardian cases, hanging containers, even giant wine glasses or footed fruit bowls!

In terms of material, clear glass is the most common and readily available. It is also easy to find green tinted glass. It may be more decorative, but green (or blue or brownish) tinted glass will reduce the amount of light the plants receive, so you need to take this into 
account when selecting 
plants, and when 
considering where to 
place the terrarium. It 
will also affect the way 
you view the plants 
inside the terrarium; 
maybe choose plants 
with variegated or 
colourful leaves for a 
better effect.
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Other products from Growth Technology

The Growth Technology Promise
We are a British family business, making advanced, 
specialist products for thriving houseplants. We use 

the best quality ingredients to ensure the best results 
every time – no short cuts, no compromises. For all 

our products we consider first and foremost the plant’s 
needs, sustainability for our environment, and value and 

convenience for the customer. 

If you love your plants, give them everything.  
Give them Focus.
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For more information on houseplant care, visit www.focus-on-plants.com

Air plants or Tillandsias require warmth, air, water and light. 
These plants are robust and require less attention than other 
houseplants, but because they grow differently they need some 
special care.

Temperature
Air plants enjoy temperatures above 12°C up to a maximum of 
30°C if humidity is high.

Light
Air plants enjoy bright 
but gentle light, so 
provide shade from 
direct sunshine 
especially in 
spring and summer. 
South-facing rooms 
are ideal, especially 
kitchens and bathrooms, 
but remember to place the 
plant behind a blind or net curtain so they are not damaged by 
direct sunlight. Air plants need natural light so they can colour – 
the more light the better the colour.
If growing your plants in an environment with artificial light 
then full-spectrum fluorescent lighting is best. You can also use 
halogen and grow lights. We would recommend a four-tube 48" 
T5 light unit, set on a timer for 12 hours per day.

Watering
When growing your plant indoors, because the air is dry you will 
need to put your plant in water for 2–3 hours every two weeks. 
Do this by completely covering the plant in tap water or filtered 
water at room temperature. Rain, pond and aquarium water work 
well too. When removing the plant from the water turn it upside 
down, gently shake and allow it to dry out almost completely 
before placing it back into the display pot or surface. Morning 
submersions are best rather than at night.

Caring for  
air plants

Air plants cannot get 
water from their roots like 
other houseplants, or draw 
on internal reserves like 
a succulent. Like other 
houseplants, air plants’ 
leaves begin to curl more 
than usual or even turn 
brown as a sign that they 
require more watering. 
Remember, however, if 
you over-water your air plant, like many 
plants, it will die.

Humidity
The higher the humidity in the 
environment the air plant is being stored 
in, the more light it can tolerate. We 
would recommend using Air Plant 
Myst once or twice a week to provide 
adequate humidity. 
An environment with good air circulation 
is also important to prevent fungal 
problems.

Feeding
To keep your plant healthy, feed using a 
low-strength fertiliser such as Orchid 
Focus Grow – orchids and air plants 
are both low nutrient requiring plants. 

Include in the water 
when immersing, at 
the recommended 
rate for orchids. Use 
with every other watering, throughout the 
year. For best results also spray regularly 
with Air Plant Myst.

Flowering
Air plants may bloom from mid-winter 
through to late-summer, with each plant 
flowering just once in its lifetime. The 
flowers can last from several days to many 
months depending on the species, care and 
environment.

Air plants originate from South America and Mexico. They 
get their name because rather than growing in soil, they 
use their short, thin roots to attach themselves around 
tree branches and rocks. 

There are several species of air plant; those with silver 
leaves tend to be the type of plant that needs less water 
and the greener species dry out quicker.

Orchid Focus is ideal for 
air plants as well as orchids

Problems & 
solutions
Browning or discoloured leaves
This is a scorch and occurs as a result of the plant overheating 
when behind glass, in direct sunlight, and/or when there is low 
humidity. If you increase the humidity in the plant’s environment, 
provide more shade and use Air Plant Myst, all these will help.
Loss of leaves
Moulting leaves can happen when the plant has experienced 
a change in conditions or is under stress (due to e.g. lack of 
watering or being moved). It can also occur due to rotting; for 
more information please read below. 
Rotting
Rotting usually occurs when water collects in the crown of the 
plant and if air circulation is poor. A sign that your plant is 
rotting is when the centre of the plant and/or the leaves turn 
black or dark brown.
Lack of fluids
Poor watering, low humidity and being in an area with high 
temperatures can dry out your plant and cause dehydration. 
Resolve this by increasing the frequency of watering, and start 
with soaking your plant overnight to try and revive it.
A note about copper
Air plants are sensitive to copper and we would suggest not using 
holders that are made from 
this material or using 
copper wire.

New plants
New plants are called pups or offshoots, and are produced at the 
base of the plant. A small number of species grow babies from 
the centre of the plant around the flower spike and other species’ 
offsets are produced on ‘stolons’ or short stems. Most plants will 
produce between two and eight baby plants. The time between 
bloom and producing pups can be several years.
To remove baby plants from their mother plant, they should be a 
good size (between a third to half the size). Hold both plants at 
their bases and gently twist in a downward motion. The mother 
plant should not be discarded as it will still produce more pups. 
Pups receive nutrients from their mother so be careful not to 
remove them too early.


