
MCM-friendly plants for bright lighting
Featured here are five of our ten indoor plants recommenda-
tions for your mid-century-inspired décor. These five thrive in 
bright, indirect light. Avoid areas with intense or direct sun that 
may burn their leaves or dry out the soil quickly. 

From design tips to planter 
selection—living art for  
mid-century moderns
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If you’ve ever browsed through 
vintage Sunset magazine garden books 
or admired a period-perfect home, 
chances are you’ve come across distinc-
tive indoor houseplants that capture an 
authentic look, giving a room that ‘just 
right’ appearance. 

Perhaps you’ve admired the sculp-
tural patterns of an elegant Monstera 
deliciosa in a classic planter from 
Architectural Pottery, or a majestic 
fiddle-leaf fig reaching up towards a 
skylight in a scene from ‘Mad Men.’ 

These are just two of the many 
plants that can seamlessly blend with 
and effectively accent the mid-century 
modern interior.

“One of my favorite mid-century 
modern friendly plants of all time,” says 
Bay Area landscape architect JC Miller 
of Vallier Design Associates, “is the 
Swiss cheese plant or Monstera. I have 
a gigantic one on my patio that I’ve 
divided and grown. It now has trunks 
on it that are a couple of inches in 
diameter—and it’s incredible!” 

Perhaps more of the incredible  
variety lies waiting in the two side-
bars within this article—our ten 
inspirational plant selections ideal  
for the MCM home.

STARTING PLACE
Where does one start? First, take a care-
ful look around your home’s interior, 
noting its design and furnishings. You’ll 
want to introduce the right plants and 
position them to take advantage of your 
home’s features.

Then consider exploring some 
of the classic mid-century Califor-
nia landscape architects—including 
Thomas Church, Garrett Eckbo,  
Lawrence Halprin, and Robert Roy-
ston—who successfully designed 
gardens while taking advantage  
of the modern aesthetic. Perhaps  
one of their plans will be ideal  
for your home. 

Miller, whose own career has fol-
lowed in the footsteps of the California 

masters, recently completed the 
restoration of an important  
Palm Springs garden designed by 
Garrett Eckbo.

“The home, designed in 1957 by E. 
Stewart Williams, has a planter running 
along the outside kitchen wall into 
the inside, blurring the lines between 
indoors and out. 

“In Eckbo’s original plans, he had 
specified two plants—a tall, dark-
leafed plant originally called Schlef-
flera elegantissima [aka false aralia]. 
Underneath we re-planted Water-
melon Pepperomia, a silver ground 

cover with a green stripe.” 
For Miller, recreating Eckbo’s origi-

nal design scheme resulted in “a true 
restoration that complements both the 
architecture and the setting—and we’re 
tickled with the results.”

DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
Incorporating plants into an interior 
design plan can bring an inviting 
warmth and lushness to a home. With 
an endless range of textures, sculptural 
shapes, and colorful leaves, plants can 

PLANTS THAT INSPIRE. Some plants that seamlessly blend with the mid-century modern interior. Top: A Fiddle 
leaf fig in vintage yellow ceramic pot and Ficus elastica decora in a white Architectural Pottery pot. Above: Air 
plant arrangement in an MCM-inspired planter. Left: Garrett Eckbo’s seminal book Landscape for Living.

1 African Mask Plant (Alocasia amazonica polly)
Named for its leaves that resemble ceremonial masks. An ever-
green perennial with dark green, arrow-shaped leaves with wavy 
edges, marked with veins of bright, creamy white. Needs a warm, 
humid environment. Sculptural leaves make an ideal counterpoint 
to smooth texture. Native to southeast Asia and Australia.

2 Rubber Plant (Ficus elastica)
Known for its rubbery white sap and dark green, glossy leaves. 
Other varieties include Ficus ruby, a variegated beauty with pink 
or purple color splashes. Multi-colored varieties require more light. 
Growth alert: can transform from a plant to a towering tree in a 
few years. Native to India, Nepal, and Malaysia.

help define a personal space, whether 
it’s large or small.

Since they come in all shapes, sizes, 
and colors, plants can be displayed as a 
grouping in an indoor garden, planted 
solo in a standing container or hanging 
pot, or installed as a living wall sculp-
ture. From tiny leaflets to large geomet-
ric patterns, plants offer versatility and 
style that is key to creating a successful 
interior design.

There are literally countless ways 
to display plants, and many variations 
that can complement architecture and 
furnishings, so every view you have of 
a room accented with plants becomes a 
design consideration. 

“You need to pay particular atten-
tion to that view from an outdoor 
perspective as well, especially with 
mid-century modern homes that have 
so much glass,” explains South Bay 
interior designer Lucile Glessner, of 
Lucile Glessner Design, who also lives 
in a Sunnyvale Eichler. “Every view you 
have is important.”

With modernist designs, a key 
component is balancing the interior 
spaces with the exterior spaces that 
surround them, such as back and side 
yards, and atriums.

“One of the key features of mid-
century design,” adds Miller, “is striking 
a balance between indoor and outdoor 
spaces—and it’s important to keep in 
mind that indoor and outdoor gardens 
are always on display.”

PLANT PLACEMENT
Modernism changed the way that 
mid-century landscape designers  
thought about and utilize plants. Atten-
tion was given to the sculptural quali-

ties of individual plants, and 
how the lines of a particular 
plant might play against the 
geometry of architecture.

“For example,” says 
Miller, “the twisted form of 
a Hollywood juniper was 
often played against the 
linear graphic of a block 
wall. In the atrium the 

sprawling character and 
broad leaves of a tree philoden-

dron might be used for contrast 
against the strong vertical lines of 
siding and windows.”

The elegant lines and angles of mid-
century modern architecture are well 
suited to indoor plantings, providing 
a dramatic backdrop to their striking 
silhouettes. But placing plants where 
they enhance your home and receive 

3 Swiss Cheese Plant (Monstera deliciosa)
Prized for its exotic, ornamental leaves. Can grow 
extremely large, sending out aerial roots in search of a 
moss-covered pole or tree. There’s also a lacy variety 
called Monstera adansonii. Easy care if given a tropical, 
jungle-like environment with lots of room. Native to 
southern Mexico, south to Panama.

4 Schefflera Plant  
(Heptapleurum)
Also called the umbrella 
plant for its unique 
growth habit. This 
multi-trunked plant 
can grow to over six 
feet indoors. Search 
for cultivars like the 
‘Soleil,’ which has neon 
and chartreuse-colored 
foliage. A tropical plant 
that enjoys humidity and 
minimal watering, and 
prefers temperatures above 
60 degrees. Native to Taiwan.

5 Spider Plant (Chlorophytum comosum)
One of the easiest, most adaptable plants  
to grow. Produces baby plantlets or  
miniature ‘spiderettes,’ which cascade  
down from the mother plant. Green or  
variegated. A pretty, flowering plant that  
is great for those who don’t have a green 
thumb. Native to tropical Africa.
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MCM-friendly plants for 
medium-to-low lighting 
Our secOnd grOup Of five recommen-
dations features low-light plants that 
can brighten up a dim corner, or add  
a touch of color.

6 Japanese Aralia 
(Fatsia japonica)
Known also as the glossy-leaf paper 
plant, this broad-leafed evergreen 
thrives in subtropical conditions. 
Growing to six feet indoors, the hardy 
japonica produces unusual sparse, 
white flowers. Grows best in partial or  
full shade. Not for dry or cold areas. 
Native to the southern Japanese 
islands, Korea, and Taiwan.

7 Arrowhead Philodendron 
(Syngonium podophyllum)
Also called the Nephthytis plant, it 
can be grown on its own or as part of 
a mixed planting. A vining specimen 
that does well in a hanging basket, 

or trained on a trellis or pole. 
Easy care; allow it to dry out 

between waterings. Native 
to Central and South 

America and Mexico.

the quality of light they need to thrive 
requires careful consideration.

“A plant is ornamental, so you 
need to evaluate where it would  
look best and how well it would be 
showcased,” says Glessner. “Carefully 
plan your plant’s setting and make  
sure it will look good from all  
angles around it.

“Then consider the color of the 
planter, whether it’s tall, low, with 
legs or without; and if it’s wide, 
round, or square. The size and style  
of the planter needs to go with the 
other elements in the room.” 

Lastly, advises Glessner, take as 
much time to carefully place a plant  
as you would a piece of furniture. 

LIGHTING CONDITIONS
Many plants will feel at home with the 
abundance of natural lighting found 
in Eichlers through floor-to-ceiling 
windows, skylights, and atriums. That 
said, light levels should be taken into 
consideration when selecting and plac-
ing plants indoors. 

“Even in a bright interior space the 
light level is rarely more than a third 
of what it might be outdoors,” points 
out Miller. “Outdoor sunshine provides 
plants with more than enough light for 
photosynthesis, but light levels drop 
dramatically indoors.” So evaluating 
the lighting conditions of your home 
becomes all-important.

If you find that your planting 
scheme needs more light, you can add 
supplemental lighting. Miller cautions, 
however, that “you can supplement 
daylight with artificial light, but there 
are aesthetic tradeoffs. The look and 
feel of the commercial greenhouse is 
not typically what we want to see in 
our living rooms.”

Successful plants need both 
quality and quantity of light. “When 
considering a spot for an indoor 
plant, make a point of noticing the 
shadows at the brightest time of day,” 
Miller says. “Are shadows in the space 
distinct with sharp, crisp edges? Does 
the bright light last three to four 
hours? If yes is the answer to both, 
that is likely a good spot.”

POTS & PLANTERS
A big part of the enjoyment of indoor 
gardening is selecting compatible pots 
and planters. Those that are ideal can 
really add to the appeal of interior 
plants. Some mid-century homes 
include in-ground planters, but most of 
us rely on pots and planters for staging 
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our indoor greenery. 
“Planter [and pot] selection is 

another aspect of indoor planting, 
where sculptural qualities—also color 
and finish—become important consid-
erations,” Miller points out.

But what should come first—pot 
or plant? “You’ll want to select your 
plants first,” says Glessner. “It’s like the 
chicken-or-the-egg thing sometimes. 
But if you have a strong idea about your 
plant, then start there.” 

Today there are many styles of pots 
to choose from, but Glessner suggests 
focusing on color first. “When I design 
with pots and planters—whether I’m 
choosing a modern, contemporary, or 
traditional style—I consider the colors 
first,” she says.

STAY COMMITTED
Positioned well and given a little TLC, 
indoor plants can enhance the beauty 
and vitality of your home and bring 
years of enjoyment to you and your 
visitors. But plants do require some 
homeowner attention. 

“It’s best to look at plants as living 
elements that you have to respect,  
like pets, and treat well,” says Glessner. 

about your plant selections before you 
place them in your home is key.

On the other hand, some plants can 
be toxic or pose danger to children or 
pets. “Most indoor plants are not bad 
for pets,” Glessner says, “but if you have 
a cat or dog, be careful. Some pets are 
known to eat leaves.”

In general, remember that plant 
health is more important than quan-
tity. A large group of vigorous and 
happy plants—even if it is a bit of a 
jumble—will make a better impres-
sion than a sad, sickly plant strug-
gling to survive. 

“If I have one absolute instruc-
tion,” advises Miller, “it is to keep in 
mind that plants are alive and need 
light, water, and occasionally a little 

fertilizer. When you bring a plant 
home, it’s a commitment!”  ■

• Design tip: Air plants 
and plastic plants  
can be useful for 
vacation homes or  
for those who lack  
a green thumb.

Additional photography:  
JC Miller; and courtesy 
Rico Tee Archive

ICONIC. Above: The historic Architectural Pottery collection as photographed for the company’s 1960s catalog.

“Having interior plants is a  
commitment, but they give back even 
more than you need to give them. 
They also have an amazing ability  
to make you feel connected to nature 
and feel healthier, especially for  

those of us who spend so much  
time indoors.”

To assure that your plants remain 
happy, you’ll want to study their needs, 
considering watering, feeding, and 
humidity. Knowing as much as possible 

8 Parlor Palm 
(Chamaedora elegans)
One of the most popular 
and easily grown indoor 
palms, the Parlor Palm, 
with its delicate, 
arching fronds, is a 
favorite choice of 
interior designers. 
This indoor palm 

adapts well, 
loves humidity, 
and can tolerate 
low light and colder 
conditions. Native to the 
rainforests of Southern  
Mexico and Guatemala. 9 Sword Plant 

(Sansevieria trifasciata)
Known also as mother-in-
law’s tongue, this succulent 
features durable, dark-
green, sword-like leaves 
edged with yellow. Mature 
plants will send up lavender 
flowers. Can grow to four 
feet. Able to survive some 
neglect, but avoid exces-
sive cold and overwatering. 
Native to West Africa, from 
Nigeria east to the Congo.

10 Yucca Plant 
(Yucca elephantipes)
Sometimes referred to 
as the spineless Yucca 
plant, this is an attrac-
tive specimen that sends 
up buttery-colored flower 
stalks once a year. Drought-
tolerant, it enjoys bright 
sunlight but can also thrive 
in indoor low-light condi-
tions. Avoid overwatering. 
Native to Mexico.
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