A terrarium is a collection of small plants growing in a transparent, enclosed container. Select a container big enough to hold 2 or more plants such as a fish bowl, candy jar, aquarium, canning jar or a large bottle ( Figure 1 ). Line the bottom and about 1/5 of the side walls of the container with pea-size gravel to provide drainage for excess water ( Figure 2 ). Add a thin layer of charcoal over the drainage materials to absorb unpleasant odors which can occur when terrariums are over watered ( Figure 3 ). The size and shape of the container will determine the amount of drainage material that should be used. A 1/2-inch (1.3 cm) layer is about the minimum and 1 1/2 inches (3.8 cm) should be enough for large containers. Place a piece of synthetic fabric over the drainage layer to prevent soil from settling into it and destroying its ability to drain ( Figure 4 ). Materials, such as fiberglass draperies, nylon stockings, or discarded curtains are good choices because they are porous enough to allow water to pass through, fine enough to hold soil particles, and will not decompose rapidly. 
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Next, add enough sterilized soil mix to fill approximately 1/5 of the container, being careful to keep the soil off the walls of the container ( Figure 5 ). Premixed potting soils can be purchased for terrariums. These soils are sterilized and, therefore, do not contain disease organisms which may cause rot or deterioration of the plants.

	



	Figure 5. 


After the soil has been arranged in the container, plants can be selected, arranged and planted. It may be helpful to work out the arrangement of the plants in an open tray that is about the same size and shape as the lower part of the container that you have selected for your terrarium ( Figure 6 ). 

	



	Figure 6. 


If the terrarium is to be viewed from all sides, the largest plant should be planted near the center ( Figure 7 ). If the terrarium is to be seen only from 2 or 3 sides, the tallest plant should be placed in the background. Water plants sparingly since excess water will saturate the soil and may cause disease ( Figure 9 ). 
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	Figure 9. 


Cover and place the terrarium where it is exposed to bright indirect light usually in a northeast or north window ( Figure 10 ). Avoid direct sunlight, as this will increase the air temperature inside the terrarium and may burn the plants. If the sides of the container become foggy due to the condensation of water, remove the lid until all condensation evaporates; then replace the lid. 

	



	Figure 10. 


Too much water is the number one terrarium maintenance problem. Terrariums should only be watered when the soil is dry to the touch. Since the container has no drainage, add only enough water to moisten the soil. 

The failure of many terrariums is due to over-fertilization. If fertilizer is added at planting, there is no need to add more unless the plants begin to develop a slight yellow coloration. If this happens, apply a water soluble house plant fertilizer at 1/4 the recommended rate. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS

Botanical name - A name for which a plant is known worldwide. A plant may have several common names, but only one botanical name. 

Charcoal - A black, porous material obtained by partially burning wood. This material is used in terrariums to absorb unpleasant odors. 

Contours - Furrow or ridges on the soil surface. 

Foliage plants - Plants grown primarily for the beauty of their leaves and stems. Because of the susceptibility of these plants to cold injury, they are usually grown indoors. 

Indirect light - Light that is reflected from one surface to another. 

Peat - Partly decayed plant material that accumulates wherever water and acidity slows down the process of decay. 

Porous - Possessing pores or holes which allow passage of a liquid. 

Sterilized soil - Soil that has been exposed to high temperature or treated with chemicals to kill disease organisms. 

