
Judging plants grown in containers 

SHOW JUDGING; 
 At an Iris show there is nothing more impressive that a 
well-grown plant shown as it is growing and blooming in a 
container. Container gardens have become an important part of 
today’s horticultural lifestyles.  In fact the tradition for some 
plants, such as some Japanese Irises, goes back a very long way. 
Particular strains were developed for their use as an ornament to 
be brought into the house and adored while in bloom.  Many 
small irises are particularly resplendent as features on decks and 
balconies or as part of miniature landscapes in trough gardens.   
 

When possible it is highly desirable to demonstrate to the 
public the versatility of Irises and how they may well have a place 
as a special feature while in bloom and perhaps removed to a 
growing area for the rest of the year. Collectors of rare plants 
often maintain unheated greenhouses for alpines including Irises. 
A few Irises come from warm temperate regions and for many 
living in colder climates, some irises must be grown in pots in a 
greenhouse. It is reasonable to think that such a plant grown in a 
pot already might better be displayed in that pot rather than 
cutting the stalk and putting it in a bottle. 

 
Scale of Points 

 Presentation………………..25 points 
o Appropriateness  of container for growing 

the plant ….10 points 
o Presentation  of container……5  points 
o Cleanliness of Plant………….…5  points 
o Grooming of Plant………………. 5 points 

 Horticulture………………….75 points 
o Vigor and Condition of Plant   ………50 points 
o Floriferousness of Plant………...25 points 

 
 



DISPLAYING CONTAINERS: 
 Some containers can be quite heavy depending on their 
size and materials. Iris shows should never attempt to place too 
much weight on display tables with public safety being 
considered. Indeed large plants are generally best viewed as they 
would be displayed in the garden in other words at ground level.  
Short pedestals may be used to raise plants closer to eye level if 
they are secure.  Smaller containers can be displayed on tables. 
 Types of containers may profitably be sorted by type if 
there are enough entries, but often a judge may be confronted 
with an array of sizes and shapes.  How does one evaluate such an 
array? The first consideration should be the Iris. So long as the 
container does not detract from the beauty of the display no 
container should be disqualified.  

 If the container is dirty it is not being presented to the 
public with its best face. But containers such as troughs are 
actually more desirable if they have moss or lichens growing on 
them, since they are slices of nature.   

The expense of the container should not enter into the 
evaluation. A plain clay pot should not be given less consideration 
than a fancy ceramic version.  Plants grown in black plastic pots 
may be inserted into more decorative pots, but if so, they should 
be top-dressed with gravel or sphagnum so that they appear to be 
growing in the decorative pot. Overall containers should appear 
presentable for display but the primary goal is to present good 
looking Iris plants. 

 
POTS AND PLANTS SHOULD PRESENT THEIR BEST FACE 

POSSIBLE IN A PUBLIC DISPLAY WITH THE GOAL OF 
ENCOURAGING THE PUBLIC TO GROW IRISES. 
 
 Years ago Miniature Dwarf Bearded Irises used to been 
shown in pots. Often clumps may delight viewers with a mass of 
bloom. But the practice was often abused by taking a bunch of 
blooming stalks and planting them in the container. A 
knowledgeable judge should have no problem spotting this 



conceit. Plants should be shown under the conditions in which 
they have been grown. A two-year old plant rewarded,  if it 
presents several bloom stalks over a one year plant with fewer 
stalks. But the insertion of extra bloom stalks should disqualify 
that entry.  We wish to show in containers, how plants can 
perform in containers, and not create flower arrangements. That 
is another part of an Iris show. 
 Smaller Irises often present a much better impression to 
the public as a tiny clump in containers than a single tiny stalk in a 
small bottle. Both types of displays educate the public but should 
have separate areas of the show since it is unfair to compare 
them against each other. 
 
Container grown plants may in some cases grown larger than 
normal because of extra pampering or shorter than normal than 
similar plants in the garden. The container should be adequate 
and proportional to the way the plant is growing.  A big floppy 
plant in a small container is not attractive.  While a large clump of 
a very small plant may be exquisite for a large squat container 
whereas a large container for a small plant may seem out of 
balance. Container grown plants should not be judged on how 
they grow in the garden but how appropriate their growth is for 
the choice of container.  As in varietal judging you are not garden 
judging the plant but judging how well the plant is doing as a 
container specimen. Therefore each variety must be considered 
together with its choice of container.  Each specimen is a 
demonstration to the public of how it can be grown and 
presented to look its best. 
 
It should be possible to groom plants in a container just as one 
would for a single stalk in a bottle. Dirt on the plants or flowers, 
brown tips or tiny spider webs should be removed. The plant 
should present as a vigorous healthy specimen.  
 
Containers offer the opportunity to time bloom for a show. Later 
irises me be forced into bloom while earlier irises can be held back 



from blooming. A container in peak bloom should be rewarded for 
reaching its peak on show day. 
 

GARDEN JUDGING CONTAINED PLANTS 
 Performance of a plant in a container may differ from that 
plants performance in the regular garden. Tall-bearded Irises 
generally require a five gallon pot to mimic how they would 
perform in the garden.  Although it may be possible to bring a TB 
into bloom in a smaller container, it may require consistent 
application of low dose fertilizer. Potted plants often receive 
special care and are often expected to bloom more than once a 
year. Reblooming Irises that show promise and adaptability to 
container gardening should be rewarded. But plants that do are 
not performing well as container plants, should not be faulted in 
garden judging if otherwise they perform well in the garden. 
 
 

 


