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This book is first dedicated to my mother, Estelle Howard,
who shared with me her lifelong passions
of gardening, reading children’s stories aloud, and visiting museums,
and her love of art, her joie de vivre,
and her total commitment to her favorite color, yellow.
Yellow mirrored Mom’s enthusiasm for life
and her joy in the arts that celebrate the gifts of humanity,
especially as inspired by nature.
This book is further dedicated to all you garden enthusiasts
and to a gardener’s earnest sense of eagerness and love of plants.
Also to my grandparents, Dad, Alvin Howard,
my “n-yumm n-yumm n-yumm” Uncle Art,
and my two faithful orange cats, Bix and Jelly.
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FOREWORD
Ketzel Levine


I drink purple in the morning and read on lime green. I sleep in smoky blues beneath burnt orange, and I eat in a yellow afterglow. My home is filled with the conversations of color: apricot and aqua for vivacity, ebony and ivory for song. Everywhere I look I see dynamism and expression; every room is an invitation, a dare.


Then I step outside into the calming of green. And green. And more green. The conversation is, to put it nicely, subdued. I suddenly notice that my oasis of a garden breathes in a rhythm I’ve known since childhood. It’s the sound of a sleeping boxer or a tag team of beagles. My garden is one big snore.


Taken as individuals, my plants are gorgeous. Healthy, robust, and flexing with pride. They’re also unusual because odd plants are my passion, the undersides of their leaves iridescent and their bark like rebar, camouflage, or cork. People ask a whole lot of questions in my garden: What’s this? Where’d you find that? How do you spell the species name? But they don’t gasp or laugh or spin like children, and now I know why.


My garden lacks color, and color is fun.


Enter the impulsive, indulgent, irresistible Keeyla Meadows with her overstuffed Santa sack of ideas for teaching design-impaired plant lovers like myself how to work with color. She’s hardly the first to try, but she’s among the few I care to follow, turning much of it into a few simple steps called “the hokey-pokey color dance.”


I kid you not.


Choose a flower, any color. Then put a slightly warmer flower color to its left, and a slightly cooler flower color to its right. Now turn yourself around and behold a relationship. A conversation that makes sense. What you’ve created is a color palette, and that’s what it’s all about.


Do not scoff! Many of us turn color in the garden into mud because we don’t get what’s wrong. Consider the bane of my summer garden, a handful of ‘Casa Blanca’ lilies. By all rights, their swooning smell and bright faces should add rather than subtract from the garden. Instead, they just screw things up. Why, Keeyla, why?


“White can stick out like a flag of surrender,” writes our author. (I think, Yes! I surrender! I don’t know how to use color!) In no time she’s delivered me to safer shores. Turns out I’d placed my lilies in such a way as to defile even the sweetest fragrance. I’d created color’s greatest nemesis, what Keeyla calls “the loathsome blotch.”


A small breakthrough, a step forward, and an exuberant friend beside me as I learn to bring my love of color out of the house and into the garden. I drink purple, I read on lime green, and soon enough, I will spin among the colors in my oasis of green.
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INTRODUCTION
Color Journey
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Painted pot with red lettuce and red begonia


This story starts midday on a summer morning while I was giving a color class in my garden. With one hand holding a pot painted with an image of a woman’s face, the other hand about to plant a flowering red begonia to match the painted swatch of red hair framing the face, I noticed a tall woman in the back of the crowd of garden enthusiasts waving her hand for my attention. My eyes traveled from the red begonia and the red painted hair on the pot to the rising flush on the tall woman’s cheeks. Afraid that she was about to faint, I turned my full attention to the woman’s awkward giddiness.


“Coming into your garden is like having a psychedelic experience. The color is so vibrant it leaps from the flowers. I feel like I’m swimming in color.” With a sweep of her hand as if to steady her sense of vertigo, she stammered, “You don’t seem to be afraid of color at all.” Straightening to her full height, she then demanded a response to her question. “What gave you the nerve to be so bold?”


I scrunched my eyes against the glare of the morning sun as the rest of the gathered gardeners nodded their heads in sympathy with the woman’s sense of helplessness in the midst of the sea of garden color. Turning my gaze inward, rallying slumbering memories of my first steps on my journey into color, I groped for words to tell the story of my path, hoping it might offer reassurance, keys, tips, and guides into this rainbow land of color that I now take for granted.
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Swimming in a sea of garden color
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Ranunculus ‘Tecolote Café’
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Painted metal bench with matching colors in the garden





Color Is Fun and Color Is Everywhere


People tell me they are afraid of color. My experience of color is that color is fun. So when I decided to write a garden book on color, I wanted to support gardeners when they work with color, to make their experiences both empowering and rewarding.


As your guide on this color journey, I have as many doubts, hesitations, and fears as the next person about many things, but I have only passion, exuberance, certainty, and bravado regarding color. So jump on my bandwagon and get ready for an adventure as we pass under nature’s rainbow arch of miracles into a celebration of color in the garden.
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Edges of two echeverias
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Ceramic head with impatiens


On this journey we will tune into the great color potential for creating gardens. Plants are at center stage of garden color. Plants, especially as they come into bloom, fruit, and seed are the source of some of the most beautiful, vibrant, intricate color on earth and in the garden. Aside from plants, everything having to do with the setting where the plants reside can be equally colorful.
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In my gardens, color refers to everything–absolutely everything. I don’t just make a bland holder, a neutral vase, for colorful plants. Color includes the rocks, the pavings, and the artwork. It also connects up with the color of the house and the sky above. So it’s really like bringing the camera to your eye. When you take a photo, you are looking at everything in the frame. In creating color gardens we will look at everything that is part of the garden “picture.” And by the way, I think the camera is as important a garden tool as your trowel, your pruner, and your hoe, because it’s really what facilitates your seeing in the garden.


It’s the dynamic relationship between the plants and everything else that makes the garden truly alive, talkative, theatrical, nurturing, inviting. You, the gardener, are the one to set this potentially powerful relationship into motion.





Paradise: Start with One Color


I have found many books that talk about putting together color combinations for plants. This is a wonderful and necessary aspect of designing with plants. But the potential for colorful garden design is much larger, broader, and more inclusive. Leaves, petals, bark, and fruit might be your starting point for engaging color in the garden, but there is also everything that is going to surround, contain, and interact with the plants. Every object brought in to accomplish the design is given a color test. Each area of the garden is assigned a definite color palette. The number of colors in an area can be quite broad or quite narrow, just as long as the colors fit the selected palette.


You will learn about putting together color palettes and, perhaps more important, how to design with color. The first part of the book addresses making color combinations. You will explore your color passions. Then, like an artist choosing a color palette by squeezing paint onto her palette board, you will select color palettes for each section of the garden.


The second part of the book focuses on the work of creating color gardens. In this section I share with you the design principles I follow in making strong garden compositions. You will learn to create an outline, a structure for the color, like the lines in children’s coloring books.


In the third part of the book we’ll take a look at some gardens that have been adventurous in their use of color.


In all of my work as an artist, whether designing or creating a garden, clothes, paintings, ceramics, sculpture, or photography, I follow one simple guideline. People often come up to me and say, “You do so many things, I bet you don’t sleep.” It’s not the lack of sleep that enables me to do a variety of things. It’s that the same simple guideline applies to all of them. I start with one thing; that is the key.


I learned to start with one thing from plants. Plants start with one thing. They start from seeds. The seed unfolds. That is how I work with color. I start with a seed color and let the color palette and then the garden unfold from there.
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	Sketch for a wild garden path



	TRY THIS: Take a Walk and Write a Color Portrait



	Take a walk around your garden, then around your neighborhood. Appreciate the potential of the full scene. Look at the whole space as if it were a stage set for a play or the canvas of a painting. Look from edge to edge of the scene. Notice every single color in view, including the colors of the earth and sky. Write and sketch a color portrait of your garden. Update your portrait each month. This will help you keep in touch with the potential for color in your garden at each season. Keep your original portrait to compare with your garden after revamping it with a new eye to color.
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Bronze couple
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Breadseed poppy


I believe in seeds. I love seeds. I love to hold seeds in my hand, take them out of their dried pods, open the soil, drop them in, water and care for them. I can identify most of the plants in my garden by the first two leaves of their sprouting seeds. This book is full of color seeds for you to journey with. The first principle of this color journey is to make it simple. Start with one thing. Start with one idea. Start with one color. On my color journey, the starting seed color is yellow.
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Geraniums matching paint







PART ONE
Putting Together Color Palettes
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Inspired by red-purples and yellow-greens


So where did my color journey begin? The color yellow started me on what I call my “follow the yellow brick road” path, over the rainbow into a vast colorland. Only my path is not made of brick but of ordinary garden dirt or a patch of lawn, leading to beds and planters of wildly jazzy, trumpeting-out-the-brightest-sunshine yellow that only daffodils can do.
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Flowers and foliage in a palette of mauves and yellows
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A palette of mauves, pinks, and yellows in the garden
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Matching flowers to paint


[image: Image]


Matching leaves to pavings





Yellow: My Starting Point


I grew up in what I call a very oatmeal-colored house. Everything was beige–the carpet was beige, the walls were beige, all the furniture was beige. My father was a tall man. To my eye, he towered over a crowd. Being the weekend captain of his boat, he also demanded to be captain of the household. My mother, a Stanford graduate whose Scrabble scores reflected a daily diet of crossword puzzles and who looked like a magazine model in sleek designer dresses, was an “aye-aye,” stand-at-attention sort of woman when it came to my father. My color journey began one dreary morning in my childhood when I was seated on a beige high-backed chair in our living room.
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Yellow daffodils, seen through a wintry window trumpeting harmonious rays of spring, captured my eye. My ears were growing large as an elephant’s as I listened to the drama happening in my face. As on many days, the curtain rose on my parents arguing over money and home expenditures since we had recently moved into a new house. This morning, the fight was over the color of the high-backed Mad Hatter’s tea party chairs. My father said that the chairs’ beige covering had done well in the old house and would do fine here. Mom cringed at the frayed oatmeal arms, saying “Keeyla, stop pulling on the threads.” Mom wanted yellow.
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Me with yellow wildflowers in Death Valley
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Daffodils, my first color inspiration


Dad’s daytime job was being a lawyer. Remember that he’s tall. I didn’t tell you that one of the things he learned from sailing was how to puff up his internal winds like a storm swelling the waves or a gale propelling his boat forward. A lawyer, I learned quickly as a child, likes to win. The prevailing winds were on his side, as was the score I silently kept at the sidelines of my parents’ arguments. In this case, the case of the yellow cover for the chair, I rooted for Mom and for yellow. As the argument heated up, I silently slid from the chair, escaping from the oatmeal, which was quickly becoming very sticky, out into the yard to sit by the yellow blooming trumpets of the daffodils.


Sitting by the flowers, like Mom, I became inspired by yellow. I went so far as to go into my room, find a white shirt, and embroider a yellow daffodil on it.


In a matter of weeks, two high-backed chairs returned to the living room, trumpeting out my Mom’s triumph in a sunny shade of yellow. That night, as she was seated on her yellow throne, reading aloud Dorothy’s journey on the yellow brick road, I decided that I too would follow Munchkin voices on an adventure into Wonderland. As yellow daffodils started this story, I knew it was fun to let flowers take the lead. Flowers are great starting points for gardeners.





Permission from Flowers


In answer to the tall woman’s question, “What gave you the courage to be so colorful?”:


Flowers do it,
So why, oh why, oh why can’t I?
If flowers do it, why shouldn’t you?
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Take your color cues from flowers. Flowers provide all the permission you need to be colorful. I’ve been called a flower floozy. That doesn’t hurt my feelings. Got the t-shirt. What flowers inspire you to be a flower floozy?


In my color notebook, yellow was the first color path I traced–from yellow daffodils, yellow lemons, and yellow corn to yellow honeysuckle and roses.


Continuing in my color journal, I made an entry about beige. I took a beige color swatch, labeled as the color I dislike, to the beach. When I realized that sand was the same color as oatmeal, I forgave my father for his love of beige: my family loved to picnic at the beach.


Beige. I still don’t like the color beige. I like sand. Not so much for its beige color, but as a material to mush my feet into while my hands shape it into castles with sand-dripped turrets. By spending time with a color I dislike, I discovered that beige sand possesses many qualities useful to a gardener: what a perfect material to use as you play at shaping space! Are there some attributes of the color you’ve labeled you dislike that are in fact beneficial to you?
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A tulip giving permission




	TRY THIS: Keep a Color Adventure Journal



	Keep a color notebook to record your discoveries on your color journey. I use sketch notebooks from the art store. Select several colored crayons, pens, chalks, pencils that you are attracted to. One of the wonders of color is how personal it is. What attracts you is repulsive to someone else; go figure. We are not all the same. Now select a few colors that are repellant to you. All explorations are of interest regarding color.



	Here are some explorations to try:



	[image: Image] Find a flower with petals of a color that is very attractive to you. Copy the color into your notebook. Write about the color. Do this for a few colors. What are some of the most attracting colors for you?
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