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A sanctuary you create in your own backyard can nourish your spiritual, emotional, and physical well-being by offering peacefulness, protection from a harsh world, and medicine for body and soul.
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I dedicate this book to all of my teachers:
 the two-legged, the four-legged, the winged, the rooted,
and my own spirit. I am forever grateful for
the lessons I have learned from my experiences,
and for the wisdom that’s been shared.
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I find sanctuary sitting with Wanda, the elder cherry tree in my front yard.




[image: Image]


INTRODUCTION


Coming Home to Yourself


“Within you, there is a stillness and a sanctuary to
which you can retreat at any time and be yourself.”


HERMAN HESSE, SIDDHARTHA


We all need sanctuary. We need a place where we can feel safe, one that rejuvenates and refreshes us, somewhere we feel nourished and loved.


Many of us look for that sweet spot in the wildness of a distant national forest or park, the aisles of a high-priced grocery store, or a trendy exercise class. Often we look to connect to nature anywhere that has more plants than people, more wildlife than domesticated or controlled life. It may be our habit to get into a car and drive somewhere in hopes of becoming ourselves again, especially after a bad day or during a rough period. We acknowledge that when we eat better and exercise we feel good, and that the connections we find in nature help to restore our spirit, but what we overlook is how much of that we can find right in our own backyards. All of us can use our gardens, the earth, and spaces we inhabit as our personal sanctuary. This book is about creating sanctuary, every day, wherever we find ourselves.
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Being surrounded by harmonious elements and other life forms can be soothing to our nervous systems.





The busyness of our lives can often distract us from making time to find relaxation or peace, to ground ourselves, and to really evaluate where we are heading. There is cultural pressure to do more, to have more, and to push ourselves too hard. We tell ourselves that the tasks and to-do lists we create are more important than self-care and quiet reflection. We often take care of others’ needs before our own, at the expense of our health: body, mind, and spirit. We see hardship and challenge all around us, in the news, on social media, in our own neighborhoods. Stress mounts until it consumes us, and then Western medicine encourages us to treat illness with drugs that mask the symptoms so we can resume the same routine that caused the stress in the first place.


How do we change? How do we get out of this rut and practice self-care regularly? How do we effectively create a way of living that allows us to heal, feel restored, and find peace within ourselves? We can do this by incorporating what is good for us into our daily routines and shaping the environments we find ourselves in every day so they inspire us too.


I believe that nature is the best healer. When we remember that we are nature and when we take our place there as one species among countless other species, we feel nature’s raw energy—water, wind, sun, sturdy trees, burgeoning blossoms—and are able to forget about our own worries for a little while. The life force that runs through our own bodies can resonate with all of nature’s energy if we let it. But before we can, most of us have to learn to take care of our nervous systems and not to carry negative energy around in our bodies. By looking to nature, we can find simple ways to keep ourselves healthy. And when we take care of ourselves, our interactions with others improve, too, leading to overall societal well-being.


My intention in this book is to help you transform your life by caring for nature in the space you already have and learning to use its simple, powerful gifts effectively. I hope to




[image: Image] help you find a deeper relationship with and connection to the land you inhabit—no matter the size—and with all of its beings and elements;


[image: Image] share my love of plants and my knowledge of all they can offer us; and


[image: Image] help you find sanctuary every day by incorporating simple, nature-based routines.





My own journey to find sanctuary has been a lifelong adventure. I grew up in a small rural community close to the woods in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains and with a view of the Salish Sea. My home was not always safe, however, nor were many of the people in my neighborhood. I would escape to the forest to find sanctuary, hiding there until I felt protected and whole. There, I could be me. Nature would hold me securely, letting me explore, learn, and feel supported.


My relationship with wild environments only grew stronger as I approached adulthood. My passion for nature expanded in defense of the sacredness I felt there. I wanted to protect and serve the resource that had kept me safe and nourished in those early years of my life. I tended to plants in nurseries, harvested their seeds for ecological restoration, pruned them, loved them, studied them, and ultimately found myself in a successful career as a horticulturalist, environmentalist, and landscape designer. I was drawn to this path because I’ve always been able to feel the life force inherent in plants, animals, earth, water, and stone. I often see myself as a connecting point between people and their own environments, an interpreter between humans and nature. My job has been to help people create sanctuary at home by developing and nurturing sacred spaces we shape together in their own gardens.
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I have always been able to feel the life force inherent in plants as I have loved and studied them.
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Harvesting plant medicine from my garden has been an important part of my own healing.





While my career was taking off, I was running a growing-too-fast business, raising two children, and volunteering in my community and industry to help with awareness and stronger environmental standards. Then came a tipping point. I simply ran out of energy. I had medical problems left and right. My body’s systems were failing me; I had respiratory issues from carbon monoxide poisoning, I needed surgery for my kidneys, and toxic diagnostic scans wreaked havoc on the rest of my body. I saw numerous specialists but eventually realized that underlying these mechanical failures was my failure to nurture my own emotional and spiritual health.


Another turning point was getting divorced. Picking up pieces of my life after it had seemingly exploded forced me to slow down and adjust my lifestyle. I began to wonder what had happened. How had I become so focused on the outside world that I had failed to create sanctuary in my own life, to take care of my own most basic needs? Suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), searching for healing on every level, I made a dramatic shift in my life, and my journey took a new course.


I looked far and wide and kept my mind open. I discovered powerful healing in the teachings and modalities of many other cultures. I was especially drawn to the way plants were used as medicine throughout time, so I began to seek out and connect the dots between different plant-based methods. Interestingly, I found many parallels between folk medicine and scientifically validated modern medical uses of plants. People have been using plants for healing from the beginning of our species and around the globe—and our collective knowledge about the healing power of plants somehow survived without all the communication systems we rely on today.


My garden—its plants and the animals that visited it—was my sacred space while I healed during a period of several years. My connection to the land kept me going. I knew it was time to shift my life to focus on self-care and to turn to nature for remedies. During this period, I began asking myself many questions: What helps us function well? What makes us happy? What keeps us stuck in destructive or unhealthy behavioral patterns? How can nature help us heal from trauma? How can we live the best life possible in harmony with the world around us? I decided to focus on helping people find better and more resilient ways to live in a world that seems increasingly complex and at times irreparably damaged and hostile.


Sanctuary is becoming more important than ever before. The surest way for us to be able to live in peace and to be happy is for us to create a place where we can be in harmony with the natural world and where we feel comfortable in our own skin. When we achieve this, we restore our bodies, minds, and souls.


You can find everyday sanctuary in any patch of land that brings you into proximity with nature—including your own backyard. Just as you can decorate an interior space in a way that suits you and makes you feel happy, you can create a garden to nourish your spiritual and emotional well-being. All land is sacred. All life is sacred. Therefore, anytime you infuse a space with positive intentions and honor the relationship you have with the life and energy inside that space, it can become an everyday sanctuary for you. This book will help guide you on that journey.
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creating sacred space


“Your sacred space is where you can find yourself again and again.”


JOSEPH CAMPBELL
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What is sacred space? What does it mean to create your own sacred space? What does it take to build your own sanctuary? How can a space you inhabit every day nurture your body, mind, and soul? No two people I’ve ever spoken to have had the same response when I’ve asked how they would define a sacred space, but most focus on themes of peacefulness, protection from a harsh world, and rejuvenation.


For me, a place that exemplifies sacred space is Orcas Island. It isn’t too far from where I grew up, yet when I was a child my family never visited due to the expense and time required to get there. As an adult, I took a boat there, and as soon as I set foot on the land I knew deep down it was special. I had spent much of my childhood exploring and foraging in the national forest land and the raw riverbeds flowing into the Salish Sea, and those places had resonated with me, but this island felt different. Every part of it spoke to me. Portions of it were truly wild, and even the areas that had been farmed or gardened had been cultivated with love and good stewardship. It was protected, and its inhabitants had prioritized honoring the land and looking ahead to the future. When the trip ended, I couldn’t wait to plan my return—it was as if the island had spoken to me and awakened my soul to the sacredness of the earth. I wanted to be nowhere else.


I’ve been fortunate since then in being able to visit many sacred natural spaces—public and private, near and far, some thousands of years old and some just created. I’ve experienced everything from degraded ancestral sacred lands that had been covered in garbage to spaces treated with such regard that people were not even allowed to enter. At each, I tried to pay particular attention to the different ways they promoted human health and wellness. All the human-designed sanctuaries were founded with clear intentions, and their creators filled them with resources to support a vision or goal.


What I learned is that to determine what made a place so exquisite, I needed to look at the history in the soil, how the land was treated and cared for by the people who lived there, previously and now. What makes something sacred is at least partly how we treat it. This truth makes me ask myself why all land isn’t treated as sacred and worthy of honor and respect. To my mind, stewardship of the earth has always been our most fundamental task in life. When we take care of the earth, it takes care of us. The three chapters that follow build on that understanding as they walk you through the process of designing and creating your sacred space.
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To create sacred space, we must start with our intentions. In the space pictured, creating beauty and honoring life (including insects) are the intentions.
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Sanctuary can look different for everyone. Here, a statue of Buddhist deity Kuan Yin graces the garden with a reminder of deep compassion and unconditional love.
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Envisioning Your Sanctuary


When we are designing any space, we can have a lot of fun dreaming of the possibilities. I want to encourage you first to create a personalized definition of sanctuary. What do your spirit and your soul need?


This chapter will guide you in creating a plan that includes everything you think you could possibly want. A plan to create your own Eden, your own paradise. To create holy ground. To create whatever your heart desires. Creating such a plan often entails facing fears and anxiety, and ultimately looking at much deeper issues than just daydreaming about plants or putting together idea boards. How would you like to take care of the earth, and how would you like it to take care of you?


Defining your sanctuary starts with listening to the spirit already present in your own space. Every piece of land is different and has unique constraints and attributes. I believe as stewards of the land, we are to honor it first and foremost. Then we can feel and envision what we need, want, and desire, and make sure this is in alignment with what the land needs in order to be cared for.


You might want to start a special notebook, journal, or binder for your sacred space exploration. Add to it as you open yourself to impressions that may form as you observe your land and your own relationship to it over a period of time, as your intentions and desires for the space become clearer, and as you gather inspiration from other places. Think of it as a place to dream and imagine.


Ethical Guidelines for Designing Sacred Spaces


The earth is alive, breathing and evolving, and all that she carries and supports forms a weave of complex ecosystems that are critical for life. We must consider our biological role as a part of these systems and think about how to be in harmony with it all. Most of us come from a culture that values domesticating our landscapes, and therefore we often feel a need to try to control the way nature works. We must give up the idea that our role is to own land and control it. In our time here on earth, we must create partnerships with the natural systems that support us, and we must also act as stewards for future generations by repairing ecological damage that has already been done and making decisions that will support the health of ecosystems long after we are gone.


Design of a sanctuary garden can be grounded in the same ethical guidelines that form the foundation of permaculture, a design approach to living sustainably on the earth. This summary of permaculture ethics states the guidelines I find most helpful in designing sacred spaces. Note that whenever one ethic seems to be in conflict with another, the first ethic trumps the rest. Refer to these ethics whenever you need to make a choice or resolve a problem.




[image: Image] Care for the earth. Being good stewards of the planet comes first when we are designing anything. Creating spaces where well-being is the focus, we have a vested interest in maintaining functional ecosystems for our own health and prosperity. This means protecting ecosystem health and regenerating or repairing degraded landscapes. It also means being careful about how much we consume in building our special sanctuary.


[image: Image] Care for people. The space we design should also meet the needs of the people who will use it, as well as future generations. When our needs are met, we quickly realize the importance of being good stewards of the space that fulfills these needs. We also understand that it’s worth planting trees that won’t produce a harvest in our lifetime but will provide sanctuary for those yet unborn.


[image: Image] Give back. We need to share the abundance and surplus of the yields we enjoy from our sanctuary. When we feel improved well-being as a result of finding everyday sanctuary, we want to reinvest this in caring for the earth and people. This could mean that we share our resources, be it extra time, food, or money, to serve the first two ethics.


[image: Image] Pace yourself. It’s not just about the end goal but also about how we get there. The approach we use is just as important as the end product. We want to acknowledge that any transition takes time. We are not going to change overnight from stressed-out urban dwellers to perfectly balanced beings who incorporate nature’s gifts into our daily routines. We must be patient with ourselves as we engage the question of how to find everyday sanctuary and as we form new, healthier habits in our lives. Building our sanctuary space and practices may take a period of years and is best understood as an ongoing journey toward wellness.





Getting to Know the Spirit of the Land


All land has a history, rich with the footprints of many ancestors who once walked it; all land is full of life with species that often have symbiotic relationships; and all land has a unique energetic personality or spiritus mundi. Land inherently wants to be wild; as we ask it to meet our needs, we must respect it and seek a harmonious balance. If we listen to the land, it can help teach us what it wants to become and guide us in shaping it into a sanctuary. Reading books and taking classes, though useful, can only take us so far. We must open our minds and hearts to the spirit of the land to know what is possible.
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Indigenous salmon art pays respect to the Native American ancestors who walked so delicately on the earth.





As you begin to create a sacred space of your own, your respect for the land—and therefore for all land—will grow, and you will start to be able to discern healthy places from unhealthy places almost intuitively. To start off in a positive way, tune in to the spirit of the area you are thinking of carving out as sacred, whether it be a postage stamp of land in the city, a quarter-acre lot in the suburbs, or multiple acres in the countryside. Deeply experiencing the present reality of your space is your starting point. From here, you can begin to envision what could be.


Getting to know the land also involves observing these basic aspects of its ecosystem:




[image: Image] Soil: What is its condition? Is it more clay, loam, or sand? Is it compacted or fluffy and full of organic matter? Which areas remain soggy after a rainfall and which areas drain quickly?


[image: Image] Water: What are the sources of water on the land? Where does the water go when it runs off the roof and paving during a rainstorm?


[image: Image] Flora and fauna: Which herbs, shrubs, vines, trees, and weeds are already growing in the space? Which creatures are regular visitors?


[image: Image] Sun and shade: As the sun shifts in the sky during the procession of the seasons, which areas are shaded and which are in full sun? Where do you need more shade, where would you like more sun, and how can you maximize your use of the sun you do get?





To help yourself start envisioning the design of your sacred space, create a drawing of the land as it is. This could be as simple as a sketch by hand or a printout of a satellite image from the Internet. Include the structural elements that are staying in place—rooflines, trees and drip lines, driveways and hardscape such as sidewalks, patios, raised beds, and arbors. Make several copies to draw on.


Then work through each aspect of the ecosystem in its current state, noting what needs help or healing. Track and make note of where the water runs through the space, where the soil is rich and where it is depleted, where it is wet or dry. Note where the existing plants are. Look at your land with beginner’s eyes by sitting in multiple places at different times of day and noticing vistas. Lie on the ground. Stand right up against the fence to get the broadest view possible. Note views on your drawing. You can design the space to emphasize appealing vistas, whether a view of the sunset, natural features, or an artful object or area. Whatever you do, you will want to feel as if you are cooperating with the spirit of the land. We will return to working on your drawing later in this chapter.




MEDITATION


MEET THE GARDEN SPIRIT


Give yourself a minimum of five minutes to do this or take as long as you like.


• 1 •


Sitting comfortably in your green space, close your eyes and breathe deeply into your belly.


• 2 •


After ten or so deep breaths, open your eyes and ask that the spirit of the land be with you. Ask it to offer you assistance in learning about what it has the potential to become and how it can offer you sanctuary.


• 3 •


Experience the land with every sense, and take mental note of all you notice. Feel the breeze on your skin, the soil under your feet, the temperature. Smell and taste the air and the fragrance of any plants around you. Listen to the wind, the animals and insects nearby—as well as any cars or other sounds of human presence. Look around.


• 4 •


See if you notice any differences from when you first sat down. Do any specific areas of the land seem to be trying to draw your attention to them?


• 5 •


Write down your observations and record your experiences.





Setting Specific Intentions


Too often we see gardens created simply to “landscape” an area. That effort may result in something pretty, but it will be devoid of deeper meaning. Typically a new home or building is constructed only with the intention of appealing to the widest possible range of buyers! Developers are infamous for cutting corners and especially for skipping important ecological design steps like considering soil or choosing plants that will grow to maturity without needing a constant haircut. They will often buy the least expensive plant available if it looks nice at the moment, not thinking ahead. Sometimes a garden will go through several owners before finding someone who truly loves it and wants to have a relationship with the space. By then, the plants are often tired from being mistreated and are barely hanging on with doses of fertilizer and timed irrigation, which act as life support.


In contrast, sacred spaces around the world share a common theme: they are always associated with a very specific intention. The next important step in creating sacred space for yourself is to define how you hope to use it. Think about your end goals, the aim of your desires and what you wish you could add space for in your life. For some people, it may simply be a quiet place that they can come home to, relax in, and find peace in after a long day at work. Some spaces may be devoted to prayer or even just to daydreaming. You can create a garden that heals—your body, mind, and soul. You can also create a space with different quadrants devoted to different intentions. For many people with limited space, one garden will have to serve multiple family needs. Perhaps you’d like a family gathering fire pit area and also an altar where you can honor your ancestors.


These are some common intentions for sacred spaces:




[image: Image] prayer


[image: Image] healing


[image: Image] worship


[image: Image] meditation


[image: Image] performing rituals and ceremonies


[image: Image] practicing yoga or qigong


[image: Image] growing medicine


[image: Image] boosting energy
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[image: Image] burial/memorializing


[image: Image] purification


[image: Image] amplifying emotions
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When you have formulated your intentions, write them down. Keep them in front of you as you go through the process of fully imagining your green sanctuary and creating a list of desired features.
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Signage for sacred spaces helps define intentions for users.





Finding Sources of Inspiration


Once you have tuned in to the spirit of the land and started to think about your intentions, there are a few more things you can do to aid the dreaming process. One is to gather ideas and be inspired by what others have done. When you can see the possibilities illustrated in concrete form, the creative juices flow more freely and you are more apt to move forward in fleshing out your dreams.


You might start by creating a “look book” in your notebook, journal, or binder with clippings and photographs. Consult sites such as Pinterest and Houzz to develop an idea board online. Go on garden tours and visit botanical gardens or nature preserves to find inspiration and see what types of plants and green spaces resonate with you. Places where plants have been nurtured and cared for well into maturity allow you to experience specimen trees, shrubs, and other flora in their full glory.


You can also visit sacred sites that are open to the public. There are thousands of such sites around the globe. Many are places where people over time have had noteworthy experiences or felt frequency differences in energy levels. Geological wonders, traditional places of pilgrimage or devotion, and historical sites all come to mind. Perhaps the best known of sacred spaces is Stonehenge in Wiltshire, England. It dates to at least 3000 BC, and its standing stones are positioned to align with significant seasonal events, such as sunrise on the summer solstice and sunset on the winter solstice. It was also an important burial site. It was built with a specific intention and that intention has been respected, so it has retained significant spiritual and historical value.
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In the Mediterranean region, sacred spaces include ancient temples dating back to the fifth century BC. Pictured here, a single olive tree—among the most sacred plants in Greek mythology—stands next to the Temple of Poseidon near Athens.
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Enchanted Rock State Natural Area in Texas features vernal pools and ghost footsteps, inspiration for combining stone and water in a sanctuary at home.
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The Seven Sacred Pools in Sedona, Arizona, is another sacred site where water and stone combine.





In the United States, one renowned sacred place is Enchanted Rock, a massive pink granite dome in the Texas Hill Country that has been used for twelve thousand years as a ceremonial site. In addition to vernal pools and delicate ecosystems, it features “footsteps” imprinted in the rock, which legend says are the footsteps of ghosts who climb the rock every day—just one of many myths associated with the site.







FEATURED GARDENS



THE GARDEN of ANGELS
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LEFT The Petroviches’ sanctuary includes a gathering area for family and friends.
RIGHT Soulful signage reminds sanctuary visitors that tending the garden is also tending the heart.





LARRY AND JANET PETROVICH live at the end of a long road deep in Snohomish County, Washington. Their idea of creating sanctuary began in 1997 with a newly purchased home and lots of lawn surrounded by a lush forest. Over the years, they have transformed their blank slate landscape into living spaces adorned with colorful art, meaningful memorials, and fun details. The plant life is diverse, with interesting textures and a playful ambiance. Tucked into the forest are walking trails and small garden spaces with dedications. A gravesite for an old pup is lovingly tended to and overlooked by an angel statue.
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A space was created with the intention of honoring Larry’s father.





The two have created garden areas for their parents who have passed on and shared a love of gardening. Plants were chosen for sentimental reasons—“Mom and Dad loved dogwoods. I always remember having one.” Spending time in each garden helps them feel a connection to these beloved mentors. They plan to add cutting flowers that their parents loved as well so that they can bring these reminders inside their home. “There is no other place I’d rather be than digging in the dirt, being totally at peace in the garden—where God has blessed us with our own little piece of heaven on earth!”
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Imagining with All Your Senses


Another thing you can do to aid the process of envisioning your sanctuary is to imagine how it will appeal to the various senses. We spend so much of our lives using just one or two senses—maybe squinting at a computer screen or gluing our ear to a phone—that our sanctuary garden may offer the best chance we have to enjoy the full spectrum of sensory pleasures. There we can stuff our eyes with color and texture, treat ourselves to soothing sound and stimulating scent, please our palates with sweet fruits and wholesome vegetables and nuts and herbs, trail our fingers in the water and shuffle our bare feet in the grass. All of these possibilities can be added to your list of desired features.


COLOR AND TEXTURE


Using specific colors in your sanctuary is a way to evoke different emotions you may want to experience when you are in the space. What are your favorite colors? What moods do these evoke, and what feelings do they bring up? You can choose plants with these colors in their bark, flowers, or foliage, or you can add other colorful elements such as containers and painted walls, to help yourself feel a certain way in the garden. You can use masses of the same color in any area or create a wild mixture of colors.
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LEFT The palette of hot and cool colors in this container draws the eye in a celebration of late summer.
RIGHT This colorful array of flowers feels cheerful and wild.





Experiment with noticing how you feel in the presence of various colors. Cool colors such as green, blue, and violet tend to be calming, while hot colors such as reds and bright oranges can be energizing. You may instinctively know which colors attract you and which repel you, which you want to include and which you want to avoid. The ancient Chinese practice of feng shui makes specific recommendations about where to place certain colors in relationship to the entrance and other energy centers in the garden. You can follow a formal system like this or trust your own intuition to guide you, which is my own preference. You might add more of the colors that represent qualities you want to increase in yourself or your life. Cool, calming colors can strengthen an inward spiritual focus, while warmer colors can help you feel vibrant and celebratory.




[image: Image] white—purity, cleanliness, hope, freshness, modern feeling


[image: Image] yellow—joy, fun, happiness, confidence


[image: Image] orange—warmth, cheerfulness, creativity, fun, rejuvenation, optimism


[image: Image] red—love, passion, vitality, power, anger, excitement, boldness, energy


[image: Image] pink—romance, compassion, love, serenity, femininity


[image: Image] purple—wisdom, creativity, luxury, quietude, reflection, royalty, dignity, magic, vision, spirituality


[image: Image] blue—trust, strength, peace, tranquility, integrity, intelligence, coolness


[image: Image] green—peace, growth, healing, safety, relaxation, balance, freshness


[image: Image] brown—earthiness, authenticity, richness, simplicity, tradition


[image: Image] black—sophistication, mystery, death, formality


[image: Image] gray—calmness, stability, maturity, strength





Textural contrasts are also interesting and stimulating to eyes, especially to those that have stared at screens for too long. Every plant has its own unique aesthetic defined by overall form, size and shape of leaves, vein pattern, and presence of blossoms or berries. It’s fun to pair one plant with another, or several, to make a beautiful tapestry in the garden. For example, the bold giant leaves of rhubarb or hosta play nicely with the smaller-cut leaves of ferns and creeping sedums. You can create patterns of these textural contrasts and repeat them throughout the garden. These rich layers of texture can set the mood of your sanctuary space—soft and subdued or bold and dramatic.
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