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Tulipa ‘Gavota’ and Rosa × odorata ‘Mutabilis’ (tea rose)




Introduction


‘Consider the convenience of being able to put down a smear of colour just where you need it.’ Vita Sackville-West


I am hungry for colour. I want jam-red and acid-yellow, violet-blue and inchworm-green. I want cinnamon-orange with scorched yellow, liquorice and blackcurrant. I want amethyst, putty and smoky blue, the liminal in-between colours, and tart pink and purple that are rich and electric.


We all know instinctively that colour is good for us and it is colour that draws me out into my garden. Recent research shows that spending time outside fires up our synapses and recalibrates our senses, improving concentration, reducing stress and potentially boosting our immune systems. Breathing in phytoncides — the antimicrobial chemicals released by plants — and coming into contact with certain microbes found in soil is good for body and mind, with the potential to boost mood, reduce our heart rate and generally make us feel happier. You don’t even need to be interested in plants to feel their benefits.


With most of us living in cities and urban areas, and the developers of new housing estates giving their properties increasingly tiny plots, every outdoor space, however small, has an important role to play in countering the climate crisis. A small urban garden, even a very small one made up completely of pots, is a living carbon sponge, taking carbon out of the atmosphere and locking it away. Additionally, plants provide food and shelter for pollinators and a wealth of other wildlife, increasing their numbers and contributing to local biodiversity. A medley of plants will also absorb rainfall after a deluge, preventing flash flooding, and provide cool air temperatures during hot weather, particularly in towns and cities.


When you add colour to a garden, it instantly creates atmosphere. While most of us know which colours we like and maybe even which colours we want in our garden, knowing the best plants to use to achieve this can be more difficult.


Here, then, is a deep dive into brilliant and life-changing colour: how to choose plants and how to use them creatively and inventively. Colour makes us feel alive; it is transporting and grounding. Even the smallest outdoor space has room for the joy of colour.



A contemporary approach to colour

As a consequence of the climate crisis, the way we use colour in the garden is changing — in favour of simpler flowers that benefit pollinators and are closer to the flowers found in nature.
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Tulipa ‘Princess Irene’, T. ‘Queen of Night’ and T. ‘Estella Rijnveld’




Modern colour

A vogue for simpler flowers that are less removed from those found in nature, paired with a more sustainable approach to our gardens, is changing the way we use colour outside. Gone are big, blowsy flowers, chosen like the colours on a paint chart. Plants with flowers like these, which have been bred to be as big as possible, need plenty of water and artificial plant foods and pesticides to sustain them. In the blowsiest flowers, the parts of the flower that are useful to pollinators — the nectaries, which contain the pollen and nectar — have been bred out completely to be replaced by extra petals. There is little room left for a pollinator to fit inside and limited or no pollen or nectar to forage. Such plants barely contribute to the biodiversity of a garden. With a low ratio of stem and leaf to flower on plants like these, once the flowers fade the whole plant needs to be replaced, stacking up its carbon footprint due to the fuel miles used for transporting it, the plastic needed for its pot and the industrial costs of its eventual recycling. Imagine instead a small outdoor space with layers of texture and colour, where plants of different heights and shapes merge and repeat, with colour coming through colour. A space where bright, painterly poppies pop, dahlias offer dollops of colour and, held on a scaffold of tall, narrow stems, the tiny flowers of verbena register together as they open to make a wash of colour. Where colourful buds give way to equally colourful flowers and later beautiful seedpods; where room around the plants is as important as the space they take up, so the light gets in, which, as it moves and plays, brings depth and even more colour.
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Dahlia merckii (Merck dahlia)
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Pulsatilla vulgaris (pasque flower)
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Tulipa ‘Slawa’ and Lunaria annua ‘Chedlow Glow’ (honesty)
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Papaver somniferum ‘Lauren’s Grape’ (opium poppy)
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Succulents displayed in tiny pots on an impromptu table and in a giant urn. They include Echeveria ‘Pink Champagne’, × Pachyveria ‘Opalina’, Aeonium ‘Pomegranate’ and Sedum sediforme (ice plant).






Plan your space

‘Sustainable urban gardens’ contribution to combating climate change is so important that council or water tax cuts should be offered as incentives to anyone whose garden is more than 50% planted rather than covered by pavers or concrete.’ Professor Ross Cameron, University of Sheffield.

Adding colour to a garden instantly creates atmosphere, but it is the layout of the space — how you arrange it — that will define how you use it on a daily basis. Today, most of us want a hardworking, multifunctional outdoor area that is part living space, part workspace and part social space to enjoy with family and friends. Whether you are a hybrid worker with occasional days at home, want a place to eat supper outdoors or somewhere to spend time with your dog after work, thinking creatively about the layout of your garden is the essential starting point to every successful design. Try to bear the following points in mind:



• With many of us living in urban spaces and the developers of new estates giving properties only tiny plots, every garden has a vital role to play in countering the effects of climate change. Putting plants front and centre in the design of your outdoor space ranks high on the list of sustainable things you can do. Plants absorb pollution, including by locking in carbon, absorb rainwater runoff, mitigating the effects of flooding after a deluge of rain and protect the soil. They also offer food and shelter for pollinators and other wildlife.

• The plants that you choose and how you use them can be as much a part of the design of your garden as the paint colours, paving and pots. One way to highlight them is to create new borders that come right into the middle of the space. Freed from narrow beds and borders around the edges of the garden, the plants can become a dynamic kind of paint.

• Particularly in a small space, it is important to think about what you will see when you look out from the windows of your house and to give yourself something nice to look at. Well-placed plants, including in pots, are useful for concealing bins and recycling boxes. A beautifully filled container can mark the entrance to a bike store or the threshold between the house and the garden, so creating flow. Close to the walls, plants help to anchor a house in its location, especially in an urban setting.
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Measuring less than 30 square metres (323 square feet), this small garden is packed with plants, creating a feeling of immersion – it is the plants rather than the hard landscaping that delineate the space. The warm pink tone of the brick wall aligns with the various pinks of plants such as Allium sphaerocephalon (drumstick allium), heightening the intensity of their colours.
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The colours of walls or fences are integral to the look and feel of a small space. A nature-inspired hue on the walls here amplifies rather than competes with the colours of the plants. The textural, rendered finish also highlights the play of shadow and light beautifully.




[image: illustration]

Tall, textural plants with pops of colour, such as Verbena bonariensis (purple top), make the most of a long, narrow space alongside this modernist, open-plan home, connecting and enhancing both the house and the garden. From outside, the architecture of the building is amplified and from within, the plants draw attention out into the garden.
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A stained wooden fence sets the scene in this shady garden. The dark backdrop merges with the shadowy gaps between the plants, meaning it is difficult to see where these end and the fence begins. This makes the small space seem bigger.
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Elaeagnus ‘Quicksilver’ (oleaster) and the pinkish-white flowers of Clematis montana (Himalayan clematis) meld beautifully with this corrugated metal fence. Hung horizontally, its lines emphasize their pretty and painterly qualities.
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Tulips, Cynara cardunculus (cardoon) and euphorbias pool into the middle of this space. The silver notes of the corrugated metal fence are picked up by the pale gravel path. Its ruddy notes are referenced in the dark tulip flowers.




[image: illustration]

Red brick slips provide continuity between the interior and exterior spaces in this city garden. The plaster-pink render on the exterior walls is at once neutral and contemporary, enhancing the plant colours without taking over.

Dark brown Cor-Ten steel cladding offsets the pale colours of the plants in front. Its coppery hue and patina are reminiscent of the colours of tree bark and the dappled woodland light favoured by these shade-loving plants.
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Contrasting with a timber floor and raised timber planters, small flowers ping out their colour, providing a vibrant accent while leaving plenty of room for the table and chairs.





[image: illustration]

A knapped flint wall offsets the dark brown of birch branches. Biscuit-coloured grout – a colour favoured by architects and interior designers – highlights the inherent irregularity of the flint.




Materials

The materials that you choose for the fixed elements in your garden, such as the floor and walls, provide a base colour against which your plants can work. What you use on the walls and the floor does more than create a level surface for a table or mark the extent of your garden’s boundaries; these materials are also intrinsic to the look and feel of the space. In a small garden, it is best to limit the range of materials to a maximum of three and add accents in Cor-Ten steel, copper or canvas, for example, with the furniture and accessories.

• Use the garden’s setting as a starting point and choose materials that will connect it to your locality. For example, referencing the urban landscape will anchor it in its surroundings and create a sense of place. From my own compact garden, I can see the corrugated steel of a garage roof, timber fencing, walls rendered in concrete, the silver of zinc guttering and pinky-toned brickwork, any of which could be successfully replicated in the material palette of the garden.

• If you are starting from scratch, use the best materials that your budget will allow, to futureproof your design. Different materials are available in an assortment of sizes, colours and textures, from gritty and textural concrete, to charred wood with depth and detail, to the uniformity of factory-made bricks and paving slabs, which have a geometric and architectural feel. Consider how the materials you choose will look in different weather conditions and how they will respond and change over time. Materials such as wood, slate or Cor-Ten steel improve with age, changing colour and developing a characterful patina.

• Take into account the whole garden, including its aspect (the direction your garden faces). Direct sun makes colours look more intense, while in shadow, paler-coloured materials are useful for bouncing light back into the garden. Changes in the direction of the light throughout the day can also be useful for drawing out the details of textural finishes.

• Spend time researching the different ways in which the same material can be used. Changing the pattern of, or spacing between, individual tiles, bricks or pavers is a good way to elevate humble materials into something really special.

• Consider the areas where paving, paths and boundaries meet. Will the materials you are using harmonize by replicating each other? A brick path laid in a staggered pattern that appears to fragment where it meets gravel will increase the sense of ‘flow’ around a small space.

• Transporting heavy materials can have an equally heavy carbon footprint. So, think locally and, where possible, try to exploit the existing materials on site in a creative way. If you are buying new paving, for example, take into account how it has been manufactured and even the eventual cost of its recycling.

• If you have a limited budget, use the best-quality materials in areas of your garden that you will see and use most often, and choose less expensive materials for the rest.
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Soft plaster-pink wall render brings out the vibrant colour of Papaver dubium subsp. lecoqii ‘Albiflorum’ (Beth’s poppy).




Choosing colour

Technically, the variety of colours available to use in a garden is infinite, but editing the palette down to a narrow band of colours allows you to experience them in way that using a lot of different colours does not. Since colour is experienced in the context of its surroundings, a limited palette allows you to pick up the connections between the colours you choose so that collectively, the plants will form a cohesive design.

 

Observation

It is easy to think of the colour of the plant as being the colour of its flowers. In most cases, this is the dominant colour and the one you notice first. But there is a difference between seeing a plant and looking at it properly and analyzing what you see. Dianthus carthusianorum (carthusian pink) has brilliant pink petals which, on closer examination, are marked with darker pink. The middle of the flower is white and the base of the flower (the calyx) and buds are brown-red. The stalks are chalky green with narrow, apple-green leaves.

Paying close attention to the details reveals a wide range of colours, any of which can be picked up and matched in other plants.
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Close observation of Dianthus carthusianorum reveals a wide range of colours, including pink, dark pink, white, red and brown-red.



One way to develop a habit of observing plants more closely is to choose a favourite and list all the colours that you can see. Look at the colour of the petals and the buds, any petal markings and the reverse of the petals. Note the colour of the calyx and the middle of the flower, the style, stigma and stamens, the pollen, the stem colour, the colour of the leaves and any leaf markings. Any of these features are potential jumping-off points for creating a winning colour combination.

Next, build up your plant list by adding plants that share common colours. This might be in the colour of their petals or the centres of their flowers or their leaves or stems. Even if a plant includes just a small amount of a colour from the hero plant, it will still fit into the overall colour group.

Finally, add depth and dimension to the scheme by choosing plants in lighter and darker tones of the common colours. An easy way to do this is to imagine each colour as part of a sliding scale that you can run up and down, going from light to dark. The plants you include at this point will also have additional colours that you can pick up in more plants, to further broaden your scheme.
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In this colourful combination, the dark calyx of Dianthus carthusianorum is picked up in the dark blotch at the base of Papaver somniferum ‘Lauren’s Grape’ (opium poppy). The yellow centre of the poppy, rather than its petal colour, is echoed and repeated once more in the yellow flowers of Verbascum bombyciferum (mullein).
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The rich, toffee-coloured flowers of Verbascum ‘Petra’ (mullein) are yellow at their edges and beautifully set off by the acid-yellow flowers of Zizia aurea (golden alexanders). The mahogany centres of the verbascum are picked up in the irises, as well as the crimson-red flowers of Sanguisorba officinalis ‘Arnhem’ (great burnet) growing elsewhere in the garden.






Metallic red, green and brown



	Aspect
	Shade



	Soil
	Any




This combination for shady conditions takes its cue from Helleborus 5 hybridus ‘Slaty Blue’ (hellebore), matching it with the small, stripy, olive-green and plum flowers of Fritillaria acmopetala (pointed-petal fritillary). The flower colours of these two plants are very similar tonally and both have an iridescent sheen. The dark midrib in the middle of the frond of the Dryopteris wallichiana (alpine wood fern) and, to a lesser degree, in the Asplenium scolopendrium Undulatum Group (hart’s tongue fern) reference their red-brown colour, while their fresh, bright leaf blades contribute to the myriad greens. Helleborus foetidus (stinking hellebore) has virescent green flowers that add a sharp note, offsetting the other colours and opening up the planting scheme.
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Dryopteris wallichiana (alpine wood fern)
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Helleborus 5 hybridus ‘Slaty Blue’ (hellebore)
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Asplenium scolopendrium Undulatum Group (hart’s tongue fern)
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Thalictrum ‘Anne’ (meadow rue)
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Helleborus foetidus (stinking hellebore)
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Fritillaria acmopetala (pointed-petal fritillary)
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Thalictrum ‘Elin’ (meadow rue)






Crimson, blackcurrant and pink



	Aspect
	Sun



	Soil
	Any




Darker and lighter hues of blackcurrant, crimson and pink, in varying amounts, make up this pretty palette. Early in spring, Fritillaria meleagris (snake’s head fritillary) has plum and white chequerboard flowers. Big dollops of colour from the opium poppy Papaver somniferum ‘Lauren’s Grape’ (opium poppy) reference its red tones in summer, which are picked up and repeated by the bursts of colour from Sanguisorba officinalis ‘Arnhem’ (great burnet). Linaria purpurea ‘Canon Went’ (purple toadflax) has tiny, snapdragon-like flowers. Pale pink, they open incrementally and register lightly to create a haze of smudgy colour. Rosa 5 odorata ‘Mutabilis’, a tea rose, has crimson shoots and red and apricot flowers.
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