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‘We need good cheer and happiness, hope and love. The uglier, older, meaner, iller, poorer I get, the more I wish to take my revenge by doing brilliant colour, well arranged, resplendent.’

Vincent van Gogh in Arles, France, 1889
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A simple display of commonmarigolds (Calendula officinalis) at Tilley Printing inLedbury,Herefordshire, one of the last remaining letterpress printers in theUK.There is something so honest about this kind of orange.
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The kitchen at Charleston, in East Sussex, with the gloss-white of Narcissus ‘Actaea’ shimmering as it catches some welcome spring sunlight.
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An energetic tulip scheme that includes the cultivars ‘Amber Glow’, ‘Annie Schilder’, ‘Bronze Perfection’, ‘Daydream’ and ‘Orange van Eijk’.


Pursuing a Mood

The emotion of flower colour

In a garden or cut flower display there are multiple factors that engage the observer in some way. There is the intrigue of scent, the impact of scale and the tactile interest of texture. Yet invariably, perhaps no other sensory element piques our curiosity more so than colour. When I consider the hundreds of gardens I have ever visited, it is the slight quickening of my heartbeat when I walk into a hot border or the sense of restfulness to be found among cool drifts of spring bulbs that I remember first; it is always the colour that remains etched into my memory like a scrapbook of pigmented emotions.
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A late summer display of dahlias.
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The cobalt of delphiniums is mixed with the icy sky-blue of Nigella damascena ‘Miss Jekyll’ and the ivory cultivar ‘Miss Jekyll Alba’.

Each of us has our own idiosyncratic relationship with colour. While basic cues are inherent in all of us (the warning of red, the survival of blue), as we navigate the world we also build increasingly more complex associations that profoundly shape our preferences. This is something psychologists refer to as Ecological Valence Theory: the theory that our past experiences define our fondness or dislike for certain hues. As gardeners and flower arrangers, we are more often than not drawn to colours that reflect pleasant situations or objects from somewhere in the messy and complicated history of our lives – even if we are not always aware that this is what we are doing. Perhaps it is the buttery lemon of a favourite childhood blanket or the sparkling turquoise eyes of a first love: these are all powerful and highly personal biases that over time become ingrained in our subconscious.

But rarely when working with flower colour are we satisfied with just one hue. Most often, our aim is to group colours in such a way that as a collective they heighten a sense of something which is greater than its constituent parts. On the surface, it may seem as if the only principle driving the way flower colour is assembled is one purely based on aesthetics – for example, what shades of red will look most attractive with this type of pink or which kinds of purples will be prettiest with these blues? Yet I would argue that for most gardeners and flower arrangers, there is a motivation lurking beneath the superficial. We are artists chasing abstract and highly individual moods, indulged by a floral world with limitless colour choice. We want to feel moved in some way – to be lifted from the everyday – and we look for stories in the relationships that tints, tones and shades create.

I am reminded often of a passage from Gertrude Jekyll’s 1916 book Annuals and Biennials:

‘What is meant by colour schemes is not merely the putting together of flowers that look well side by side, but the disposition of the plants in complete borders in such a manner that the whole effect together is pictorial.’

Jekyll, for me one of the greatest ever observers of floral nuance, recognized the power that colour groups can have in the garden (and, by extension, the vase) to create evocative and fantastical atmospheres that transport the observer away from the prosaic and predictable routine of day-to-day life. Gardens and flower arrangements should be an escape, sources of intrigue that, if only for the briefest of moments, offer the imagination a chance to run unbridled through a maze of curiosity and extravagance. As with anything visual – painting, photography, film, sculpture – the ways in which one person responds to the atmosphere of flower colour is highly personal. I may pause for a second by a drift of tulips in lemon-yellow and sunset-orange and be taken to the sensory overload of a raucous carnival, yet the person who comes next may view the same scene with indifference. We each bring our own idiosyncratic view of the world to gardens and floral displays, and it is these quirks of personality that make their creation so endlessly captivating.

To my mind, there are three moods that assemblies of flower colour evoke most successfully. The first, and perhaps the one that I am most often driven by, is a sense of romance. It is the enchanting whimsy of pinks and the never-ending mystery of purples; flowers that soften the edges of everyday life and encourage fanciful daydreams. The second is a feeling of boundless energy. This is a cocktail of reds, yellows and oranges that leap from hot borders and frenzied vases to create moments that motivate with their dizzying and uninhibited lust for life. The third, although by no means the least seductive, is a comforting impression of reflection. These are blues, greens and whites that coalesce to soothe and quieten our often fraught and over-stimulated minds.

In putting together this book, my aim has been to explore these three atmospheres not only through my eyes, but also through the lens of others who have cultivated a close relationship with the decorative potential of flowers. People for whom living and working spaces become opportunities to explore curious dreamworlds – creatives who indulge the whimsical and sometimes erratic whims of their imagination. Although some of these people are professional gardeners, there are others who by day are actors, stylists or painters. These are people who harness the ornamental power of flowers as a happy extension of their downtime, people who have come to find how fulfilling a life lived close to the garden can be. Yet gardener or not, there is an undeniable thread connecting all those who appear in the following pages: the everyday made more atmospheric.
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Steps at Iford Manor, Wiltshire. A green carpet of self-seeded lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis), Mexican fleabane (Erigeron karvinskianus) and trailing bellflower (Campanula poscharskyana) is combined with a display of blue cornflowers (Centaurea cyanus) in a white jug to create a scene that exploits colour to maximum soothing effect.



It is worth noting that although in this book specific colours are attributed to the broad atmospheres of romance, energy and reflection, these are not intended to be wholly prescriptive. They represent one view of colour – my own – in a world that is saturated with opinion on the topic. The subject is so vast, and in many ways so personal, that the following pages cannot possibly cover every nuance of science and sentiment. Indeed, for centuries, much has already been written by gardeners, botanists and enthusiasts detailing the intricacies of this complex and enchanting issue. So, in the interests of brevity, what follows is a personal journal of the thoughts and observations that are constantly percolating and evolving in my mind through my work with gardens, plants and flowers.
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Icelandic poppies (Oreomecon nudicaulis) in shades of ivory and salmon are displayed simply in a glass jar on a mantlepiece at Kettle’s Yard. The calming restraint of the interior is enhanced by flowers in similarly pared-back palettes.

Throughout, the following terms are used to describe colours. While in everyday language they have all largely become synonymous with one another, from a descriptive point of view, each has a specific meaning that is worth highlighting here:



	Hue:

	A pure colour, the origin of all colours that we see.




	Tint:

	A colour (hue) that has been lightened by the addition of white.




	Tone:

	A colour (hue) that has been either lightened or darkened by the addition of grey.




	Shade:

	A colour (hue) that has been darkened by the addition of black.





I am a gardener who is as thrilled with flowers tumbling from jugs and vases when cut for the house as I am with their performance in the beds and borders of the garden. To me, the two realms coexist to create an unfettered boundary between the inside and the outside, and it is for this reason that the two concepts of growing and arranging are used interchangeably throughout this book. The primary intention is to explore the joy and fantasy of flower colour regardless of which medium – the garden or the vase – they may appear in, and the hope is that, in doing so, readers might unlock a new way of thinking about the subject.

Instead of viewing flower colour as a one-dimensional decorative element, can it contribute to a much wider sensory experience? Where before a red flower may simply have been thought of as an attractive, but unsophisticated, flash of vermillion, considering instead its function as a building block for creating something more engaging begins to unlock its true power. It is about viewing flower colour as part of an equation. On its own it is one thing, but added to, subtracted from or multiplied, it equals something more profound: an atmosphere.
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A selection of vibrant dahlias and zinnias in an earthernware jug.




Combining Flower Colour

‘The only principle behind the harmony of colour is one in which the human soul is moved in a deliberate and purposeful way.’

Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art, 1911

The Colour Wheel

For all artists – by which I certainly include the gardener and the flower arranger – there is an element of science underpinning the creativity behind colour selection: the colour wheel. First developed by Isaac Newton in the 18th century as a means of illustrating the spectrum of white light, today this wheel is the artist’s starting point, providing a grounding in the basics of successfully combining colour. The wheel is underpinned by a complex field of physics, but it is not necessary to become consumed by trying to understand its history and technical applications in order to appreciate its basic teachings. I would argue that every gardener and flower arranger interested in the relationships that colours can create in their work should have at least a passing knowledge of the wheel’s core principles, but, as with so many theories, its conventions, once understood, are there to be broken.

The colour wheel is restricted to the display of overarching hues, the purest forms of colours; where we see red, for example, we do not see merlot, cardinal, cherry or ruby. In this way, it is important to recognize that its usefulness is as a broad reference to the relationships created by colour combinations, and that underneath each hue lies a family of colour to which these principles also apply. For instance, what it tells us about blue also concerns blue’s long list of subsidiaries: the aquamarines, the sapphires, the ceruleans. This is particularly pertinent to the gardener and the arranger as flower colour rarely, if ever, comes in the form of an unnuanced hue.

A basic colour wheel illustrates the hierarchy of colour in three layers: primaries, secondaries and tertiaries. Although the colours it presents are created in layers of mixing, each is given equal prominence, so that instead of a scale, a continuum is achieved.
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A simple colour wheel showing the primary, secondary and tertiary hues.
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The primary triad links the three hues red, yellow and blue. These are the purest of all colours and they form the basis of everything else that surrounds them (red, yellow and blue can be mixed to create any other colour). In their raw forms, these colours carry an inherent confidence and authority, standing out as solid and easy to understand. But what makes the primaries so useful in areas of graphic design – where messages need to be conveyed quickly and succinctly – often makes them unpopular, sometimes unfairly in my opinion, with gardeners and flower arrangers looking for more nuance and intrigue in their choices.

No flower could ever truly be described as primary red, yellow or blue in their purest form. All colours produced by the garden are, to a greater or lesser extent, abstracted in some way, but there are some across the year, highlighted next, that I think come closest:
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Primary red Anemone coronaria ‘Hollandia’, Monarda ‘Cambridge Scarlet’, Papaver Red Rumble
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Primary blue Agapanthus Brilliant Blue, Hyacinthus orientalis ‘Delft Blue’, Phacelia campanularia
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Primary yellow Achillea filipendulina ‘Cloth of Gold’, Calendula officinalis ‘Calexis Yellow’, Primula veris
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The secondary triad – orange, green and violet – is the result of mixing two primaries. Red and yellow combine to create orange; yellow and blue produce green; and red and blue gives us violet. Although these three hues might feel less decisive than the primaries used to make them, they seem somehow to carry greater complexity, and, with that, they begin to move the eye towards a palette that many would consider more sophisticated.

There is a curious mystery to the secondaries. The strange alchemy of mixing two colours to produce another means that there is always uncertainty about how we, the observer, should respond to them. When encountering orange, for example, do we feel a sense of warmth and contentment – recalling memories of pleasant sunshine on a perfect summer’s day – or do we feel threatened by its associations with fire and burning? In the end, the context within which the colour is being used generally makes the answer rather simple, but this initial ambiguity demonstrates the fascinating capacity of colour mixing to create nuance. It is here, in its enigmatic unpredictability, that the powerful emotional impact of colour begins to present itself.

As with the primaries, it would be difficult to suggest that any flower is pure orange, green or violet. However, there are those that I look to as best encapsulating their spirit throughout the year:
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Orange Calendula officinalis ‘Indian Prince’, Crocosmia × crocosmiiflora ‘Carmin Brillant’, Tithonia rotundifolia ‘Torch’




[image: ]
Green Dipsacus fullonum, Hosta ‘Devon Green’ (foliage only), Moluccella laevis
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Violet Allium hollandicum ‘Purple Sensation’, Geranium ‘Ann Folkard’, Iris reticulata ‘J.S. Dijt’
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Tertiaries dive even further into colour subtlety. These are colours formed when a primary is mixed with a secondary. Amber, for example, is the result of primary yellow and secondary orange, while chartreuse is created from primary yellow and secondary green. Continuing around the colour wheel, vermillion, teal, indigo and magenta are also added.

These colours show a slight trepidation, as though they’re not entirely sure of themselves. To me, they display a distance and depth that reflects their blended provenance, a certain aloofness which is absent from the primaries and less pronounced in the secondaries. Their subserviency affords them a softer and more sympathetic quality that, in the form of flowers, often creates highly desirable and sophisticated hues across the garden and in the vase.

When compared to primaries and secondaries, tertiaries are perhaps easier to attribute to flowers due to their more nuanced pedigree. However, this also leaves them more susceptible to debate – one gardener’s violet is another’s magenta. My own interpretation of tertiary colour is just one of many:
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Amber Crocus olivieri subsp. balansae ‘Orange Monarch’, Narcissus ‘Eaton Song’, Rosa Lady of Shalott (‘Ausnyson’)



Chartreuse Alchemilla mollis (here), Angelica archangelica, Echinacea purpurea ‘Green Jewel’
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Vermillion Crocosmia ‘Hellfire’, Geum ‘Mrs J. Bradshaw’, Tulipa ‘Avignon’

Teal Echinops bannaticus ‘Taplow Blue’
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Indigo Delphinium ‘Amadeus’, Iris ‘Benton Judith’, Lathyrus odoratus ‘Just Jenny’

Magenta Digitalis purpurea (here), Hyacinthus orientalis ‘Pink Pearl’, Silene coronaria
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Cosmos bipinnatus ‘Sensation Radiance’ in a jug at the home of Isabel and Julian Bannerman in Somerset. This cosmos is always, to my mind, a good example of tertiary magenta.
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The primary, secondary and tertiary hues combine to complete the wheel. As artists, we invariably select colours from the wheel in the hope that combining them will be aesthetically harmonious. To achieve this, we can use the wheel very simply to identify the foundations of attractive and melodic palettes.

The most enduring route to balance comes from complementary colours, which sit opposite one another on the wheel. These colours contrast in a way that pulls each one into sharp focus without either appearing to dominate. It is why red flowers – like Monarda ‘Cambridge Scarlet’ – always look so striking against the green of their foliage, and why it is common to find the yellows of daffodils mixed with the blues and violets of grape hyacinths (Muscari) and Scilla luciliae (formerly Chionodoxa luciliae) in spring.

Green plays an interesting role with flower colour. This colour is so inescapable in the garden and the vase that when constructing palettes in a complementary manner, it is either treated as a neutral or used as a colour in its own right. For the latter, the wheel shows us that its complementary colours are red and pink. It could be, for example, that in early summer the chartreuse of lady’s mantle (Alchemilla mollis) is mixed through the powdery pastel of Geranium × oxonianum ‘Wargrave Pink’ or that in spring the acid-green Euphorbia amygdaloides var. robbiae is paired with the vibrant ruby of Tulipa ‘Couleur Cardinal’. There are countless more examples, all equally thrilling. However, more often than not, the gardener and flower arranger have a passive relationship with green, using it as a canvas that quietly fades into the background. In this way, it is important to recognize that there can never truly be a pure complementary composition of two hues; even the most tried-and-tested of complementary pairings will, in a floral context, be muddied to some degree by green’s presence. For the gardener and arranger, all colour decisions must be seen through a verdant lens.

I rarely think in just two colours. Often, when designing a planting scheme or arranging cut flowers, my mind is too full of ideas to limit myself in this way. That said, it is important to understand the principle behind how pairs draw the best out of each other. A complementary mix is a starting point for me, from which a wider mood can be suggested. So, where I might begin by cutting a bucketful of buttery yellow roses to display inside, I am not usually focused on the fact that blooms in a silky violet would create the optimum aesthetic complement. Instead, I think more broadly about the general atmosphere I’m looking to achieve, which, in the end, may incorporate a complementary element.

Examples of seasonal complementary pairings:

Spring
• Tulipa ‘Negrita’ (mid-purple) & T. ‘Elegant Lady’ (butter-yellow)
• Narcissus ‘Jetfire’ (amber) & Muscari armeniacum ‘Valerie Finnis’ (sky-blue)
• Iris germanica ‘Benton Judith’ (indigo) & I. g. ‘Benton Olive’ (mid-yellow)

Summer
• Alchemilla mollis (chartreuse) & Penstemon ‘Andenken an Friedrich Hahn’ (magenta)
• Allium hollandicum ‘Purple Sensation’ (mid-purple) & Digitalis grandiflora (lemon-yellow)
• Nigella damascena ‘Miss Jekyll’ (sky-blue) & Papaver rupifragum ‘Orange Feathers’ (mid-orange)

Autumn
• Cosmos bipinnatus ‘Xanthos’ (butter-yellow) & Scabiosa atropurpurea ‘Black Knight’ (dark purple)
• Dahlia ‘David Howard’ (apricot-orange) & Salvia uliginosa (sky-blue)
• Tagetes patula ‘Burning Embers’ (mid-red) & Echinacea purpurea ‘Green Jewel’ (chartreuse)
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A complementary composition of red and green with Tagetes patula ‘Burning Embers’, a French marigold cultivar, and rosehips set against a pistachio wall.
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Alchemilla mollis growing through swathes of pink hardy geraniums creates a moment of complementary interest in the garden.
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A display of analogous pinks, purples and blues, including Rosa Bonica (‘Meidomonac’), Centaurea cyanus ‘Blue Diadem’ and ‘Classic Fantastic’, and Lathyrus odoratus ‘Bristol’ and ‘Noel Sutton’.
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Examples of analogous groups:

Spring
• Iris germanica ‘Benton Nigel’ (indigo), I. g. ‘Ciel et Mer’ (mid-blue and ivory) & I. g. ‘Sapphire Hills’ (powder blue)
• Narcissus ‘Eaton Song’ (amber), N. ‘Eclat’ (mid-orange and ivory) & N. ‘Red Devon’ (gold and amber) 
• Tulipa ‘Albert Heijn’ (candy pink), T. ‘Blushing Lady’ (peach-pink) & T. ‘Queen of Night’ (dark purple)

Summer
• Delphinium ‘Amadeus’ (indigo), Euphorbia amygdaloides var. robbiae (chartreuse) & Geranium Rozanne (blue-mauve)
• Rosa ‘Constance Spry’ (baby pink), R. Young Lycidas (‘Ausvibrant’) (magenta) & R
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Liberation







The Effect of White
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The Effect of Background






The Effect of Light
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Value and Temperature
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Atmosphere
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