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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.
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