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There are many things to consider when designing an exceptional landscape. Plants play an important role in
making landscapes function well for both human and natural systems. Besides function, plants make landscapes
attractive. A landscape full of colorful and interesting plant combinations generates attention and can direct
people toward a focal point. As a major design principle, plants can express each of the elements of art that are
defined as form, line, shape, color, texture, space and value. When combined, these artistic elements begin to
express the principles of design, including emphasis, balance, harmony, variety, movement, rhythm, proportion
and unity. Color is a strong design element and can be used to attract attention and guide the human eye. Be-
cause of its strength, color can also become a problem when used incorrectly.

This publication explores color relationships in the landscape, ways of seeing plants in terms of color, and vari-
ous ways to use color successfully in plant selection and landscape design and composition. However, one must
remember to consider all elements of art before completing a landscape design.

Primary and Secondary Colors

There are three primary colors -- blue, red and yellow -- that can be mixed in different
ways to make all other colors. Secondary colors - green, orange and violet (purple) --
are made by mixing two primary colors. For example, when blue and yellow are mixed,
they make green. When yellow and red are mixed, they make orange. When red and
blue are mixed, they make purple. An easy way to visualize this is with a color wheel
(Figure 1). Color is also referred to as hue, or pure color.

Figure 1. Color wheel.

Perception of Color

Colors can be described as “cool” or “warm.” Green and blue are cool colors. They are usually associated with
water, sky and forest and they evoke relaxed and calm feelings. Red, orange and yellow are warm colors often
associated with heat, fire and the sun. Because of this, they demand attention and evoke excitement. Purple is
often confusing because it can be either a cool or warm color depending on other colors that appear adjacent to
it in a landscape. When purple appears near blue, it is perceived as a cool color. When near red, purple is seen as
a warm color. It may seem odd that colors can have such an effect on people, but this has long been studied by
psychologists and is used in the design of many products and places. For example, fast food restaurants typically
use warm colors to excite customers and get them in and out the door faster whereas hospitals typically use cool
colors in rooms to create a calm and relaxing atmosphere.

Color Value

Value is the lightness or darkness of each color.
Adding white, black or white and black (which combine to make grey) to each color changes its value (Figure 2).

Hue [pure coler)
Tint (hwe + white)
Tane [hue + grey)
Shade (hue + black)

Figure 2. Color value.
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When white is added to a color it becomes lighter
and is called a tint. When black is added, it makes
a color darker and it is called a shade. When grey is
added it is called a tone. Let’s take red, for example.
When white is added to red, it turns pink;, a tint of
red. When black or grey is added to red, it turns
maroon, a shade of red. Value is important in the
landscape because the human eye is drawn to tints
and shades, especially when tints, shades and tones
are used close together. This creates a rich visual
combination that is more complex and interesting
than simply one color used repeatedly without any
variation (Figure 3).

Color Intensity

Intensity refers to a color’s brightness. This is im-
portant to consider in the landscape because other
surroundings (or context) affect a person’s percep-
tion of color. When several bright or intense colors
are used together, they increase the intensity of one
another (Figure 4). In contrast, when shades or tints
are used together, the overall effect is softened and
less intense. Colors used with white appear brighter
than the same colors used with black or very dark
greens. In the case where a planting is located next
to a white or dark-colored building, the background
will affect the perception of plant colors (Figures 4
and 5).

Figure 3. A container planting with various
shades and tints of purple.
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Figure 4. Pink, orange, red, yellow and white flowers
against a brick building background.

Color Schemes

Natural landscapes can provide inspiration for good
color combinations. Most people describe colors
using landscape terms, such as sky blue, grass or sage
green, or fire red. Looking at natural landscapes and
all of the subtle color combinations that nature pro-
duces can be great inspiration for designing gardens.
A sunset might inspire a warm color scheme, or a
walk through a forest might inspire a cool scheme
using different shades of green, from grey-green to
blue-green to yellow-green.

Figure 5. Pink, purple and white petunias against a darker
brick building background.



By planning what colors to plant, the landscape ar-
chitect or landscaper creates a theme for the design,
or a color scheme. There are at least six different
color schemes to choose from and they mostly refer
to positions on the color wheel. Each evokes a dif-
ferent psychological response.

Monochromatic color schemes use one color and
its various values (tints and shades). Such schemes
have harmonious visual effect (Figure 6).
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Figure 6. A monochromatic color scheme using green

as a base color. Whites and various shades of
green create a subtle and soothing garden space.

Analogous color schemes use colors that are next to
each other on the color wheel. For example, orange
and red are analogous; from a distance, a planting of
orange and red may appear as a planting of the same
color. This is because of the closeness of the colors
on the wheel. However, up close analogous colors
create a rich mix of colors that blend well and are vi-
sually harmonious. Depending on the color, a warm
or cool effect can be achieved (Figures 7 and 8).

Figure 8. Analogous white, light green and purple
colors create a cool impression.

Complementary color schemes use colors that

are opposite each other on the color wheel. Each
complementary color adds to the intensity of its
opposite. For example, on the color wheel purple
and yellow are opposite each other. Both colors
complement each other and make the brightness of
the other increase. Purple and yellow is a popular
combination because the colors accent one another
and make each other stand out (Figure 9). In a land-
scape, complementary colors are often most success-
ful when one color is more dominant than the other,
rather than in equal proportions (in Figure 9, the
yellow pansies dominate).

Figure 7. Analogous green and yellow colors are
visually pleasing and create a warm impression.
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Figure 9. A planting of pansies using a
complementary color scheme.



Primary color schemes use the three primary successfully. With the use of so many colors, some

colors, red, yellow and blue. They are bright and may clash, and the human eye may have nowhere to
energetic, especially when used together. Children’s focus. This scheme can be too energetic and visually
playgrounds and toys are often designed using the stimulating; therefore, repeating colors is important
three primary colors in order to attract attention to ensure unity (Figure 12).

and stimulate the developing mind. In other set-
tings, primary colors may be too visually jarring.
This is easily corrected by using shades or tints of the
primary colors together (Figures 10 and 11). For ex-
ample, in sixteenth and seventeenth century French
culture, royal interiors were often designed using a
very dark shade of red, a dark shade of blue and a
shade of yellow we call gold.

Figure 12. All of the colors of the color wheel have been
used here; however, the pinks dominate and
tie the overall composition together.

Pastel color schemes use color tones to create soft
and subtle effects in the landscape. Pastel colors
combine best with other pastel colors and work well
with plants with silver or gray tinted foliage (Figure
13).

Figure 10. Using many colors together can
create a lot of energy.
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Figure 11. In Buchardt Gardens the emphasis on \ o Sl . 3
primary colors draws attention and invites the l‘% '
garden visitor to enter and explore.

Figure 13. The silvery grey foliage of Juniper and grasses
Riotous color schemes are best defined as the use combine well with the purple foliage of Coleus and mauve
of multiple colors in a vibrant and bold combina- flowers of Angelonia.
tion. This is the most difficult scheme to achieve
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Using Foliage Color

We use plants not only for their flower color but also
for their foliage. Indeed, many plants have more at-
tractive leaves (or foliage) than flowers. Most people
think “green” when they think of foliage, but there
are many other colors and many plants with leaves
that have multiple colors on just one leaf. These are
called variegated leaves (Figure 8 shows variegated
Zebrina). Some variegated leaves have stripes of
different colors (usually white cream or yellow and
green); others have patches or blotches of color,
including white, cream or yellow and green, pink,
purple and green, or yellow, orange, red, copper and
green (Figure 14). When using variegated or foli-
age-colored plants it is important to apply the same
color scheme rules described above (Figure 15).

G

Figure 14. Variegated foliage of Abelia
(top left), Yucca (top right), Eleagnus
(middle left), Breynia (middle right),
Coleus (bottom left) and Acalypha (bot-
tom right).

Figure 15.
Despite the
lack of flow-
ers, colored

foliage creates
softness and
blends the
color scheme
together.

So far we have explored how to combine colors in dif-
ferent schemes for a visually successful landscape. In
the following paragraphs we discuss other factors that
can affect color.
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Using Colors of the Seasons

Seasonal changes have a great impact on color in the
landscape. Many plants have significant spring or
fall coloration that is quite different from other sea-
sons. This factor can lead to exciting plant combina-
tions and color schemes that change entirely from
one season to the next. For example, a landscape
might express a monochromatic scheme of whites
and pinks in the spring, cool greens in the summer,
warm and energetic colors in the fall, and finally
calm greens and browns for the winter (Figure 16).
These seasonal changes can be used to create addi-
tional interest and richness in the landscape. Sea-
sonal change can also lead to clashes if individual
plants change to a color that does not harmonize
with the other plants during that particular season.
Building on the same idea, it would be a waste to
place a purple spring-flowering plant next to a yel-
low fall-flowering plant. The seasonality of color is
an important consideration in every landscape.

-

Figure 16. Winter (left) and summer (right) land-
scapes. Notice how the deciduous trees fill out the
backdrop of intense green in the summer.

Using Evergreen vs. Deciduous Plants

It is also important to consider the color effects

of evergreen versus deciduous plants. Evergreen
foliage provides permanent color in a landscape
since these plants are green year-round. Decidu-
ous plants drop their leaves for the winter, but often
still possess great winter interest in their bark color
and branch structure (Figure 17). Some plants hold
onto their old flower heads or have colorful berries
all winter. Many ornamental grasses turn a pleas-
ant tan or gold color for the winter. These qualities
can be used to create winter plant combinations that
have subtle, yet beautiful, color schemes (Figure 18).



Figure 17 (left). Carefully planted crape myrtles provide
strong architectural interest, perhaps more so in the winter.
Figure 18 (right). Native Broomsedge turns a distinctive
warm amber color that will remain all winter, complement-
ing the blue sky and evergreen trees in the background
even after the red Sumac leaves fade and disappear.

Using Color
to Affect the
Spatial Quality of

the Landscape
The spatial qualities

of a landscape are also
affected by color. Cool
colors tend to recede
in the landscape, or
seem farther away,
whereas warm colors
advance, or appear
closer. This may be
important to consider
when choosing plants for an outdoor space (like a
backyard or small courtyard) that can feel larger by
using a cool color scheme, or smaller through the
use of a warm color scheme (Figure 19). This same
technique is often used in interior design when
choosing paint and furniture colors.

Figure 19. Warm color scheme.

Using Light to Affect the
Perception of Color in the Landscape

Different amounts of light also have an effect on col-
or in the landscape. Bright light or full sun tends to
magnify white and warm colors but wash out dark
colors and pastels. In shady or low light conditions,
white, dark and cool colors tend to sparkle and in-
tensify but warm colors may appear dull (Figure 20).
As sun and shade patterns change throughout the
day and seasons, the impacts on color choice may
need to be evaluated.

affects not only how we perceive
colors but also how colors inter-
act with each other.

Summary

Color has a basic appeal to
humans and can be used

by landscapers to evoke powerful emotional re-
sponses. Colors can evoke a sense of peace and
calm or excitement and energy. They can be used
to show coolness or warmth, lightness or darkness.
Plant colors will appear differently to the human
eye depending on surrounding colors such as those
displayed by other plants, buildings, walls and other
nearby structures. Color may serve as the highlight
of a design, providing a focal point. Color builds on
the structure and framework of the landscape and
may also highlight an area by adding repetition in
color that creates unity, visual balance and harmony.
Color may not be the most important consideration
in an overall landscape, but it has a powerful visual
effect and should be considered carefully for best
results.
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