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Four Fundamentals  
for Unifying My Garden
B y  B a r B a r a  B l o s s o m  a s h m u n

My biggest horticultural challenge has been to make peace between my passion to grow 
every variety of plant and my need for a beautiful, unified garden. I can’t resist planting just 
one more riveting dwarf conifer, just one more dazzling rose. However, to make my garden 

look more like a painting and less like a botanical collection, I’ve learned to follow a few artistic guide-
lines. My approach is simple, yet not easy, but definitely worthwhile. 

REPEAT SHAPES
Repetition is key! Like singing the refrain of a favorite song, 
I enjoy seeing the same shapes repeated in a garden. It’s fun 
to play around and place the same or even similar shapes at 
intervals to create a sense of orderliness. 

First I look around for well-defined forms that already 
stand out in pre-existing structures and paths. For example, 
an older hut in my garden has a distinctively peaked roof, so 
I asked the builder to repeat that shape in a new potting shed.  
 Repetition of angled rooflines  

help unify the garden.

Purple repeats on a bench and nearby hut in a pleasing rhythm.
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Purple clematis cultivars are used to repeat the author’s 
favorite color in the garden.

Coppertina® ninebark and Bowles’ golden grass repeat a 
color combination that occurs throughout the garden.

When a neighbor built a new addition that 
looms over my back yard, I was distressed, yet 
I was very glad that their roofline repeats the 
very same shape! The three peaks echo one 
another in a unifying rhythm. Even farther away, 
beyond my property, ancient sequoias and tall 
conifers repeat the same shape. This “borrowed 
landscape” adds welcome depth to my garden, in 
addition to the unifying benefit of repetition. 

The same guideline is true for the shape of my 
paths and the frames of my beds. I like curves in 
the garden, so much so that I’ve edged the beds 
with deep S-curves and punctuated the lawn with 
four generous, circular island beds. Whenever 
possible I choose round ceramic containers and 
rounded arbors that repeat the curved lines. All 
those similar shapes help pull the garden into a 
cohesive whole. 

REPEAT COLORS
From the time I discovered finger paints and 
crayons, I have had a love affair with color. As 
a gardener, addicted at first to flowers, I grew 
every kind of annual, perennial, rose, hydrangea, 
viburnum and camellia. When I discovered the 
beauty of foliage and texture, I collected ginkgoes, 
ferns, hostas, conifers, Japanese maples. . . . Oy! 
You can picture the pandemonium of colors. 

Eventually, to create a more peaceful garden, 
I calmed things down by purposefully adding 

golden, burgundy and silvery-blue foliage at 
regular intervals. The burgundy tints of purple 
smoke tree (Cotinus ‘Grace’), Coppertina® 
ninebark (Physocarpus opulifolius ‘Mindia’), and 
‘Hubb’s Red Willow’ Japanese maple repeat to 
unify the upper back yard. Golden cypresses, 
golden-variegated pines, and chartreuse hebes 
glow at intervals like spotlights leading the way. 
Silvery-blue dwarf firs, hebes and sedums unify 
the beds and add a cooling touch. These three 
foliage colors are not only compatible with each 
other, but they also mediate between the vibrant 
array of flowers. 

Even so, I find pink flowers the trickiest to 
combine with other colors: I cringe when they 
bloom beside brilliant yellow and neon orange! 
My happiest solution is combining pink flowers 
with white ones and sticking to solid green and 
white-variegated green foliage. I’ve dedicated one 
bed to this color scheme using varieties of rose-
of-Sharon, Camellia, Abelia, and Pieris with 
pink flowers, together with pink queen-of-
the-prairie (Filipendula rubra), white Astrantia 
major, white Gaura lindheimerii, several hostas with 
white-edged leaves, and an assortment of lacy ferns.   

I love purple most of all and grow as many 
purple flowers as I can find, especially varieties  
of clematis like ‘Rooguchi’, ‘Etoile Violette’,  
‘Gypsy Queen’, and ‘Polish Spirit’. Salvia 
‘Amistad’, Stachys macrantha, and Allium 
‘Purple Sensation’ are also favorites. I painted 
my benches and chairs purple and trimmed one 
outbuilding with purple. I have no restraint when 
it comes to purple, but fortunately it’s another 
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way to unify my garden and marries well with 
most other colors. 

SEASONAL FOCUS
The best example of unity I’ve ever come upon 
was in England, where a generous walled garden 
room was dedicated to autumn’s beauty. That 
restraint created a surge of color, texture and form 
that climaxed in the fall. I followed that lead in a 
modified way by aiming for two seasons of interest.

Winter and spring dominate my front 
garden through plantings of red and 
yellow-twig dogwood shrubs, evergreen 
Pieris, Fatsia, Schefflera and Nandina, and 
masses of Hellebore, Epimedium, winter-
flowering Cyclamen, and Narcissus ‘Jet Fire.’ 

Stars of the summer and fall garden bloom 
in my back garden—roses, hydrangeas, daylil-
ies, pokers, Agastache, Salvia, hardy geraniums, 
clematis and rose-of-Sharon—as I spend more 
time there from June through October. Figs, 
grapes, plums and apples ripen there, too, for 
easy picking on a summer day when I’m not ready 
to go inside for lunch. 

GARDEN STYLE
If you’re attracted to one particular garden 
style, say Asian, tropical, cottage, contemporary 
or Mediterranean—and you stick with it—your 

garden will feel unified even with a diversity of 
plant life.

I wish I could be that disciplined, but my 
tastes keep changing, and my garden has evolved 
over time. When I began gardening in the 1970s, 
the cottage style was popular, and it fit my love 
for billowing floral color. By the year 2000 my 
big question was, “How can I make gardening 
more joyful and less exhausting?” And so began 
my quest for shrubs and perennials that would 
be easier to maintain as I aged. The cottage style 
gradually melted away in favor of a more eclectic 
fusion of Asian, contemporary, and a style that 
I wrote a whole book about: “Garden Retreats: 
Creating an Outdoor Sanctuary.” What I love 
most about my own garden now is its overall 
tranquil atmosphere. 

Whether you stick to one style or combine 
many—whether you favor a woodland garden, a 
bird haven, or an edible garden—if you garden 
from a place of love, your personal style will  
emerge with beauty that’s unique and satisfying. m 

BarBara Blossom ashmun has written seven gar-
dening books, most recently “Love Letters to My 
Garden,” a collection of essays about the joys 
and wonders, disappointments and transfor-
mations that color a gardener’s life. She wrote a 
column for the “Portland Tribune” from 2004 
through 2011 and was a contributing editor for 
“Fine Gardening” for many years. Her essays 
have appeared in “GreenPrints,” “Pacific 
Horticulture,” the “Chicken Soup” series, and 
“Women Reinvented.”

Purple smoke trees are also used to repeat the burgundy-
gold foliage pattern.

Red hot pokers, daylilies, salvias and geraniums unify the 
back garden through a summer seasonal focus.


