
LAYERS
OF THE
GARDEN:
FOLIAGE
FIREWORKS



2

www.tandlnursery.com  |  425-885-5050Where the Pacific Northwest Garden Begins® 

Introduction: The Foliage Layer
The Science of Fall Color

Perennials for Fall Foliage
Ornamental Grasses for Fall Foliage

Design Ideas
Next Month Preview

https://www.tandlnursery.com/
https://www.tandlnursery.com/


3

www.tandlnursery.com  |  425-885-5050Where the Pacific Northwest Garden Begins® 

The Foliage Layer

In October, the garden performs its last transformation before rest: color without
flowers. Every layer we’ve explored this year has been building toward this moment,

when for a few short weeks, ordinary foliage becomes the show itself. It’s a layer
most gardeners hand entirely over to trees, but the perennial and grass beds at eye

level have their own quiet blaze, one that unfolds long after maples get all the
credit.

We’ll stay firmly out of the canopy and look at what turns color at eye level and
below, focusing on the perennials and ornamental grasses that carry a garden

through its final, brightest weeks before winter dormancy. With structure, seasonal
shifts, and ecological function, the foliage layer puts on its own show, no flowers

required.

There’s a practical side to this display too. Foliage color is a visible sign of a plant
reclaiming its own resources. The show we’re about to walk through isn’t just

decoration. It’s the garden’s own version of packing up efficiently for winter, part of
the same ecological rhythm this series has been tracing all year.

Your Year at a Glance
January: Winter Structure

February: Alpine Plants
March: Special Treasures for Early Spring

April: Moss Gardening
May: Edible Flowers

June: Summer Fragrance Plants
July: Weed Control

August: Late Summer Vines
September: Ornamental Seed Heads

October: Foliage Fireworks
November: Texture, Evergreen Anchors, Preparing the Base Layer (Soil)

December: Conifers
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The Science of Fall Color

As nights lengthen and temperatures drop, plants stop producing chlorophyll and
begin breaking down what’s left in their leaves to reclaim nutrients before
dormancy. As the green fades, three other pigment groups take over the display,
each with their own story.

Carotenoids - Yellow/Orange
Present in the leaf all season, but hidden behind chlorophyll all summer,
carotenoids are steady, dependable pigments that become visible after chlorophyll
breaks down. This is why yellow fall color is fairly consistent from year to year!

Anthocyanins - Red/Purple
Unlike carotenoids, these colors are manufactured fresh each fall, produced from
sugars trapped in the leaf as the connection to the stem begins to close off. Bright,
sunny days paired with cool (but not freezing) nights produce the most vivid reds
and purples; a warm, cloudy fall produces a duller one!
       Because anthocyanin production depends on weather, peak color can shift by a
week or two year to year. Keep an eye on the forecast for a run of sunny days and
cool nights - that is when color will be at its best!

Tannins - Brown
The last pigment to appear, tannins show up as the leaf’s other pigments finally
break down at the very end of the season, giving way to the browns that precede
leaf drop or winter dieback.

Why the PNW Climate Behaves Differently
The PNW’s cloud cover and mild nights mean we don’t always get the sharp,
dramatic anthocyanin displays seen in colder, inland climates. What we lose in
intensity, we tend to gain in duration. Our color can build slowly and hold for weeks,
rather than flaring and dropping quickly. This is part of the reason why other plants
in the garden, such as grasses and evergreen perennials, do so much of the heavy
lifting in our regional fall foliage display.

https://www.tandlnursery.com/
https://www.tandlnursery.com/


www.tandlnursery.com  |  425-885-5050Where the Pacific Northwest Garden Begins® 

5

Perennials for Fall Foliage

These reliable perennials perform exceptionally well for
fall color in the PNW.

Heuchera
Grown for year-round foliage color, many varieties
change colors throughout the seasons. ‘Fire Alarm’
intensifies to a deep, hot red, while ‘Plum Pudding’ and
‘Obsidian’ turn nearly black/purple. Other varieties, such
as ‘Marmalade’ and ‘Georgia Peach’, glow copper and
amber.

Bergenia
Large, glossy leaves flush a deep burgundy-red as
temperatures drop, giving one of the best foliage-color
displays of any evergreen perennial. The color holds
through winter, making Bergenia as much a foliage plant
as a spring bloomer.

Sedum
For late-season color and structure, ‘Autumn Joy’ is the
standout variety for rust-toned flower heads that read as
foliage color well into the fall. Additional varieties, such
as the SunSparkler series, add rich, pigmented foliage
that deepens as cool weather arrives.

Coprosma ‘Eclipse’*
This evergreen shrublet’s glossy, dark foliage takes on
deep bronze-purple tones as temperatures drop, echoing
the darker heuchera cultivars while adding a shinier,
more structural texture to the front of a border.

*Please note that this plant has a Zone 9 hardiness and is considered
a Temperennial in the PNW.
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Ornamental Grasses for Fall Foliage

Ornamental grasses can carry some of the most dramatic foliage color of the fall
garden, and hold their structure through winter rather than collapsing at first frost.
If their structure allows, leave them standing to provide seed and shelter for birds
and to protect the crowns from the cold. Cut them back in late winter, just before
new growth begins.

Panicum virgatum (Switch Grass)
Several varieties are grown specifically for fall color. ‘Shenandoah’ and ‘Hot Rod’
turn a deep red-burgundy from the tips down, while ‘Heavy Metal’ shifts to warm,
gold tones over its blue/gray summer color.

Miscanthus sinensis (Maiden Grass)
Blades shift from green to warm gold, copper, and tan. ‘Purpurascens’ is especially
noted for its rich, fall color and feathery plumes that catch low autumn light
beautifully.

Calamagrostis (Reed Grass)
Upright, narrow-blade varieties such as ‘Karl Forester’ turn a warm golden tan and
stay standing through winter, giving structure long after color has faded elsewhere
in the border.

Carex (Sedge)
Many Carex varieties hold their color well into late fall, including one of our
favorites, the ‘EverColor’ series. In particular, ‘Cappuccino’ carries bronze tones
year-round that deepen in cool weather.

Uncinia rubra ‘Belinda’s Find’
Uncinia is a standout in the fall garden, with naturally deep red-bronze foliage that
only intensifies as temperatures drop. Staying small, it makes the perfect addition
where little pops of fall color are needed in containers and landscapes.
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Copper & Gold

A warm, glowing
combination for a sunny
border.

Heuchera ‘Marmalade’

Sedum spectabile
‘Autumn Joy’

Miscanthus sinensis
‘Purpurascens’

Deep Plum

A moody, dramatic
pairing for evening light
and Halloween-vibes.

Heuchera ‘Obsidian’ or
‘Plum Pudding’

Coprosma ‘Eclipse’

Panicum virgatum
‘Hot Rod’
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Design Ideas

Build a Foliage-First Border
Group plants such as Heuchera, Bergenia, and Sedum at the front of a border with
Panicum or Miscanthus behind for height. This planting peaks in color after most
flowering perennials have finished for the year.

Echo the Seed Heads
Pair ‘Autumn Joy’ with Calamagrostis for a combination that bridges last month’s
seed-head feature with this month’s foliage color.

Let Color Carry Through Winter
Because evergreen grasses and perennials hold color and structure well past first
frost, a foliage-forward planting keeps working in the landscape long after flowering
plants have gone dormant.

Foliage Color Pairings

Ember & Ash

A hot, high-contrast
combination for a focal
garden spot.

Heuchera ‘Fire Alarm’

Sedum ‘SunSparkler
Firecracker’

Panicum virgatum
‘Shenandoah’

Cool Contrast

A quieter, jewel-toned
pairing for shadier 
spots.

Bergenia

Uncinia rubra ‘Belinda’s
Find’ or Carex ten.
‘Cappuccino’

Ophiopogon japonicus
'Nanus'
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Next Month Preview

As we leave the layer that asks for nothing more than the plants already doing quiet
work, color will fade over the coming weeks and the garden’s attention will shift one

layer deeper.

In November, the garden’s fireworks give way to its foundation. Every layer we’ve
built this year - bloom, structure, seed heads, and now foliage - rests on two things

that rarely get their own spotlight: the evergreen bones that hold a planting’s shape
through the bare months, and the soil beneath it all, quietly doing the work that

makes next year’s layers possible.

We’ll look at evergreen anchors that hold color and texture through the coldest
months, and walk through preparing the soil base layer - working in compost,

mulching to protect roots, and setting beds up to wake well come spring.

https://www.tandlnursery.com/
https://www.tandlnursery.com/

	LAYERS OF THE GARDEN: FOLIAGE FIREWORKS
	Introduction: The Foliage Layer The Science of Fall Color Perennials for Fall Foliage Ornamental Grasses for Fall Foliage Design Ideas Next Month Preview
	The Foliage Layer
	In October, the garden performs its last transformation before rest: color without flowers. Every layer we’ve explored this year has been building toward this moment, when for a few short weeks, ordinary foliage becomes the show itself. It’s a layer most gardeners hand entirely over to trees, but the perennial and grass beds at eye level have their own quiet blaze, one that unfolds long after maples get all the credit.
	We’ll stay firmly out of the canopy and look at what turns color at eye level and below, focusing on the perennials and ornamental grasses that carry a garden through its final, brightest weeks before winter dormancy. With structure, seasonal shifts, and ecological function, the foliage layer puts on its own show, no flowers required.
	There’s a practical side to this display too. Foliage color is a visible sign of a plant reclaiming its own resources. The show we’re about to walk through isn’t just decoration. It’s the garden’s own version of packing up efficiently for winter, part of the same ecological rhythm this series has been tracing all year.
	Your Year at a Glance January: Winter Structure February: Alpine Plants March: Special Treasures for Early Spring April: Moss Gardening May: Edible Flowers June: Summer Fragrance Plants July: Weed Control August: Late Summer Vines September: Ornamental Seed Heads October: Foliage Fireworks November: Texture, Evergreen Anchors, Preparing the Base Layer (Soil) December: Conifers

	The Science of Fall Color
	As nights lengthen and temperatures drop, plants stop producing chlorophyll and begin breaking down what’s left in their leaves to reclaim nutrients before dormancy. As the green fades, three other pigment groups take over the display, each with their own story.
	Carotenoids - Yellow/Orange Present in the leaf all season, but hidden behind chlorophyll all summer, carotenoids are steady, dependable pigments that become visible after chlorophyll breaks down. This is why yellow fall color is fairly consistent from year to year!
	Anthocyanins - Red/Purple Unlike carotenoids, these colors are manufactured fresh each fall, produced from sugars trapped in the leaf as the connection to the stem begins to close off. Bright, sunny days paired with cool (but not freezing) nights produce the most vivid reds and purples; a warm, cloudy fall produces a duller one!        Because anthocyanin production depends on weather, peak color can shift by a week or two year to year. Keep an eye on the forecast for a run of sunny days and cool nights - that is when color will be at its best!
	Tannins - Brown The last pigment to appear, tannins show up as the leaf’s other pigments finally break down at the very end of the season, giving way to the browns that precede leaf drop or winter dieback.
	Why the PNW Climate Behaves Differently The PNW’s cloud cover and mild nights mean we don’t always get the sharp, dramatic anthocyanin displays seen in colder, inland climates. What we lose in intensity, we tend to gain in duration. Our color can build slowly and hold for weeks, rather than flaring and dropping quickly. This is part of the reason why other plants in the garden, such as grasses and evergreen perennials, do so much of the heavy lifting in our regional fall foliage display.

	Perennials for Fall Foliage
	These reliable perennials perform exceptionally well for fall color in the PNW.
	Heuchera Grown for year-round foliage color, many varieties change colors throughout the seasons. ‘Fire Alarm’ intensifies to a deep, hot red, while ‘Plum Pudding’ and ‘Obsidian’ turn nearly black/purple. Other varieties, such as ‘Marmalade’ and ‘Georgia Peach’, glow copper and amber.
	Bergenia Large, glossy leaves flush a deep burgundy-red as temperatures drop, giving one of the best foliage-color displays of any evergreen perennial. The color holds through winter, making Bergenia as much a foliage plant as a spring bloomer.
	Sedum For late-season color and structure, ‘Autumn Joy’ is the standout variety for rust-toned flower heads that read as foliage color well into the fall. Additional varieties, such as the SunSparkler series, add rich, pigmented foliage that deepens as cool weather arrives.
	Coprosma ‘Eclipse’* This evergreen shrublet’s glossy, dark foliage takes on deep bronze-purple tones as temperatures drop, echoing the darker heuchera cultivars while adding a shinier, more structural texture to the front of a border.

	Design Ideas
	Build a Foliage-First Border Group plants such as Heuchera, Bergenia, and Sedum at the front of a border with Panicum or Miscanthus behind for height. This planting peaks in color after most flowering perennials have finished for the year.
	Echo the Seed Heads Pair ‘Autumn Joy’ with Calamagrostis for a combination that bridges last month’s seed-head feature with this month’s foliage color.
	Let Color Carry Through Winter Because evergreen grasses and perennials hold color and structure well past first frost, a foliage-forward planting keeps working in the landscape long after flowering plants have gone dormant.
	Foliage Color Pairings
	Ember & Ash
	Cool Contrast
	Copper & Gold
	Deep Plum

	Next Month Preview
	As we leave the layer that asks for nothing more than the plants already doing quiet work, color will fade over the coming weeks and the garden’s attention will shift one layer deeper.
	In November, the garden’s fireworks give way to its foundation. Every layer we’ve built this year - bloom, structure, seed heads, and now foliage - rests on two things that rarely get their own spotlight: the evergreen bones that hold a planting’s shape through the bare months, and the soil beneath it all, quietly doing the work that makes next year’s layers possible.
	We’ll look at evergreen anchors that hold color and texture through the coldest months, and walk through preparing the soil base layer - working in compost, mulching to protect roots, and setting beds up to wake well come spring.


