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and cultures. For example, the temple of Ryoan-ji in Kyoto conta ins 

an enclosed landscape just 250sq m (2,700sq ft). It consists of a bed 

of raked pale gravel and 15 stones. The only plant is  the moss that 

fr inges the stones. Utter ly s imple yet conceived with consummate 

a rtistry, th is  landscape is an a bstraction of Nature t hat evokes 

complex feel ings and associations by a process of rad ical reduction. 

In this respect it  is  a modern garden, a l beit 500 years o ld .  

What M odernism offers us, t hen, is  the dist i l lat ion and synthesis 

of certa i n  fundamentals of garden d esi gn .  Couple these with new 

mater ia ls  and techno l ogies and a new spir it  of exploration,  and 

i t  becomes im poss ib le  to name any other per iod of hort icultural  

h i story that has prom ised more d ivers ity and innovation than the 

present. For the garden,  the 21st centu ry is  the modern age. I ,  

for  one,  feel excited and priv i l eged to have arr ived there at  last. 

When it  fi rst appeared i n  1936, George Taylor's book The 

Modern Garden predicted big changes i n  hort icu ltu ra l  fas h ion.  I n  

fact, those changes have become widely appa rent on ly i n  recent 

years. Even now the modern garden rema ins terra incognita for 

some and l iab le to prompt misgiv ings.  For example, to mark its 

b icentenary i n  2004, the Roya l Hort icu l tural  Soc iety staged a 

d ebate in London. Under ly ing the motion of the debate, This 

house believes that horticultural craft will determine the culture 

of the gardens of the future at the expense of artistic expression, 

was a concern that "tradit ional"  hort icu lture and u l tra-modern 

design  were incompat ib le  and head ing for a nasty d ivorce. 

For me th is  sp ins on a fa lse d ichotomy. One can certa in ly  

be both a p lant  and a des ign person .  I nd eed, great modern 

d esi gn and great plant ing a re not only compat ib le  but sometimes 

i nseparable .  So the pages that fol low amount to a p l ea, real ly, 

that we should overcome t hese ant i-modern prejud ices and 

a l low the garden the same d evelopmental soph ist i cat ion that  

we a re prepared to accept i n  other  a rt forms. At the same t i me, 

I wa nt to offer gu ida nce on w hat to look for in modern gard ens, 

where to fi n d  them, and how to make them. 

From al l  of th is  a message emerges to solace those who worry 

that M odernism dr ives a barr ier between des ign and hort icu l ture. 

A garden does not need plants l ike a l i b ra ry needs books, but the 

inf luences of landscape and vegetat ion a re a d ifferent matter. Al l  

gardens a re i nformed by t hese. This relationsh ip  between Nature, 

c u lture, and cult ivation is  someth ing I explore in th is  book. I t  is the 

b ig  idea beh ind many contemporary des igns ,  as it i s  now i n  the 

world beyond them.  Little wonder that  the modern garden, powerfu l 

and poetic, has become such a vital means of self-expression. 

For the Chelsea Flower Show 

in 1997, I designed a Modernist 

garden inspired by the Roman 

poet Virgil. I believe that 

gardens can convey complex 

narratives, and my intention 

here was to engage the viewer 

in an exploration of the 

relationship between Nature, 

culture, and cultivation. 
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signed in 1215, an acre of Engl ish ground was g iven to the American 

people for a memorial  landscape. Steeped i n  Jungian t h i nk ing ,  

landscape architect S i r  Geoffrey Jel l icoe used the metaphor of  the 

p i lgr image through l ife to design a unique garden of remembrance. 

Th is  physica l interpretation of a celebrated l ife i n  the form of a 

modern landscape is a powerfu l ly  moving experience. 

Recently, I was asked to des ign a garden in Weimar, Germa ny, 

inspired by plant hunt ing i n  the South Seas. This  three-dimensional  

event i s  a lso an expression of imagi nation about travel, sea,  

vastness, w i ld ness, d ryness, and un known terra i n .  The garden is  

d ivided into two a reas: one, s u rrounded by water, conta ins  p l ants 

of the southern hemisphere, and the other, plants of the northern 

hemisp here. The garden celebrates L in naean taxonomy and plant 

col lect ion,  and the poet G oethe's work i n  developmental  b io logy. 

It is a l so a contempora ry i nterpretat ion of the i m pact of h i storical 

events that continue to shape our world .  

Gardens,  then, can b e  s o  much more than merely p leas ing 

assemblages of form and colour. L ike any other  a rtwork, they 

can conta i n  a mult ip l ic ity of meanings.  I n  the 18th century it was 

customary to imbue them with meaning at every turn and, as in a 

great novel or symphony, th is  needed t ime and teasing out. Today, 

however, when gardens and other sources of g rat ification are 

expected to be easy and i n sta nt, we stand in  danger of forgett ing 

the na rrative i n  our  garden making.  A thing of i m mense potency 

and p lura l i ty, the garden has fasc inated writers, ph i losophers ,  

a rt i sts, and patrons.  But on ly  by resonating with meani ng,  with 

i deas o l d  and new, can it cont inue to be the greatest art form. 

Above and below: 

With the artist Insa Winkler 

I designed this garden in 

Weimar (above), inspired 

by the theme of plant hunting 

in the South Seas. Bamboo 

encloses a plot that is a three­

dimensional meditation on 

travel, vastness, and unknown 

terrain. The design illustrates 

how a garden can relate 

a complex narrative: here, 

a celebration of Linnaean 

taxonomy, the poet Goethe's 

work in developmental biology, 

and, in two discrete areas, the 

plants of the southern and 

northern hemispheres. 
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Below: 

Modern art is a rich source of 

inspiration for garden-makers. 

The blocks, l ines, and spaces of 

Piet Mondrian's 1917 painting, 

Composition in Colour B, would 

easi ly translate into wal ls ,  

hedges, borders, a n d  pools. 

I 

I 



compos it ion,  where the des igner is looking for movement a n d  

f lowing s paces, v istas wou l d  be set to one s i d e ,  encoura g i ng 

the eye to look farther and to a wider view. 

For garden designers, fi ne art goes beyond supplying inspi ration 

and provok ing thought.  Pa int ings can a l so y ie ld practical c lues as 

to the construction of a garden composit ion.  When we a na lyse 

some a rtworks, we d iscover a preoccupation on the art i st's part 

with proportion and space. In Mondrian's a bstract pai nt ing ( l eft), 

which cou l d  be m istaken for a series of arbitra ry l i nes painted on 

canvas, th i s  sense of space i s  prod uced by a strong, underlying 

geometry that would be a good start ing point for planning an 

external ,  o r  garden,  space. I t  i s  not d ifficu lt  to imagine some of 

those pai nted squares or recta ngles as hedges, terraces, or wal ls ,  

and the spaces i n  between them a s  lawn or water. 

I n  a s imi lar  way, when one looks at the pa i nt ing by Piero del la  

Francesca (a bove), i t  i s  i m mediately appa rent that  the ground 

plan is  precisely structured.  The spaces a re i nterlock ing,  yet they 

have contrasting moods. There is  the rather formal composit ion 

of a piazza,  but, offset to the left,  there is  a sense of one space 

Above: 

In Piero del ia Francesca's The 

Flagellation of Christ (c.1460), 

we find a sense of space 

which, although strictly 

Classical,  anticipates the 

geometry of Modernism and 

offers inspiration for modern 

garden "rooms". Within a 

highly structured ground 

plane, interlocking spaces each 

have d ifferent atmospheres. 

Offset to the left of the formal 

piazza, there is  one space that 

runs through and connects 

with other spaces farther on. 

We tend to think of spaces as 

being defined by the bui ldings 

that enclose them. Here, 

however, the ground plane, 

the grid of paving, alone 

defines and structures a space 

that is  open to the sky. 
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Below: 

In this London garden that I 

designed, the plan is based 

o n  the Golden Section with 

the ground plane of a lawn 

as the pivot of the space. I t  

i l lustrates the i mportance o f  

working i n  proportion to the 

modu le. All  the construction 

materials relate proportionately 

to its basic bui lding block, the 

brick. The result is a recti l inear 

composition that also has a 

sense of great harmony. 

T H E  G R A M M A R  

ru n n i n g  throug h  and con nect ing with other spaces fa rther on.  We 

a re used to spaces being d efi ned by the bu i ld ings  that enclose 

them, but here we can not fa i l  to be aware of the importance 

of the g round p lane and of the way it is u sed to structure a 

space that is open to the s ky. Strongly a rchitectura l ,  P iero de l la 

Francesca's pa int ings demonstrate the way that a structu red 

g round plane can be made to i nform a desig ned landscape. 

One of the g reatest qua l it ies a garden can i m bue i s  a sense 

of ca lm.  In a modern garden, th i s  can be ach ieved not only by the 

way that spaces a re formed but a lso by the cho ice of mater ia ls  

and the way that they are des igned to meet one another. Whether 

the design i s  based on a strong, rect i l inear geometry or an organic 

composit ion,  there wi l l  be a fee l i ng of calm i f  the design deta i l s  

a re resolved successfu l ly. To achieve th is  success, i t  i s  v i ta l  to 

u nderstand and to work with the materia l s  at  you r disposa l .  This  



means taking account of the s ize of the component materia l s  

and working t o  a gr id that s u i t s  their modules - t h e i r  basic design 

u nits. For th is  garden i n  London ( left), I based the design on the 

Golden Section, with the ground plane of a lawn as the pivot of the 

space. This was a space within a space, enclosed by low br ick wal ls  

with  steps on one side and a wa l l  beyond. I wanted to ensure that a l l  

the deta i l s  were wel l  considered and resolved. A brick is  a standard 

modu le, so the s ize of the joi nts, steps, and wa l l  all had to relate to 

the brick's d imensions, to ensure that no cutting was requ i red.  I n  

other words, a l l  the construct ion materia l s  of the garden related 

proportionately to its bu i ld ing block, the brick. The result was a 

rect i l i near composit ion that also had a great fee l ing of tranqui l ity. 

The garden at the Centre for G lobal Dialogue, at Rusch l i kon 

in Switzerland,  designed by the office of the late Swiss landscape 

a rchitect D ieter Kienast, combines geometrical hard landscaping 

with organic p lant ing.  It reads l i ke a delta ,  i n  which the r iver, that 

had been strongly flowi ng, becomes less d i rect ional as it s lows down, 

easing itself out i nto the surrounding land. Despite appeara nces, 

this garden has been rigorously worked out and the p lant ing,  too, 

Above: 

Despite appearances, the 

garden at the Centre for 

Global Dialogue, at R u schlikon 

in Switzerland, designed by 

the Swiss landscape architect 

Dieter Kienast (1945-1998), 

has a strong u n derlying 

geometry. Without the 

rect i l inear r igour and empty 

spaces of the hard surfaces, 

the si nuous asymmetry of 

the planting would lose al l  

definition. "We do not have 

to produce chaos," Kienast 

once remarked, "because 

it emerges on its own. The 

exterior space, however, must 

be a sensual place." To achieve 

that sensuality, he combined a 

variety of materials, looks, and 

disciplines i n  a highly individual 

and catholic approach. 
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Above: 

At the Necco Garden in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

American landscape architects 

Peter Walker and Martha 

Schwartz show how the 

introduction of grids to a 

design can energize it rather 

than render it  static. Here, 

one grid overlays another 

i n  a n  offset, s l ightly rotated, 

pattern that engenders great 

dynamism. This central court, 

composed of two very literal 

and visible grids, is itself an 

intervention i n  a wider grid 

of tree and parkland. 
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has a n  underlying geometry. I n  the best a rt ist ic and des ign 

composit i ons, th is  type of d eep organiz ing structure or pattern 

i s  i nva r iably present even when the works themselves appear, 

at f irst, to be a rb itra ry. 

Although it is often sa id that working with a gr id can stu l t ify 

a design,  making it rather st iff and unmoving,  I bel ieve that the 

more r igorous the gr id ,  the more opportun it ies it offers for design 

i deas. For exam ple, i n  the context of soft landscape, a g rove of 

trees w i l l  establ ish a new scale and relat ionsh i p  with the human 

form and adjacent b u i ld ings .  There i s  g reat va lue i n  the regu lar 

repet it ion of these trees - their  gr id - i n  c reat ing a rhythm for 

the design and in br ing i ng reassurance to those who use i t .  

Meanwhi le ,  a gr id  of hard la ndscape w i l l  i mmediately define 

a n  area, putting a frame around an u n structu red space. 

The a rch itectu re that surrou nds a s ite may offer a clue to the 

grid i t  req u i res. The proportions of windows or bu i ld ings may be 

reflected i n  the composit ion of the garden to c reate a sub l im ina l  

but powerful l i nk .  Of course, there may be a vari ety of  preva i l ing 

d i mensions suggest ing a confusion of gr ids ,  but th is  brings with 
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Below: 

I n  this garden that I created 

in Sweden, there are three 

types of l ighting. Eerie natural 

l ight combi nes with ambient 

artificial i l lumi nation to imbue 

the space with a cool and 

mysterious quality. Meanwhile, 

submerged spotlights paint the 

pool and the rocks a m ber. 



Right : 

At the Portland Art Museum 

in Oregon, Topher Delaney has 

created a minimalist sculpture 

garden of dark and light grey 

stone. Diffuse but bright 

lighting gives its sober surfaces 

a pearly quality by night. An 

arch-colourist, Delaney has 

contrived a haunting contrast 

between the stonework's 

frosty nocturnal luminescence, 

the brooding buildings, and 

the lavender sky. 

Following pages: 

Created by Vladimir Djurovic 

for the chalet of fashion 

designer Elie Saab, this 

supremely elegant minimal ist 

garden makes optimum - but 

not maximum - use of three 

types of lighting. Spotlights 

paint walls and tree trunks. 

A pebble hearth creates a 

night-time focus and summons 

memories of earlier denizens 

of this Lebanese landscape. 

A mirror pool reflects the 

twilight sky. I n  a bri l l iantly 

planned coup de theatre, all 

three light sources share the 

same glowing tonal qualities. 

L I G H T I N G  

I n  th is  pictorial  essay, we see t hree garden spaces, a l l  Modernist, 

as  they u ndergo a nocturnal t ransformation. With in the precise 

geometry of these gardens, l ight ing is  used, as  i f  i n  the theatre, 

to engender cold or warmth, mystery or sensual ity, h igh d rama 

or mel low contemplation. M odern garden- ma kers should t h i n k  

o f  l ight ing as a n  element t h a t  is  every b i t  as  vital  and defin ing  

as sol i d  construction materia l s  o r  plants.  
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Above: 

Designed by Topher Delaney 

and Andrea Cochra n ,  th is  

l a ndscape at the Portland Art 

Museum in Oregon is  entirely 

constructed as a flowing 

sequence of terraces, steps, 

and courtyards characterized 

by sharp geometry, dynamic 

lines, and materials that 

bespeak precision and 

elegant austerity. 
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to be two cont iguous rectang les of d i fferent tones and depths. 

But can this bu i ld ing be cal led a landscape garden? Wel l ,  many 

periods and tradit ions of land scape design have re l ied on b u i lt 

structures.  R u i n s  and tem ples, pagodas and gazebos have a l l  

p layed the ir  part i n  the story of landscape gardens. You might see 

my Lyceum as sta nding among them, a l beit  in sharply modern 

dress. But I am try ing to achieve somet h i ng deeper than that 

with this b u i ld ing .  I t  is  not just an ornament to the land scape but 

a way of reflect ing,  structu r ing ,  and focus ing the landscape. In the 

senses of both being condign with it and of metamorphosing into 

it ,  the b u i l d i ng becomes the garden.  

At the Port land Art M u seum i n  Oregon (see a bove and 

opposite), Topher Delaney and Andrea Cochran have extended 

th is  pr inc ip le to create one of the most magn if icent modern urban 

l andscapes. Featur ing no p lant ing other than the surrounding 



trees, th i s  l a ndscape is ent i re ly b u i lt, who l ly  constructed, a 

f lowing sequence of terraces, steps, a n d  courtyards characterized 

by sharp geometry, dynamic l i nes, and mater ia ls that bespeak 

prec is ion and elegant austerity. I f  there i s  a sense of "p lant ing" ,  

i t  i s  i n  the a rtful pos i t ion ing of sculpture, screens, tab les, and 

cha i rs. I f  t here is a sense of "terra i n "  it  i s  i n  the use of contrast i ng 

bands of su rface texture. These g ive d i rection a n d  dynamism to 

the landscape much as contours do. The Port land Art M u seum 

is  the u l t i mate city landscape - ch ic,  m i n i mal ist, a n d  serene ly  

powerfu l .  But I su spect that one of  the reasons for  i ts  success 

is  that th i s  des ign str i kes a deep chord - the same c hord that 

Jan is  Hal l  str i kes with  her snowy Connect icut s l opes. 

So we have seen gardens that work with Nature and formal  

gardens that make no reference to Nature.  We have also seen 

whol ly  b u i l t  gardens that exc lude vegetation yet st i l l  resonate 

with  the spir i t  of w i ld erness. Each of t hese exa m ples stands at 

a compass point, representing one of many d i rections that the 

modern l a ndscape garden can ta ke. I wou l d  l i ke to end,  however, 

w ith  a des ign of my own that ta kes a more con c i l i atory approach. 

I t  is  a new landscape garden at Portland Castle in Dorset. 

I conce ived the garden as a r i nged enc losure, a l ow wa l l  of 

Port land stone that echoes the c i rc u l a r  out l ine of the castle.  

A g ravel path with in  the wal l  p icks u p  the tan and tawny 

colou ri ng of the stone and the p lant ing .  To my m i nd ,  one of the 

most i m portant but u nderexplo ited aspects of the l a ndscape 

Below: 

I f  there is a sense of "planting" 

i n  the landscape at the Portland 

Art M u seum in Oregon, it  is  i n  

t h e  artful positioning o f  tables, 

chairs, screens, and sculpture. 

If  there is  a sense of "terrain" 

it  is  i n  the use of contrasting 

bands of surface texture that 

dictate the garden's grain,  its 

v isual  direction. 
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Ma rket i n  Essex, the great p lantswoman Beth Chatto copes with 

some of the l owest ra i n fa l l  i n  the U n ited K i ngdom. I n  1 992, she 

decided to make a n  opportunity of adversity by creat ing a 

gravel garden.  A symphonic seque nce of i nformal beds where 

sun- lovers s p i l l  seamlessly i nto the sh ing le  su rrounds, it bears 

a l l  the character ist ics of the best modern p lant ing .  P lants are 

chosen for the i r  compati b i l i ty with each other and with  the i r  

g iven environment .  They a re planted c h i efly i n  d rifts that bu i ld  

bea ut i fu l ly mod u lated chromatic harmonies. The garden appears 

natu ra l ist ic,  free i n  form, and open to some degree of autonomous 

change. In the choice and ba la nce of its mater ia ls, however, and 

i n  the pur ity of  i ts  conception, it i s  the product of  great p lann ing 

and pai nstak ing design.  

A garden such as Pensthorpe or E l mstead M a rket proves 

that p la ntsmansh ip  and g round-breaking des ign can go hand i n  

h a n d .  M ov ing from the east of E n g l a n d  t o  Ca l ifornia and a n  even 

more cha l leng ing c l i mate, we find the same marriage, where the 

sma l l -scale, s late and succulent schemes of Isabel le G reene 

resemble  a la ndscape viewed from the a i r, and where the Desert 

Garden at the H unt ington L ibrary i n  San Mar ino assumes the 

appeara nce of a l iv ing scu l pture park. 

These gardens demonstrate that the new approach to plant ing 

can be appl ied no matter where the site is.  I n  each case it  is 

the tones and textu res of p lants that g i ve the garden its un ique 

character and structure. But then Nature is  the best designer -

even when it contains  no p la nts, if a modern garden is to succeed , 

her i nf luence must not be far away. 

Above and left: 

In a process of abstraction 

that is rem iniscent of some 

traditional Japanese g a rdens, 

American designer I sabelle 

Greene looks to the natural 

landscape for inspiration. In 

this Cal ifornian garden, the 

textures and colours of the 

arid American southwest are 

translated into patterns of 

slate, shingle and succulents. 

Opposite page: 

Started in 1925, the Desert 

Garden at the H untington 

Library and Botanical  Gardens, 

California is the largest 

collection of cacti and 

succulents in the world. It  

succeeds bri l l iant ly as a 

modern design. First, the 

plants are ideal for the site 

and require minimal  watering 

and mai ntenance. Second, 

they are d isplayed in such a 

way that it is chiefly their forms 

that give this  garden its unique 

character and structure. 




