The English garden is having a makeover. Designers led by Dutch guru Piet
Oudolf offer a signature look that melds their European roots with classic
British style, says Tim Richardson. Portraits: Charlie Hopkinson and Jonathan Root.

the Duchess ol
sial decision I|n'|!|i|]

m for her ambitio

in a rut. Ther

Northumberland's

con .ljl| ronach '.|:|||:|-. ollers a ]l-|:-.
i rdening, with plannii
mum and |_i].ll]1h allowed to “do
possible. And with few

ing to

as a h:ud

thoughttul garden

ng with a pr

complex combinations of colour :
eous borde
dent and

had reac h(': |

T ]ll_'t:
selo

be.
cu
a warme
and the

cular beco
H]amm ous g'urk n

ennial flov anted in naturalistic d
good not only in 'rh(' traditional pe
bul also in late summer anul autumn a

|U(1l\ that was p
r Germany, and real enth
such as Munich’s Wr-"tpa e

For the averag

.1”':. more

tor colour effect k

relaxing take on
mini

I Jm\

wWer :l\ 10W stars
] 1I(' an(l

en taking
7 in bulking

[ather of the new |N'IL!I

“godfather uf the new perennials
hove: a walk on the

wild side at Waltham Place,

courtesy of Henk Gerritsen.

and barbe-
It was re

::’ Pl"l‘l'
'rnul b\' with classi

Some of t

in lan
ery there befor
r Diple
on lhe "V of

=
s and per-

s W h lrh look

.4 set up er OWn prac tic
s. Since then sh

|le Dut:l nan Piet Oudc

tional garden
ns through-

B
n;'»mham
d on

r art and design

ston ;‘md Anish Kapoor. Most of von




Schoenaich’s work is in Britain, though she has commis-
sions in France, Sweden and Germany and is designing the
new garden for the British Embassy in Warsaw with Tony
Fretton Architects. Of her four colleagues, one is Italian,
one French, one Polish and one English. She jokes: “We are
always being asked to do English gardens”

As for her experience as a German designer resident in
England, von Schoenaich reflects, “It's wonderful working
here - the climate is so liberating. We can grow so many
more plants in so many combinations that would be impos-
sible in harsher climates such as Germany's” What about
temperamental differences in horticulture? “It is true that we
|Germans] are quite dogmatic,” she says. “And the Dutch. The
English are more intuitive and there is this wonderful ama-
teur tradition in gardening that we don't have. The English
are very rooted, in a way. There is an attachment to the soil
and nature which is different to Germany, where we have
more modernist designers. My take on the English garden is
different because I'm from abroad. I try to look at the wider
landscape, to simplify the surroundings to some extent.”

Von Schoenaich is inextricably associated with the new
perennials look because she played a key role in its early
development in Britain as the organiser of two seminal con-
ferences on the subject at Kew in 1994 and 1997, But she has
moved on: “So many people were so passionate about this
new perennials thing, but for me it was never really a ‘school’
or a manifesto. I always want to try out new things — not to
follow fashions, but to experiment on my own.” Presumably
her students at Kew, where von Schoenaich teaches garden
and landscape design, help keep the style mobile.

At the moment von Schoenaich is preoccupied with what
she calls “plant compatibility” - the idea of using a pared-
down palette of plants which will thrive together ecologically
and aesthetically in almost any situation. This she expresses
as a linear style of planting — something that can be seen
in her treatment of the borders in front of Tate Britain,
and to some extent in her recent design for the walled gar-
den at Marks Hall, a public arboretum in Essex. Instead of
trying to mimic naturalistic patterns, six to 10 types of plant
are arranged in straight lines, with no intermingling, to make
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gardens advisory team at the National Trust
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is not for non-believers, however, and it is
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ment of herbaceous planting in Germany and
Britain followed. She then set up a private practice, Land
Art, in 1992 with the German designer Gabriella Pape.

Van Groeningen says she was overwhelmed by the per-
ennials plantings in Munich and Berlin parks during visits
in the late 1980s, and vividly recalls the excitement of the
1994 Kew conference organised by von Schoenaich: “It
was an amazing day. There was this electricity in the air”
Van Groeningen’s work since then can broadly be said to
follow the new perennials approach, with perhaps a more
structured and rhythmic plan than in others’ work. In a
public setting her style can probably be seen to best effect
in her long border at Eltham Palace, south London, where
sedums which create attractive mounds at a low level are a

a striking formal pattern. At the Tate’s sea-

Above: Verbena bonariensis,

signature plant, as are certain choice varieties of grasses such
as Calamagrostis x acutiflora “Karl Foerster” - a flowering
grass named after the guru of perennial planting who lived
and worked in Germany in the first half of the 20th century.

Overall, van Groeningen says that the influx of new peren-
nials into British gardens has made it all much more free
and fun. She is adamant, however, that a literal translation
of the new perennials style from Germany to Britain would
be inappropriate because of climate differences: “Germany
has a harsh Continental climate with winters that go on for
ages — last year the ground was solid until April. But then
the spring suddenly comes and over three days it's ‘whoosh!’
Here we have sunny days in February and the weeds come
along. So I give clients a hybrid between that and traditional
English planting - more often than not, the latter” This
happy compromise was seen working to good effect in van
Groeningen and Pape’s show garden at this year’s Chelsea
Flower Show, which won a silver-gilt medal.

Like von Schoenaich, van Groeningen

sonal planting she even employed a random  Salvia nemorosa “Ostfriesland” says she enjoys working with English clients
method, throwing a die to determine which  andiris leaves in von Schoenaich's  because of what she sees as their natural affin-
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ascertain the number of metres. With the
right combinations, she aims to create a modern look with a
diverse palette — quite unlike the traditional herbaceous bor-
der. These schemes may also increase longevity and reduce
maintenance, while staying interesting all year round.
Antwerp-born Isabelle van Groeningen is another Kew-
trained designer who has made her home and career in
Britain, though her practice is more international than von
Schoenaich’s, with half of her work in Britain, about 45 per
cent in Germany and the remaining five per cent elsewhere,
including Portugal and Uruguay. If anything, van Groeningen
has an even more “English” pedigree because, after going to
Kew for the Diploma at the age of 18, she worked for the
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to work with. The Germans are prepared to
spend more money but the English often have a more funda-
mental knowledge. We can have real discussions.” She says it's
wrong to imagine that Dutch gardeners are all creating new
perennials extravaganzas in the style of Oudolf: “The Dutch
tend to favour English-style gardens. I look at them and say,
“Ah, that's Hidcote.” For van Groeningen, Britain remains
the place for the cutting edge in international horticulture.
For a walk on the wildest side of all, however, consider the
work of Dutchman Henk Gerritsen, an ecological visionary
who has created his most substantial private commission not
in Holland but in Britain, at Waltham Place in Berkshire (a
private estate that is open to the public). The Gerritsen look

Oudolf can be described as positively decora-
tive in some of its phases, with clever intermingling of plant
structures and habits across a wide horticultural canvas,
Gerritsen is disposed to let it all hang out, to let his “natural”
philosophy of planting dictate the mood instead of conven-
tional horticultural tinkering. This is gardening at its wildest,
caught the moment before it descends into plain messiness.

On this point Gerritsen is implacable: “You can take it fur-
ther than I do but those gardens are messy. It isn't nature.
Nature is not a mess; it is orderly and logical. People don't ask
why a plant is growing somewhere; there is always a reason.
That’s different to a garden. What you have to do in a garden
is introduce the same kind of logic — the feeling that it’s right
but you don't know why. Plants are not decorative creatures,
you know; they are living things with a purpose and a place.”

Gerritsen does acknowledge that his own style intervenes
with the processes of the wild — “I'm not imitating nature;
there is a personal touch in the work” — but he insists at the
same time that the gardener should be looked upon as part
of nature, not simply as someone who is making an artificial
pastiche of it. For him, gardens are a continuation of nature,
and he emphasises the importance of observing plant com-
munities in the wild. “You can’t improve on nature but you
can intensify the experience,” he says. “In a garden you have
many more plants than in nature — but I'm inspired by
nature, not by other gardens. I hardly ever visit gardens. 'm
not interested in all those beautiful borders.”

The influx of new ideas and people from mainland Europe
into the British gardening scene is probably its most lively
characteristic at the moment. But it would be wrong to try
to identify national tendencies among individual designers
— design style is much more amorphous and mobile than
that. Noél Kingsbury, the leading British exponent of the
new perennials look, and a close collaborator with Oudolf,
believes that British gardens have been markedly changed
for the better by this foreign influence: “We've discovered
grasses, though not the biggest and most exciting ones, and
we are now exploring a robust plant palette that can stand
up to weeds. This can lead to a huge reliance on geranium
species, for example, so you can easily end up with something
that looks like the English cottage garden, writ large””

Perhaps what goes around comes around, after all. 4
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Brita von Schoenaich, Schoenaich Landscape Architects, Greystone
House, Sudbrook Lane, Petersham, Richmond, Surrey TW10 7AT (020-
8948 4445; www.schoenaich.co.uk). Henk Gerritsen, Priona Gardens,
Schuineslootweg 13, 7777RE Schuinesloot, Netherlands (0031523-682
797, www.prionatuinen.com). Isabelle van Groeningen, Land Art,

4 Coleshill, Wiltshire SN& 7PR (01793-861 992; www.land-art.co.uk).

Noél Kingsbury, www.noelkingsbury.com. Piet Oudolf, The Nursery,
Broekstraat 17, 6999 De Hummelo, Netherlands (0031314-381 120; www.
oudolf.com). Waltham Place, Church Hill, White Waltham, Berkshire SL&
3JH (01628-825 517; www.walthamplace.com).
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