
Contemporary Design in Historic Gardens 
I like history, and I also like historic gardens.  However, I do not believe, that every historic 
garden should be restored to its original state.  Often the main reason to introduce a new 
contemporary layer to a historic garden, is that there is insufficient evidence to do a faithful 
restoration. There are other reasons why introducing contemporary design may be worth 
consideration. But, generally there seems to be a default setting that historic gardens 
should be restored to their original state wherever possible.   One of the key words you will 
notice that crops up in this subject area is, significance.  I have often got the impression that 
because something was old, it automatically made it significant.   There are a great number 
of gardens that were designed by Capability Brown, but what makes one more significant 
than the other?  And do we need to restore another example when we have very good 
examples like Stowe?   
 
There are a number of things that are considered such as documentation, the garden's 
association with buildings such as the house, the natural landscape, authenticity, and 
condition.  Key individuals such as the owner and their place in history like Viscount Cobham 
at Stowe and prominent designers of the time like Capability Brown, are other important 
details.  But what about those instances when it is a lesser example of a prominent 
designer’s work? The original design may not be particularly user friendly and may need 
some modification to make it withstand high visitor numbers.  It may not be particularly 
welcoming or it simply does not appeal to modern tastes.  Garish Victorian bedding schemes 
do not appeal to everyone and raise questions of sustainability.     
 
A key point to remember, is that a garden over thirty years old is classified as historic by 
English Heritage.   So, highly notable gardens such as Great Dixter, and The Beth Chatto 
Gardens are technically historic.  Does that mean they should be kept as they are, or should 
they be allowed to continue to evolve, as if the original creator were still there? The answer 
would appear to be the latter in both cases.  Experimentation and trying something new are 
a key part of Great Dixter's character and spirit.  It gets even more interesting when the 
garden has more than one layer of history.   At the time it was highly controversial to ditch 
the rose garden at Great Dixter and replace it with a tropical garden.  The rose garden had 
been designed by Lutyens hence its historical significance.  However, there were issues with 
replant disease, so it was not sustainable to keep it as a rose garden.  Personally, I think the 
right decision was made and I think many people have accepted it over time.  But initially, 
the trend to restore and preserve everything was not easy to break away from.   It will not 
be long when the tropical garden at Dixter will be considered historic in its own right.  In the 
distant future someone may have to decided what layer of history to restore.  Would they 
go back to the tropical garden or the rose garden.  Or maybe they would choose to do 
something different, which might be more endearing to the Great Dixter spirit.   
 
One of the decisions concerned with garden restoration, is whether to go back to the 
original plant choices.  To be historically accurate, you would try to use the original varieties.  
But they may be hard to find, or may have lost their original vigour and disease resistance, 
and thus superseded by something else.  Who wants to see a rose covered in black spot and 
struggling to survive? Is it better to replace it with something that looks similar but is much 
healthier?  It would not be historically accurate though.  There are examples of restored 



gardens where the majority of the original plant varieties have been reinstated.  One 
example used the original plant varieties used by Gertrude Jekyll.  Consequently, to some 
visitors, it looks awful.  Many of the varieties that Jekyll would have used, have been 
superseded by superior forms.  This includes not only better disease resistance, but colour, 
habit, season of interest and so on.  The typical garden visitor is generally more concerned 
about the aesthetics rather than historical accuracy. 
 
You could argue that if the original owner such as Vita Sackville West were still alive and 
overseeing Sissinghurst, she would not have a problem making changes.  If a plant was past 
its best she would change it for something better.  Like any keen plants’ person, she would 
always be looking out for new plants to introduce to Sissinghurst.  This again brings us back 
to maintaining the garden in its original spirit.   Changes can be made whilst persevering the 
original style and character, and this seems to be a sensible compromise avoiding the 
garden being treated as a museum.   
 
There are a number of well-established gardens that have areas that lacked luster.  The 
terrace borders at Cottesbrooke Hall had nothing particularly wrong with them.  But the 
time had come for a change and the yuccas were over dominant.  James Alexander-Sinclair 
redesigned them so that they are now more flowing and softer.  Other designers such as 
Arne Maynard have been involved as well.  It seems to be a tradition now at Cottesbrooke 
to use different designers rather than sticking to a master plan.  It all helps to keep the 
garden reinvigorated and the results are stunning.  Making changes has been made easier 
by the absence of long-forgotten drawings or dusty planting schemers lurking in drawers.  
There is no danger of treading on Capability Browns toes.  
 
Kifsgate Court is another example of a garden that is constantly being re-defined.  Although 
like Cottesbrooke the overall bone structure stays the same the planting is constantly being 
adjusted.  Over time plants get too big and either need drastic pruning or removing.  
Sometimes plants die leaving a big hole, to be filled with something new.  And of course, 
there are all those new acquisitions to find a home for.  Anne and Johnny Chambers also 
wanted to make their own mark at Kiftsgate.  The surface of the former tennis court had 
become too uneven, so they made the decision to change it into the iconic water garden.  
The result is a calming green oasis with a rectangular pool at its centre, complete with 
stepping stones to an island.  It is very much in contrast with the rest of the garden, but it 
does not clash, being in its on hedged compartment.  How many more tennis courts are ripe 
for redevelopment?  Some of the most interesting gardens are those that steadily evolve 
over time with each generation making its mark but without destroying the majority of what 
has been developed so far.   
 
It becomes more challenging  for the next generation or new owner to make their mark on a 
listed garden.  But it is not impossible.  Boughton House is one of the few remaining formal 
landscapes in England.  Much of the work of Charles Bridgeman from the early 18th century 
was swept away by the work of later designers, such as, guess who, Capability Brown.  
Charles Bridgeman was part of the transition phrase of formal landscapes to the more 
informal English Landscape Garden.  The fussiness of parterres was being phased out but 
the layout was still very formal and geometric.  So rightly, the landscape at Boughton is 
grade one listed, and much of it has been faithfully restored.  However, the former parterre 



in front of the mound (pyramid with a flat top) could not be restored.  There was a lack of 
archaeological evidence to go on and nothing else to refer to.  This made it possible for the 
Duke of Buccleuch to employ Kim Wilkie.  Kim designed the new landform know as Orpheus.  
It is an inverted version of the mound symbolising Orpheus's journey to the underworld.  
One of the criteria for this new addition, was that it must not disrupt the historical view of 
the mound.  So, Orpheus fitted the bill, the Duke got to add his own mark, there was 
nothing in that particular area that could have been restored and, it did not diminish the 
rest of the landscape.  It may not be your cup of tea, but you have to admit, it is impressive! 
Another example of Charles Bridgeman’s work can be found at Kensington Palace.  The 
garden (if you could call that) which surrounded the Palace did little for the imagination.  It 
was a shamble of different plantings and segregated by a mishmash of fences.  It lacked 
cohesion, and failed to link the palace with the wider landscape, including the Round Pond 
and the tree lined avenues that radiate from it.  The Statue of Queen Victoria in front of the 
palace looked like it had fallen from the sky.  The only area of merit near the palace, was the 
1909 sunken garden with its cradle walk.  Todd Langstaffe-Gowan has done an amazing job 
of bring this garden back to life.  Rather than doing anything monstrously wacky, the new 
design is informed by history.  At the same time, it must be remembered that it is not a 
restoration.  Charles Bridgeman as part of the transition phrase to the English Landscape 
movement, introduced wriggly walks in-between the main avenues.  Todd has introduced a 
miniature version of a wriggly walk near the palace.  A simple but elegant area of lawn 
studded with neatly clipped cones of yew, continue the vista from the palace into the park, 
thus linking the two together.  The statue of Queen Victoria, is beautifully enhanced by 
being centred in an octangle pool.  An 18th style fence and a wild flower meadow, further 
add to the well-crafted ensemble.  I think you will agree, that it is a marked improvement 
from what it looked like before.   
 
An issue with many historic gardens is the sustainability of the planting.  Traditional carpet 
bedding is often considered one of the most labour intensive and expensive planting styles.  
As budgets are forever being tightened, coupled with a shrinking work force, one has to 
consider the long-term future of intensive gardening styles.  In the case of Trentham 
Gardens, a small section of the Italian gardens is still planted out as bedding reminiscent of 
its past.  The majority of the parterre is a juxtaposition of its historical layout but with 
contemporary herbaceous perennial planting.  Some new paths were added to improve 
access and to allow visitors better views, but these new additions blend seamlessly with the 
old so you can hardly tell the difference.   
 
Various big names have been involved, Elizabeth Banks, Dominic Cole, Tom Stuart-Smith 
and Piet Oudolf.  This line up, continues a long tradition of the who’s who in garden design 
at Trentham. Charles Bridgeman created a patte d'oie of avenues and a formal garden.  
Capability Brown dug the lake, planted the woods and did his usual trick of removing the 
formal garden, in this case he replaced Bridgeman's garden with a bowling green.  Then 
came Charles Barry who was not only responsible for the Italian garden but also the 
remodelling of the house.  Consequently, Trentham has a rich history and fascinating story. 
A lot of this history is still visible such as the lake, and a modified Italian Garden.  Trentham 
is another garden that has evolved, rather than being completely remodel.  It is also an 
example of a garden with an area of little historic value being turned into something 
wonderful, in this case the floral labyrinth designed by Piet Oudolf.  More recently Nigel 



Dunnett has been making his mark on the place, with his wonderful pictorial meadows and 
woodland planting.  This is definitely one garden that does not stand still.   
 
Another great historic garden that has had new life breathed into it for the twenty-first 
century is Alnwick.  At the time it was highly controversial as it meant tampering with a 
Grade I-listed walled garden.  English Heritage fought the Duchess of Northumberland's 
planning application.  The Duchess won in the end but it cost her half a million pounds.  It 
was a good example of Nesfild's work in the 19 century, so in this case I can appreciate why 
there was such a battle.  Otherwise the rest of the garden dose not encroach on the old, 
mainly Capability Browns parkland.   The Duchess can be taken as an example of why many 
people dread having their property listed or reluctant to take on a historic building and or 
landscape.  Is it better to convert a historic building that can made into a habitable building 
or not change it and let it fall down? It is often the case that if a building (or garden for that 
matter) cannot be made useable and financially viable, it will be left to fall into ruin.  It often 
seems that compromise and practicality do not feature into the equation.    
 
You have to admire the Duchess’s spirit and to an extent I appreciate what she expressed in 
saying Alnwick would not be a "slavish recreation of the past but a garden for the twenty 
first century". New gardens of this scale are very rare, otherwise we are likely to go down in 
the history books as conservationists rather than making anything new.  Reinvigorated 
gardens such as Alnwick and Trentham have become major tourist attractions benefitting 
the local economy and creating jobs.  And whilst not all the historical fabric has remained 
exactly as it was, a lot of it still remains to be enjoyed by today's visitors.  In many cases the 
contemporary additions help to retell the historical narrative, making it more accessible and 
noticeable.   In some cases, the use of contemporary design enables at least some of the 
historic fabric to be persevered, rather than none at all.  It can make a garden more 
financially sustainable, more visitor friendly and can reengage the owner’s interest.  It is 
arguable that the use of contemporary design is better than producing a pastiche, which 
may mislead someone into thinking they were seeing the real thing.  Rather than defaulting 
to restoring everything, the use of contemporary design can be a valid option for historic 
gardens, securing the gardens long term future.    
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