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INTRODUCTION


History of Box in Gardens


Box has been used by gardeners since the earliest times, probably for at least 6,000 years. Egyptian palaces had pleasure gardens with clipped box plants to mark out elaborate designs. Drawings of these gardens were even placed in the tombs of the privileged dead to remind them of the joys they could anticipate in the afterlife. The Romans also valued box as a structural component of a formal garden in their villas and palaces. Pliny the Younger wrote about his villa at Laurentum, situated on the coast south-west of Rome, describing shaded paths bordered by hedges, ornamental parterres and bushes of box plants trimmed to ornamental shapes in the form of animals. The Romans took their appreciation for box with them as they carried their civilization to the furthest parts of their empire. The excavations at Fishbourne Palace in West Sussex uncovered remnants of box wood near the remains of bedding trenches that bordered a wide path, with straight lines embellished with semi-circular and rectangular recesses. These parterres may well have been cultivated from locally grown plants because Buxus is a species native to Britain.















The formal garden of a first-century AD Roman palace has been reconstructed at Fishbourne, West Sussex, where remnants of Buxus were found in the elaborate bedding trenches. Box hedging has been planted according to the original plan.










A Nocturnal instrument made from boxwood. Nocturnals were invented in the sixteenth century and used by mariners to determine the time to an accuracy of 15min by observing the relative positions of two stars. The fine grain of the wood enabled precise markings to be inscribed.





Quite apart from box’s attraction to gardeners, the plant itself was held almost in reverence in the past. This was because of a connection to funereal rites inspired by the symbolic character of its leaves, which long withstand decay, and also possibly because boxwood has a particularly dense and heavy texture making it suitable for fashioning into objects for fine engraving, such as intricately carved figures and boxes used to store precious items. Box has been used by craftsmen in a number of specialized areas on account of its fine grain, which makes it useful for precision work. Box is also extremely tenacious due to its high density, which varies from 0.85 to 1.13kg per cubic metre, and this makes it heavy enough to sink in water. Box was particularly appreciated by the makers of musical instruments and woodwinds were often made from boxwood, which was known for its highly refined and smooth sound pattern. It was also used for chinrests, tailpieces and pegs in violins, and by the makers of scientific instruments for navigational and measuring devices. There are references to boxwood in Homer’s The Iliad, which mentions its use for the yoke of Priam’s horses, and also in the Bible, Book of Isiah, 30.8, where Isiah’s message was published on tablets made of boxwood. Excavations at King Midas’ Gordian Palace in Turkey have revealed more than thirty pieces of furniture that were composed, in part, from boxwood. More authoritative evidence for the illustrious pedigree of box can hardly exist than these examples from posterity.


The Flourishing of Knot Gardens in Tudor Times


The origin of the modern formal garden was in monasteries and country estates in medieval and earlier times, with square or rectangular beds and herbs or medicinal plants growing in the enclosed space. By Tudor times these geometrical forms had become valued for their ornamental, as well as their functional, properties and they evolved into knot gardens, which were grown to be admired for themselves and often situated close to the house and viewed from an upper storey window. Box itself had become unpopular and gained a poor reputation from books such as Charles Estienne’s Maison Rustique (1586), translated to English by Richard Surflet (1600). He writes that: ‘… as for boxe in as much as it is of a naughtie smell, it is to be left of and not dealt withal …. It is not to be planted neere the place where bees are kept, for the flower killeth them soddainly. Some affirme that it corrupteth the aire by the stinking smell that it hath, and for this cause it would be as sparingly planted in the garden as possible may be.’ Knot gardens in the Tudor period were raised with plants such as germander and a variety of herbs. The designs were derived from ideas that were fashionable in decoration at this time, such as strapwork decorations. An example of strapwork is the 1589 panel on the tomb of Sir Gawen Carew in Exeter Cathedral. It has been suggested that the woodblocks that were used by printers in books of designs for embroidery patterns might also have been used in gardening books as models for knot gardens. In support of this, early versions of knot designs do show single lines, as would be expected of a needlework pattern, not double lines with shading, as would be appropriate for a three-dimensional representation of a knot garden. The Elizabethans also used knots to convey meanings that were at times hidden and intended only to be deciphered by those to whom the message was intended, like the ‘conceits’ expressed in the poetry of the time. Knots were drawn up in heraldic forms with the intention of drawing attention to the status of the owner of the property. The popularity of knot designs continued and box came back into fashion with the Jacobean era. Garden writers such as Gervase Markham were soon to consider box indispensable and it regained its earlier popularity. The most enduring of all the knot designs of this period is perhaps the True Lovers Knott as depicted in Stephen Blake’s The Compleat Gardener’s Practice (1664).







The cloister garden in the monastery of Mont St Michel, Normandy, France. This garden was reconstructed by Benedictine monks as a place of contemplation. The square of box is surrounded by Damask roses and other herbaceous plants.










The box design at Moseley Old Hall, Staffordshire. The design was copied from a drawing of 1640 by Reverend Walter Stonehouse. The use of contrasting materials with sandy gravel for the walkways and larger white stones filling the circular box shapes animates the view, particularly when seen from the upper windows of the house.










The strapwork decoration of Sir Gawen Carew’s tomb in Exeter Cathedral. The motif has a marked similarity to some of the designs in contemporary sixteenth-century books used for planning the layout of knots in gardens.










The True Lovers Knott from Stephen Blake’s The Compleat Gardener’s Practice of 1664. There is something sad about Blake’s inscription ‘Heere I have made the true Lovers Knott To try it in Mariage was never my Lott’, but little is known about the man himself apart from the fact that he was the gardener to William Ouglander, a Member of Parliament, and his book, as well as instructing on the methods for maintaining gardens for medicinal, kitchen and pleasure use, had thirty designs for ‘beautifying of the garden’.







Terminology


A word about the terminology used in this book. Buxus is the Latin name for the plant and was adopted by the taxonomist Linnaeus when he gave a name to the genus. I have used Buxus when the context is essentially horticultural, elsewhere the more everyday name box is employed because gardeners generally use the colloquial term. This applies in the anglophone world; in North America the colloquial name is ‘boxwood’.





The Parterre, an Essential of Formal Garden Design


The other important element of formal garden design is the parterre, a space enclosed by hedging with the area inside covered by grass, planting, gravel or a paving material. Parterres were used with great effect during the Renaissance, with the introduction of classical styles of building from the Greek and Roman period, which were founded on symmetry and the manipulation of space and proportions. It is not surprising that the gardens of the grand palaces that were built in Italy from the fifteenth-century onward, by architects such as Brunelleschi, and subsequently copied elsewhere in Europe, reflected the geometrical features of the buildings that they were created to complement. Box was the perfect medium to translate these concepts into the formal gardens that were laid out in front of the main facade of the grand house, with the approach flanked by symmetrical formations of parterres outlined by neatly clipped box hedges leading to the grand entrance. Sited in symmetrical positions in the parterres were pieces of topiary, usually trimmed box in elaborate shapes, which reflected the statues carved from stone set into the facade of the grand house, denoting the majesty of its owner. This classical style of gardening made a major impact in England in the late-seventeenth century when William of Orange introduced the formal box garden from Holland, his native country, where it had been popular for some time. He redesigned the privy garden at Hampton Court along classical lines and the style was soon taken up elsewhere in the country.


The Romantic Period


In England at the beginning of the eighteenth century there was a strong movement voiced by the author Alexander Pope and the diarist Joseph Addison, which ridiculed what they saw as the artificial contortions of topiary and classical forms, in favour of a more natural type of gardening. The new style of the landscape park followed the inherent aspects of the land with paths following natural contours, rather than the straight lines of geometric designs. Carefully situated features, such as copses and water courses, were introduced to give structure and interest when viewed from a distance, and the overall design took advantage of natural features beyond the park. For instance, an avenue might be cut through a wood to allow a view of a distant church spire. Landscape gardening reached its apogee with the most successful garden designer of the era, Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown. Instead of the statues, topiary and fountains of the formal period, the furnishings of this new style were romantic pieces of architecture, such as grottos, follies and bridges, placed to accentuate the picturesque qualities of the scene. However, at the turn of the eighteenth century, the more intimate style of gardening came back to favour with designers such as Humphry Repton who responded to their clients’ desire for a more convivial, immediate setting for their houses, rather than having rolling parkland up to the front door itself. For this reason, terraces, balustrades and flower gardens, often with box parterres, came back into fashion, together with the ha-ha, a fosse dug at the perimeter of the garden that prevented farm animals and deer from the park from encroaching on the domestic area of the house.







The grand parterre in front of the Upper Belvedere Palace, Vienna. Prince Eugene of Savoy commissioned Dominique Girard to plan these formal gardens, which extend on descending ground to the Lower Belvedere Palace.





Victorian Times to the Modern Day


During the Victorian era there was an appreciation for detail and exoticism in the more modest gardens seen in village houses. This reflected some of the features seen in the grander establishments that were built at the time and in this way box, in the form of topiary as well as knots and parterres, became an egalitarian feature, with gardeners wanting to introduce a picturesque look to their own garden. In the previous century, the popularity of box was sustained, with the interest renewed by a series of garden historians and authors who reconnected the ever-growing gardening public to the charms of box in its various forms. After the Second World War, as private country houses were opened to the public, gardeners could see for themselves the spectacular way that box was put to work and were often inspired to take ideas back to their own homes. Another factor that undoubtedly increased the popularity of box in the present era was its greater availability from nurseries that specialized in supplying plants and topiary. This was particularly the case in Holland, which has a long history of nurturing Buxus in all forms suitable for horticulture and was an abundant source of mature topiary, as well as younger plants for hedging.







The view from the Terrace at Harewood House, Yorkshire, which was designed by Charles Barry in about 1840. The magnificent formal parterre overlooks a view of the park, plans for which were drawn up by ‘Capability’ Brown in 1758–81. This is a superb example of these two styles of garden design.





Box in the Contemporary Garden


Although box is primarily associated with formal gardens, it has recently been used with great effect to fulfil a number of design purposes in the contemporary garden. ‘Capability’ Brown was fond of surveying a landscape and pointing out how he could ‘punctuate’ it by introducing a feature, such as a copse of trees. Box will do the same in a small scale with a spectacular topiary shape acting as a full stop at the end of a vista, a series of balls as commas along a border or a pair of spirals as exclamation marks to emphasize an entrance. Box is also used for continuity, cohesion and, at times, for contrast. As an evergreen shrub it has a beautifully stable colour that can give contrast to herbaceous planting and it provides continuity to a changing pattern, as well as life to a garden in winter, particularly when decorated with snow. Modern gardens make use of hedges, often of yew, to separate different parts of the garden into rooms where different themes hold sway. In most circumstances box will not have enough time to grow to serve this purpose but it does introduce structure to the modern garden by giving a pathway a margin to make it more striking, by marking out different gardening themes with perimeter hedging and by edging beds. There are many other examples.







Yew and box topiary outlined by snow, which gives the garden welcome interest in the winter.





Free-Flowing Buxus


So far, all mentions of box in gardens have related to its use as topiary or as a very deliberate ornamental, structural feature. However, box also has a role in its own natural form, without any clipping, training or shaping – the actor without any costume or make-up. The genus Buxaceae is enormously varied with regard to the colour, shape and size of the leaves, as well as the habit of the plant, which varies from tall and upright to low and spreading. It is not surprising that the species and cultivars of Buxus are widely used by gardeners to fill a number of functions, which take advantage of its many attractive forms. A solitary box can be an admired specimen and a group of box plants can strengthen an area of the garden. A box bush can be substantial enough to make a boundary or to introduce variety to a shrubbery; it can also bring contrast by introducing a lighter or darker colour, depending on the need. Buxus is a slow-growing genus but, with a mind to posterity, the foresighted gardener does well to plant and nurture a suitable plant that will one day be admired as a tree.


Why Buxus is Such a Useful Plant


Buxus has botanical features that make it ideal for a number of roles in both formal and modern gardens, and in many ways there is no substitute. It is resilient and resistant to dry weather conditions. Its slow growth and small, dense foliage make it particularly suited for clipping into topiary and hedging shapes, and this needs to be done only once a year. Faster growing plants do not hold their shape and have to be trimmed frequently during the season. Box can be made into an endless number of forms because it will shoot from the most radical pruning. It can be trained and, after a year or two, it will take up the new shape, making it very suitable for making into a complex topiary figure. Their extreme longevity allows box gardens to endure for centuries. The garden at Levens Hall in Cumbria was laid down between 1689 and 1712 by the French gardener Guillaume de Beaumont, in line with contemporary taste, influenced by William of Orange’s appreciation of topiary, so prevalent in his native country, Holland. The magnificent variety of shapes at Levens Hall, some quite outlandish and bizarre, has survived almost completely intact from the 1690s to the present day as a form of horticultural time capsule. Devoted attention by a series of owners, as well as the enduring qualities of Buxus itself, were necessary for the preservation of the garden but box, even when completely neglected, can survive by reverting to its native form, which is a dense, slow-growing tree. Such specimens, when rediscovered by a later generation of gardeners, can be enjoyed in that form or converted by imaginative clipping into a massive undulating landscape. Although in many ways the most long-lasting of plants, since the mid-1990s Buxus has proved itself to be vulnerable to diseases, which have been introduced to Western Europe. These diseases, primarily box blight Calonectria henricotiae/C. pseudonaviculata and the box tree moth, Cydalima perspectalis, can be devastating to Buxus at all stages of growth. There is no doubt that these diseases make the management of box more difficult and the gardener has to be alert to the problems that can affect the box garden and take prompt steps to counteract them. The husbandry of box in what often seems to be a hostile environment is an issue that is important to any gardener who has the plant or is thinking about planting it, and it is one that is dealt with in this book.







The light-coloured, gnarled branches of an aged box tree at Chevening House, Kent.





The Approach of This Book


The approach of this book is essentially practical. The gardener who wants to use box as a major feature, in the form of a knot or a parterre, and has not embarked on an ambitious project of this type before, will find information about the techniques and materials that are required, as well as the care necessary for their new project to prosper. It is also written for the gardener who wants no formal features in the garden and would like to use box in one of the many other ways for which it is so well suited. It is hoped that this book will take the gardener who is new to box to the stage where they are quite confident with handling all aspects of its horticulture, from taking cuttings to training, clipping and nurturing. At the same time, the experienced gardener who may not have come across all aspects of using box will hopefully find something in this book that is of value to them, whether in the way that box can be used to bring out character in areas of a garden that might otherwise be lacking, or in other ways that box can complement a design. I have tried to condense many years of experience of looking after box into straightforward advice about how to keep plants in good condition, how to accurately diagnose incipient problems and how to restore plants to health when affected by infestation, disease, poor nutrition or other circumstances. Box diseases have become more important in recent years and I have brought together the best contemporary advice about how to avoid and control these problems in a holistic way. Responsible use of pathogen controls is essential, but natural husbandry, combined with careful observation and patience, is a vitally important but often neglected part of the armamentarium.
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