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[previous page] A view into the world of the RHS Chelsea Flower Show. Creativity and imagination combine to give endless ideas for the home gardener. Here flat ‘slabs’ of water are framed by tall tree ferns (Dicksonia antarctica).


[left] Bearded iris contrast in shape and texture with rounded heads  of Allium and dainty, ruffled, pink-cream flowers of Aquilegia. Such planting combinations are one of the highlights at Chelsea, with seasonal splendour heralding the arrival of the forthcoming summer.
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Of course, it’s not real. Anybody will tell you that. Gardens that appear in three weeks and then disappear overnight cannot possibly be genuine. But that does not mean they are incapable of inspiring you – spurring you on  to do better. Like all gardeners, the RHS Chelsea Flower Show can make me feel inadequate, but offset against that is its capacity to fire my enthusiasm and renew my passion for gardening, which cause those few negative thoughts to fade away.


I’ve been coming to Chelsea every May for forty years now. There are those who become blasé about such an annual feast of floral delights, but I am not among them. For me, the RHS’s Great Spring Show (to give it its proper title) is a chance to meet favourite 
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growers, old friends and members of the gardening public who are happy to say ‘hello’ and chew the fat about this and that. But,  above all else, it gives me a shot in the arm;  it reminds me why I do the job I do, and why  I was so attracted to plants and gardens in  the first place.


It is no exaggeration to say that the Great Pavilion is packed with the handiwork of the world’s finest growers. From the Caribbean and the Low Countries, from South Africa  and Japan, all gardeners meet under the  white canvas and the (hopefully) blue skies of London SW3 each year, to celebrate their skills and their passion. Only a hardened cynic could fail to be moved by their dedication and by the results of their endeavours. They will share 
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[below left] Chelsea is an international event, with the world’s gardening media focused on it, and that includes providing daily television programmes to  be broadcast. 


[bottom left] A multitude of designs, materials and ideas can be created at Chelsea. Here a charity for African communities gets its message across. 


[below] Nursery displays are the highlight for many visitors, with plants, such as this dazzling display of auriculas, shown off with exacting standards. Such  an ‘auricula theatre’ could be recreated at home.
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with anyone the information and learning they have accrued over the years, and send out many green-fingered disciples to make towns and cities, villages and hamlets all over the world better places to live in.


A grandiose claim? I don’t think so. Twenty-odd years of being a part of the television coverage of the RHS Chelsea Flower Show  have proved to me how much people enjoy it, how much they can learn and how proprietorial they feel about this festival of flowers that erupts each year on the banks of London’s River Thames.


This book is a distillation of the show’s riches; a memory jogger that will last longer than the week of the show and continue to inspire you through the year. You may look  
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at some pictures and think ‘I can’t possibly do that’, but there will be other gardens that will embolden you to have a go, to enrich your garden and your life with water features and wildlife ponds, pavilions and pergolas. But, above all else, without the plants and flowers everyone’s lives would be the poorer and their hearts not nearly so uplifted.


You will gather from this that I rather like the RHS Chelsea Flower Show. You’d be right; and I salute a book that aims to make its fleeting glories last a little longer.


Alan Titchmarsh MBE VMH DL
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[below right] Many gardens are designed around a theme or central idea. In this case, an artist working in the space adds to the air of show theatre. 


[bottom right] Each year, around 157,000 visitors come to Chelsea, which is always a favourite with the royal family. Her Majesty the Queen, here talking to HRH Prince Charles, is among the regular visitors. 


[below] Contemporary show gardens often mix water, sculpture and planting to bold effect. To make them truly successful, precision construction is crucial.
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Corner areas can be enlivened with dedicated seating and simple planting. Here the addition of a subterranean water feature provides an extra focal point. The result is a cool calm retreat that uses every bit of the space. 


Stephen Woodhams, Barnsley House Spa Garden, 2006
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The RHS Chelsea Flower Show sets the tone  for the years ahead: it is where horticultural ideas get aired, messages imparted and developments publicised. It gets people’s minds racing, with possibilities for what you may want from your garden and gives creative answers to questions you may not have even thought about. In short, it offers something  for almost every taste in gardening. The show brings together designers, nurserymen, enthusiastic amateurs and educational establishments, all of whom give their take  on horticulture. Yet it is also the visitors who help make the show special. Stand in among the throng and you get to hear heartfelt  honest opinions – you soon learn if a display  is popular or not. Such wide-ranging diversity of opinion makes Chelsea stimulating, exciting and, for exhibitors, pretty scary. 


Horticultural variety is displayed in three main elements at the show: the Great Pavilion, the show gardens and the trade stands. The pavilion hosts the splendour and spectacle  of horticulture at its best: rows of flowers  in ultimate bloom; planting scenes showing  off a nursery’s deft touch; and sublime floral displays. The show gardens are the domain of the designers, demonstrating garden-making at its best. Finally, the trade stands, dotted throughout the show ground, allow the 
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horticultural industry to showcase its range of products – from sit-on tractors to greenhouses. 


The planning, co-ordination and energy needed to pull off any kind of display are huge. So why do people, whether amateur plant collector or renowned designer, do it? In short,  it is the thrill of possibly receiving an RHS  gold medal, and being able to talk with like-minded professionals and amateur gardeners. For designers, there is the added attraction  of being able to work with, or predict, new planting trends; to try out ideas or materials;  to help sponsors impart a message; or possibly 
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Since 1912, the Royal Horticultural Society has hosted  the most prestigious flower show in the world. For six  days towards the end of May, a small site (4.5 hectares/ 11 acres) in the grounds of the Royal Hospital, London,  is transformed into displays of jaw-dropping horticulture. The show welcomes all types of gardeners, and is a cue for them collectively to enjoy one simple pleasure – gardening.
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[above] Once all the show gardens, nursery displays and trade stands have been perfected and judged, the RHS Chelsea Flower Show opens to the public on the Tuesday of the last week  in May. 


[below] At the show, visitors  are able to discuss ideas or techniques with a host of exhibitors, designers and professionals. From bulb planting, flower arranging, garden design and even furniture-making, there are experts on almost all areas  of garden design.
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Chelsea garden selection… and judging 
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Each show garden at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show is planned at least a year in advance.  The whole entry process to the show is controlled by the RHS Gardens Panel, which comprises 12 people from the RHS and gardening industry. It meets in August the year preceding a show to decide what should be seen at the following year’s Chelsea. The selection process can be long and requires acute understanding of garden-making. For it, each designer submits a client’s brief and drawings of the show garden, but, according  to Andrew Wilson, Chair of Assessors for the RHS, ‘We don’t redesign gardens but we  do offer comments about certain elements.’  All show gardens for the following year are selected by November. From then on is a frantic time for each designer, contractor, grower and sponsor. 


About three weeks before the RHS Chelsea Flower Show opens, the garden assessors receive copies of the updated client’s brief. They use these as part of the judging process, to pinpoint the main points of each garden. 


On the Sunday before Chelsea opens to the public, the assessors spend 20–25 minutes of detailed scrutiny on each garden. By the end  of that day there is a proposed mark roughly based on: 10 points for brief and purpose of garden; 20 points for originality; 20 points for construction; 20 points for overall design; and 30 points for planting. The assessors present their mark sheet to the judges (comprising designers, contractors and growers) who then, with the assessors, look at each show garden again on the Monday. Voting takes place and a final set of marks is agreed on. ‘But they are, technically, just a guide,’ explained Wilson.  The assessors and judges then go to ‘moderation’, at lunchtime on the Monday, when a balanced view of each show garden is presented by the RHS moderators. Once the medals are ratified there is no change; awards are distributed at 7am on the Tuesday.
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[top] In Eastern Avenue, which is attractively framed by mature London plane trees, are many of the trade stands. These may offer treats from handmade pots and garden ornaments to bespoke tree houses and safety platforms for hedge cutting.


[above] The show is a great gardening day out and is boosted by the sense of collective enjoyment and an air of ‘English summer party’.
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To stage a Chelsea show garden – of any size – is a considerable cost, and each designer relies on a sponsor (see panel, p13) to help in part  or fully with the cost; contractors, material suppliers and associated supporters are also involved. A good Chelsea show garden should inform, inspire and suggest possibilities, and most of the 157,000 visitors normally find at least one aspect of a garden from which they can draw ideas. The small (‘urban’ or ‘courtyard’) show gardens at Chelsea are similar in size  to those in a newly developed garden plot, and they measure up to 5 x 7m (16 x 22ft), while the larger (‘show’) ones can be up to 10 x 22m (30 x 70ft). Even though they mirror the scale of many
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private gardens, there is an important issue to remember. Chelsea show gardens are stage sets, created for their ability to wow and excite, in which the walls may not be made as they would be in a ‘real’ garden; the planting combinations may not be sustainable for long-term growth; some plants may have been forced on or kept back to ensure they flower at the end of May; and the longevity of materials chosen wouldn’t 
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survive a season in a ‘normal’ garden. Despite this, after Chelsea has ended, show gardens are often relocated – maybe to a school, housing association or private client.


In some ways, Chelsea feels like a show split in two. The first part involves the tension of the build-up, finishing the gardens and the judging for the medals on the Monday morning. Then, in the afternoon, the show relaxes slightly during the visit by the royal family, affording nurserymen, designers and trade representatives time to meet the royals. On the Tuesday, the awards are announced and the public throng the show until the bitter end,  on the Saturday. Then everyone, tired but exhilarated, departs – with bundles of flowers in the arms of the fortunate few. 


Yet, for all the pomp, ceremony, hard work and money on display, the common interest  of gardening, and really wanting to make a garden better, perhaps underline why the RHS Chelsea Flower Show continues to be such  an enduring success.
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[above] Dramatic views and convincing design make up  many Chelsea show gardens. Some such as this one give the convincing impression that they are ready for immediate use.


[right] Most designers want to establish a special atmosphere and points of interest in their private space, and this show garden has them in spades. The view through the multistemmed tree is into a lower space, suggesting further areas of interest in the garden.


[left] Every part of a Chelsea show garden must be meticulously planned, designed, built and cared for. The final tweaking continues right until the judges arrive for the last time, before casting their votes.
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Matching idealism  with reality
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With the average cost of a Chelsea show garden being £150,000, it is essential to secure a sponsor, yet for a designer this search can be harder than designing the garden itself. He or she can spend months seeking money, or else they can sit back and hope a sponsor comes along. Sometimes the designer’s idea is pitched to a potential sponsor, while at other times a designer secures a sponsor first and then works out the design. 


‘In an ideal world the green light from the sponsor comes in June,’ said Andy Sturgeon, winner of many gold-medal show gardens at Chelsea. Once the design has been agreed,  the detail of the garden gets worked up and  is submitted to the RHS Gardens Panel for approval (see panel, p11). Until acceptance  is received (by late autumn), designers have something of a dilemma. In the interim they have to go out and buy all the plants without even knowing if they will be awarded a plot. 


From February, press releases and PR activity for RHS Chelsea Flower Show ramp up excitement levels and, according to Sturgeon, ‘help put the pressure on you as the designer. As you start to visit your plants, you really get a feel for how the design might end up looking.’ 


The contractor starts on site in early May: trees go in during the first week, with all the construction (ideally) being finished after 12 days, leaving a week to complete the planting. However, most gardens aren’t finished until Sunday afternoon – or even later, aided by van headlights. That day and the Monday can be  a really stressful time for each designer,  while assessing and judging are taking place.


Monday is press day, too, when each designer needs to give interviews to the media.  ‘That night you try to catch up on your sleep but you can’t until the medals are put out on the winning gardens. This is done early on Tuesday morning, and there are always tears – either of joy or sadness,’ reflected Sturgeon. 
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By using a curved low-level wall, an arced rod canopy and different plant types (from low-growing ferns to multistemmed shrubs), this garden feels much bigger than it actually is, and is a great inspiration for people with a small plot at home.


A City Haven' Courtyard Garden, Harpak  Design, 2007
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Over the years the RHS Chelsea Flower Show has helped  to endear us to many garden styles. From cottage gardens to formal areas, wildflower meadows to contemporary spaces, the gardens have used an array of styles, materials and ideas. Yet, increasingly, few gardens fit easily into a pigeon hole of a defined ‘style’, because designers have blended elements of different genres into their exhibits. 
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[left] An understanding of  spatial division is at the heart  of great contemporary design, which here has a restrained, interesting and modern feel.


[below] In their romantic gardens, Chelsea designers often include escapist elements such as this boat amid the billowing planting, to entice visitors to revel in their dreams. 
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[below] In their romantic gardens, Chelsea designers often include escapist elements such as this boat amid the billowing planting, to entice visitors to revel in their dreams. 









Some of these mixed-style gardens are themed and relay a message, while other types of show garden might be artistic or conceptual. Either way, they may use formal or romantic elements (for example), but they can’t be defined as a ‘formal’ or ‘romantic’ garden per se. And it is often this amalgamation of styles that makes the RHS Chelsea Flower Show so utterly absorbing, as visitors question what they see and think differently about a preconceived notion of a particular garden style. 
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Romantic


Possibly one of the most popular garden styles seen at Chelsea, successful romantic gardens should exude masses of atmosphere, include an abundance of planting and evoke a feeling of femininity and sumptuousness. This can be a big challenge for garden designers, especially as so much depends on successful planting – roses, bearded iris, flowering shrubs and colour-coordinated summer bedding are just  a few prerequisites. The end result should be an attractively planted garden, supported by  a well-positioned sculpture, seating or  artefact. Views should be considered so that  a heightened level of enjoyment and focus can be achieved. Small areas for sitting as well  as intimate spaces and hidden gems add excitement. You too can create a romantic garden relatively easily, as long as the romantic side of you is allowed unrestricted scope.


minimalist 


This style can often be the most divisive at Chelsea for it polarises popular opinion. Supporters respect the clean lines, the unfussy nature of the planting, the thoughtful selection of materials, the fact that such gardens can be conveniently ‘low maintenance’ and the consideration given to every element in such gardens. By contrast, detractors state that this contemporary style is soulless, impersonal 
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[above] Classically inspired schemes, here mixing contemporary detailing with formal lines, can be introduced successfully – in both large and small spaces. 
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and, because it often uses a minimal material palette, uninteresting. Whatever your take, there is no doubting the thought that designers give to create such impressive spaces. Colour can be vivid, bold and almost garish; at other times the range may be cooler, calmer and restrained. Modern contemporary gardens are particularly popular in urban environments, where gardens may not need to respond to the vernacular of local buildings and landscape as they might in the countryside. Such a style, however, isn’t as easy to achieve as it looks. In really good examples, the way that people will use the space is understood, the spatial balance of the garden is exemplary, and its texture and tones of materials are well matched. If you can interpret such design principles successfully, then the end result could be hugely exciting. 


Mediterranean


Simple colours, bright flowers and bold foliage, coloured rendered walls, succulent plants or cacti, outdoor furniture and shade-giving trees or screens epitomise this style. It  is based on growing plants on often poor soil, with limited water, in warm dry heat. Although this is possibly the easiest garden style to conjure up in your mind – most people think  of holidays past – it is actually quite difficult in 
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reality to achieve a convincing Mediterranean-styled garden without it looking tokenistic or inappropriate, especially if your area is prone to grey clouds and high moisture levels. Remember that terracotta is a given (whether tiled floors or containers), as is a simplicity  in planting choice. But perhaps, most importantly, Mediterranean-style gardens yearn to be used and enjoyed. 


Arabic


Stone walls, coloured tiles, simplified water features, fruit trees, vertical accents of conifers or cypresses, palm trees and symbolic meanings can often be found in an Arabic garden. There is something endlessly sophisticated about the way designers interpret this style of garden at Chelsea. Restrained use of materials is important, but it is how those pieces are put together that really counts. Symmetry and geometry are essential, helping to create an air of order and gracefulness.  An Arabic garden has a calm ambience that slows down the visitor and allows them fully  to appreciate the scene as well as the materials and atmosphere therein. Well-conceived Arabic gardens may be difficult to create convincingly in your garden, so consider making a ‘garden room’ or just a part of your outdoor space based on this theme. 
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[left] A bold blue wall contrasts brilliantly with the bright red  of the Bougainvillea. Such a combination recreates a distinctly Mediterranean-type scene.


[right] The colours and textures in this restful Persian-inspired garden encourage the visitor to pause and reflect in an otherwise busy world. 
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[right] The colours and textures in this restful Persian-inspired garden encourage the visitor to pause and reflect in an otherwise busy world. 
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Classic


There is a timelessness to classic gardens that is often interpreted by other styles, fashions and people. Influences from France, English country estates and grand designs on a large-scale landscape are primary drivers. Sometimes a modern interpretation can be overlain on a classic garden, yet the tone still tends to be formal and reserved. The visitor is expected to experience a classic garden by walking through it, maybe sitting in predetermined seating areas, and having an ‘arm’s length’ relationship with the planting. When done well, such a garden exudes an air of good quality and high class that few other garden styles can emulate. Yet these gardens are not cold or lifeless. Moreover, their structure, composition and feeling are quite easy for you to recreate in your garden.
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Telling a tale


Chelsea designers often use their opportunity at the show to impart a message or relate a story. The end result can often be fun and good natured; at other times it can be subtle and subliminal. Some designers take their inspiration from literature or revered personalities: for example, Swedish landscape architect Ulf Nordfjell’s sublime garden in 2007 paid tribute to the work of botanist, scientist and explorer Carl Linnaeus, celebrating his tercentenary and referencing the breadth of work he undertook. Others provide their interpretation of a particular topic or else recreate elements from a particular place: one garden, entitled ‘I dream, I seek my garden’ by Chinese garden designer Shao Fan in 2008, brought a new take on Chinese art forms, recreating a scholar’s garden full of contemporary and traditional influences. Referencing an event, person or place through the medium of a show garden not only gives  a firm basis for a design, but it can also be a hugely successful way of engaging with the show’s visitors. In your own garden, be careful how the meaning of your story is imparted; subtlety is often safer than an overt link to a place, person or historical event, which can end up as a cliché. 


Wildlife


Some designers use the RHS Chelsea Flower Show to emphasise the importance of wildlife in the garden and provide an understanding  of how wildlife fits into the wider environment. This is often done by imparting a specific message – the reasons to garden organically or to attract certain types of wildlife, for example – or by showing that wildlife and gardening can be in harmony. Research is confirming that a balanced mix of plant types and areas of hard landscaping can offer a great habitat for wildlife. Fortunately, a diverse range of garden styles can offer attractive homes for a wide range of creatures, so overall design doesn’t have to be compromised. By looking closely at the gardens on display at the show, you will 
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[left] A bed and a boat hint at  the basis of a story, leaving the viewer to interpret the other elements of the tableau.


[below] These single flowers  with their easy access for pollen are a convenient food source for the bees in this hive, while the water trough attracts a greater array of wildlife.
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discover how wildlife and gardening integrate when sharing the same area. Your garden can relate to this approach, as long as it has varied garden elements and some hard landscaping. 


Formal 


There is an ingrained sense of grandeur, balance and structure in formal gardens.  For a vast number of people this is fundamentally appealing, yet for others such gardens can be too rigid and unemotional. Maybe the attraction of formal gardens relates to the gardener’s dominance over the natural landscape, or possibly it is because there is  a natural aesthetic that balances scale and proportion, which sits comfortably with a viewer’s eye. Yet again, it might be because formal rules can influence a range of other styles: modern or contemporary gardens have embraced formality; Mediterranean and Arabic gardens include formal elements; and even wildflower meadows can be created within  a formal grid. You can easily introduce an element of formality into your garden, by including rounded box balls, tightly clipped hedging and restrained planting. The only challenge most gardeners face, however,  is to maintain the self-discipline that is needed to keep within formal design principles. 
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Magical and mad


Sometimes designers just want to throw away the shackles of tradition. Maybe they have been inspired by a painting or song, or perhaps they have had a great idea but never until RHS Chelsea Flower Show had the opportunity to build on it. Either way, these types of show gardens make for great effect. 


One of the tenets is that there are no rules – the gardens are unpredictable, fun, quirky, fascinating, challenging, uncomfortable or just plain weird. Take, for example, the evocative dreaming ‘girl’, lying in ‘The 4head garden of dreams’ (designed by Marney Hall and Heather Yarrow). The living sculpture was created by Sue and Peter Hill, who used plants and other materials to create a mystical and otherworldly feel, transporting visitors into a relaxing  and peaceful place. For the visiting public at Chelsea there may be confusion about the garden’s intention, but sometimes that would be to miss the point: ‘magical and mad’ gardens celebrate diversity and are dedicated  to the pursuit of creative energy. Some of these gardens may be deemed ‘fun’ or ‘silly’, but  that would be to belittle the skill of making them. Trying out a style in your garden is  a considerable challenge, and one that can be achieved only with the right technical skill.
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[left] Arts and Crafts style gardens are often popular with show visitors because they possess a comfortable balance between scale and structure, which many people can relate to. The style is also relatively simple to recreate in your garden. 


[right] Trying out new materials and different ways of using them is very much part of Chelsea’s design heritage.
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[right] Trying out new materials and different ways of using them is very much part of Chelsea’s design heritage.
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The long, straight lines here result from a clever  use of texture and colour. Precision construction adds to the air of quality and skill. The tiered hedging, at the back of the garden, is a modern  look and can be achieved with yew, box or rosemary.


The Laurent-Perrier Garden, Luciano  Giubbilei, 2009


The long, straight lines here result from a clever  use of texture and colour. Precision construction adds to the air of quality and skill. The tiered hedging, at the back of the garden, is a modern  look and can be achieved with yew, box or rosemary.
The Laurent-Perrier Garden, Luciano  Giubbilei, 2009
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At Chelsea, it really does  pay to see what is happening  over the garden fence.
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The relationship between elements such as steps,  planting, walls, furniture, water features, paving, fencing and buildings is at the heart of good design. Many of the materials used at Chelsea are available to gardeners,  and designers such as Sarah Eberle (see case study,  p48) and Diarmuid Gavin (see case study, p200)  have worked with manufacturers on new products.
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1 Industrial mesh has been used as a walkway, flanked by reflective kickboards and shade-tolerant planting, resulting in a modern, clean and effective combination of materials (see case study, p102-3). 


2 Small gardens feel bigger when boundaries are hidden from view. Ribbons of planting continue from the ground up onto the walls, as do the rounded concrete structures. Their colour, shapes and texture give little clue as to where the garden stops and starts.


3 The relationship of materials – ‘hard’ (physical entities) and ‘soft’ (planting) – is crucial to good design. This deck is made from  Ipe timber boards set on edge, with 15mm (1⁄2in) gaps between. The gaps allow planting to soften the edges and grow between the boards.


4 Bespoke iron railings add interest and detail to this brick wall. With the dense hedge beyond, it is a subtle way of keeping intruders out of the garden.


1 Industrial mesh has been used as a walkway, flanked by reflective kickboards and shade-tolerant planting, resulting in a modern, clean and effective combination of materials (see case study, p102-3). 
2 Small gardens feel bigger when boundaries are hidden from view. Ribbons of planting continue from the ground up onto the walls, as do the rounded concrete structures. Their colour, shapes and texture give little clue as to where the garden stops and starts.
3 The relationship of materials – ‘hard’ (physical entities) and ‘soft’ (planting) – is crucial to good design. This deck is made from  Ipe timber boards set on edge, with 15mm (1⁄2in) gaps between. The gaps allow planting to soften the edges and grow between the boards.
4 Bespoke iron railings add interest and detail to this brick wall. With the dense hedge beyond, it is a subtle way of keeping intruders out of the garden.
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Consider first how the entrance, paving, walls, fences and steps are laid out, and what they  are made of. For some, their success may lie in their use of materials that blend into the background, acting as a supporting role to plants; in other places, it may be the walls or paths that are the defining features themselves, setting the style of the garden.


Entrances can range from gates, doors and arches to trelliswork and screens. Such devices are not that often included at Chelsea, because these gardens aren’t necessarily big enough to allow – or require – the space to be divided by different entrances. However, some show gardens do start off with a bold entrance (such as an archway or moon gate; see Jinny Blom 
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case study, p46) to frame a view and really focus the attention of the visitor.


As you step into a garden, it is perhaps the material on the ground that is the next priority. From small square setts to reclaimed old York stone, from timber decking to recycled rubber mats, paving choices can be as varied as the imagination. But perhaps the main lesson from Chelsea is that the fewer materials competing for your attention the better: with paving, less really is more. This doesn’t mean that having, for example, decking butting up to clay bricks laid on edge won’t ‘work’; it is just that thought must be given as to how these materials will look together, how they age, their construction needs and practical issues of usability. There are no rights or wrongs, but care must be paid.
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