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effects. ” Thus, he painted what he observed: objects transformed by light,

color as it resulted from the play of light.

Jekyll, through a mutual friend, did meet Monet once, in the early

days of Giverny. Their shared passions for gardening and painting must

have made for a lively exchange. But what is significant historically is

the fact that Jekyll’s and Monet’s concerns about light and color were

similar. Monet’s were recorded for posterity in his paintings and are

visible in the restored garden at Giverny. Perhaps the current revival of

the flower garden, together with the inspiration of Giverny, will lead to

the renewal of Jekyll’s Giverny–Munstead Wood–now remembered

primarily through her black and white photographs. One could then

experience firsthand many of the contributions to the history of garden

design of this unique Englishwoman.

A number of Jekyll’s attitudes about color and form in the garden

have been reinterpreted by today’s landscape architects. Some of these

transformations of the herbaceous border are discussed here by Van
Valkenburgh to demonstrate the ways in which Jekyll continues to
influence garden design in the late twentieth century.

MSF

Michael Van Va] is Associate Professor of Landscape Architecture in

the Harvard Graduate School of Design. He has an active design practice in

Cambridge, and is a recent recipient of an Advanced Design Fellowship at the

American Academy in Rome.
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r “ Autumn-bloom@ Shrub.” A border at Munstead Wood,

wt?ich featured the spiked flOweT of the American plant Aesculus paruinora.

r be September Garden” at Mtmstead Wood.
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On the drive from London to Gatwick airport, narrow roads pass through

suburbs built since World War I in an ever expanding ring into the

countryside. This past spring, I was delighted by the walled flower gardens

that consistently front the houses along the way. Fist-sized roses (not an

uncommon sight in England) are the June feature of these suburban

gardens, which carry on the tradition of the eighteenth-century vernacular

cottage garden. It was the still beloved, homely cottage garden that

provided the basis for the more sophisticated herbaceous border
developed in the late nineteenth century by the English landscape designer

Gertrude Jekyll.

Current interest in flowers as a landscape medium has sparked a

reexamination of the work of Miss Jekyll. In this article, the landscape

architect Michael Van Valkenburgh traces the history of flower gardens,

providing background for his discussion of Jekyll’s contributions to that

history. A cache of photographs by Jekyll in the University of California,

Berkeley Library of the College of Environmental Design inspired the

author to write about Jekyll’s use of photography in her work. In these

images, made from existing prints (the negatives are unfortunately lost)

for reproduction here, one can see how photography became the means

through which Jekyll, who was severely myopic, studied the landscape

and developed her theories of the flower border. The architectural
historian Judith B. Tankard has identified a number of Jekyll photographs

reproduced here and, in addition, has graciously permitted the

reproduction of recent color photographs she has made of a number of
Jekyll’s surviving gardens.

In examining the work of Jekyll it is instructive to note the

relationships between her gardens and Claude Monet’s extraordinary

garden at Giverny, outside Paris, which has been completely restored.

There, beginning in r890, the painter created a garden in which color

was as carefully controlled as it was in those of Gertrude Jekyll. Monet,

who like Jekyll was nearly blind in his old age, directly recorded the

gardens as he saw them, painting in the open air. An avid gardener, his

flower borders consisted of loose rhythmic bands of color that became

the subjects of his remarkable late paintings. The painter declared that
he was “striving to render [his] impressions in the face of the most fugitive
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Photo Credits

All photographs not otherwise credited are by Gertrude Jekyll, courtesy the

Library of the College of Environmental Design, University of California at

Berkeley.

Charles Mayer, Hansen/Mayer: fgutes 28–3 3 .

Nicholas Mertins, Clich6-Abeille Cartes, Editions Lyna, Paris: 6gu7e 2/.

Judith B. Tankard: 6gates j, 6, 8–lo, 2j, 26.

Note
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her help in editing this essay and the photographs, and Richard Johnson, who

was project research assistant. The author thanks George Batchelor, Michael
Brill, Jane Brown, Catherine Howett, Linda Jewell, Jory Johnson, Robert D.

Riley, Carl Steinitz and Judith B. Tankard for their assistance with this essay.
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Pgure I. The “Primrose Garden” at Mtrrrstead Wood. The original Munstead

Bunch Primroses were found bY ]ekTH in a local cottage garden in the r87os.



Fortunately, Gertrude Jekyll was a prolific writer, and several of her books have

recently been re-published. She also photographed extensively, eventually assembling six

volumes of photo-notebooks with over 2ioo images, arranged chronologically from I886

to I9I4.’ Although Jekyll used her photographs to illustrate her books, many images

were never published, and the photo-notebooks that include them have been accessible

to only a few scholars. The photo-notebooks and an extensive collection of Jekyll and

Lutyens garden plans found their way to America after being sold to support the war

relief effort in England during World War II. The American landscape architect Beatrix

Farrand acquired the collection in the late I940S for her Reef Point Gardens Library at

Mount Desert Island, Maine.3 Near the end of her life Farrand dismantled Reef Point

and gave the Jekyll collection and the remainder of the Reef Point Library to the Special

Documents Collection of the College of Environmental Design Library at the University

of California, Berkeley, where they now reside. For Jekyll, the photo albums had a dual

purpose: to replace the traditional approach of keeping sketchbooks, and to provide a

record of completed works as well as ideas for later contemplation. Many of the

photographs record finished projects; other images record mere fragments–segments of

works to come. Jekyll’s photographic studies nourished her creative life, recording what

she liked and what she was interested in, what worked and what didn’t work.

Jekyll’s photographs clarify her place as an accomplished design innovator. But

even today, Jekyll’s role as a garden designer is not fully appreciated, despite her near

cult status as a horticulturist. It is worth speculating about why such a prodigious writer

and designer recorded little about her design process and the conceptual ideals that

motivated her work. One plausible reason: English women artists of the upper middle

class were expected to retain amateur status, for at the time in which Jekyll worked, the

intellectual process was widely thought to be the exclusive province of men. Perhaps

Jekyll was more interested in art than in its processes. She may have been unaware that

attempting to share such an analysis might be of importance to others. The notations in

the photo-notebooks were sparse–the photographs resolved her work process. Not to

be forgotten is the fact that theoretical discourse about landscape design, though lively

a hundred years earlier, had fallen off by the late nineteenth century. These factors may

I Herbaceous perennials

are those flowers that

grow back from root

stock each year and

bloom for a period

usually of not more

than three weeks,

whereas annual

flowers must be sown

from seed each spring,

and bloom

continuously once

flowering has started.

Recorded dates span

from 3(2) July 1886,

through I4 August

I9I4.
Founded by Farrand in

I939 as an American

landscape study center.

3



6gure 2.

fig,„e 3

fgures 2, 3. The use of vines played an impoTtant part in jekyll’s gardens.

Clematis montana is draped on a pergola (pg. 3).



By Michael R. Van Valkenburgh

Nearly one hundred years have passed since the Victorian fascination with flowers found

extraordinary expression in the early gardens of the English plantswoman Gertrude Jekyll.

Since that time, the relevance of the flower as a design medium has been in abeyance for

a variety of aesthetic and economic reasons that are at the core of twentieth-century

Modernism. But due in part to the current reexamination of historical forms by designers,

and to the ability of the flower to elicit strong feelings and powerful associations, flowers

have once again achieved an elevated status in garden design.

In light of this renewal of interest in flowers, some historical perspective on their

application in garden design, particularly in a planted form referred to as the herbaceous

border, is useful.= The pioneering collaborations of Gertrude Jekyll (I843–I 932) and the

architect Edwin Lutyens (I869–I944) established the precedents for the design of flowers

in Anglo-American gardens still emulated today. Jekyll used annual and perennial flowers

as well as flowering shrubs in her designs in numerous ways, but most commonly in the

herbaceous border. Historically, this garden element was constructed with flowering

plants, typically in a long and precisely bounded configuration that followed the course

of a wall or a hedge, and was not too much wider than the distance of a gardener’s reach

from each side–to allow for maintenance. The herbaceous border as a garden element

was Jekyll’s passion. With it, she attempted to create an enduring design by choosing

from countless materials, each requiring elaborate care for the whole to survive. Her

design and photographic investigations resulted in two major innovations: integration of

the flower border as a spatial element in a landscape, and refinement of the internal color

and patterning of the border.

A couple of biographies–most notably Jane Brown’s Gardens of a Golden

Afternoon–provide excellent portraits of Jekyll’s life but only begin to probe her thinking

as a designer. The majority of Jekyll’s design experiments occurred in the privacy of her

Surrey estate in the English countryside at Munstead Wood where, from I896 until her

death, she lived in a house designed by Edwin Lutyens. Regrettably, some of the Jekyll-

Lutyens gardens have been destroyed or allowed to deteriorate radically. This diminishes

our understanding of the design brilliance of their projects and lessens our ability to

interpret the relationship between their collective ideas and the built expressions of them.
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fgures s, 6. “Tbe Grey BordeT” at Hestercombe, Cbeddon Fitzpaine, Somerset,

is planted exclusiuel) with gra)-foliaged Plants, such as santolina, lavender, and

stacbys, and accented witb white Bowers. An interesting Lutyens-jekVU detail is

the payers that prevent plants from sprawling onto the grass walks. The garden,

designed from r9o4–r9o8, has recently been restored and is open to the public.
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Pgure 7. A I907 preliminary site plan for Folly Farm, Sulbamstead, Berks, with

many fekyll notations, indicates the ways in which Lutyens and fekyll originally
planned to modify the existing Georgian bouse and grounds.

$gure 8. The Canal Garden of r912 at Folly Farm complements Lut)enG
Dutch-style r9o6 addition to the farmhouse.

t o M

Rose Garden at Folly Farm, designed in I9r z. This yew-enclosed Rose Garden

has an octagonal pool with an elevated paTterre +tIed with gTav-fOliaged plants

that offset the roses in the outer beds.



help to explain why historians have frequently named Lutyens as the designer of these

gardens and have only credited Jekyll with the planting schemes.

It is clear that in several gardens Lutyens and Jekyll merit recognition as

collaborators.4 if Jekyll’s photographs are seen as a collection of design speculations–

recorded by camera rather than pen and sparely labeled with spontaneous margin notes–

we find that they are a part of her meticulous studies that join horticultural appropriateness

with the visual and spatial concerns of landscape design.

The garden plans at Berkeley reveal the methodology of the Jekyll-Lutyens

collaborations: vellum overlays were passed back and forth through the mail, with Lutyens

and Jekyll suggesting revisions. An example of Jekyll’s design role is provided by the

original plans and subsequent re-design of Folly Farm, Sulhamstead, Berks. A site analysis

by Jekyll records and interprets existing buildings, field lines, topography and vegetation,

and other plans document her design refinements ( Pg. 7). Plans for a I906 unrealized

project in East Grinstead, show questions scripted in Jekyll’s hand–seemingly made

during a site visit–on a plan by Lutyens. Her notes explore the resolution of a walkway

with a steep grade: “Wants stepping somewhere–here or further? Development?,” later

followed by “I think further,” initialed by Lutyens (pg. 11). This exchange demonstrates

that Jekyll contributed to the character and structure of their gardens, particularly in

terms of a carefully wrought response to site, a response often referred to as one of the

brilliant qualities of Lutyens’s work.

Jekyll was a trained artist. Starting in I861, she studied painting at the School

of the South Kensington Museum and later pursued fine metal work, stencil-art, and

needlecrafts. The Handbook of Embroidery , published by the Royal School of Art

Needlework in the I880S, contains two works by Jekyll. But due largely to the

circumstances of her increasing myopia, Jekyll turned from embroidery to landscape

gardening.5 in I885 Jekyll installed a darkroom at Munstead House, her mother’s home,

where she was then living. She eventually became an accomplished photographer,

mastering the entire photographic process.6 Some of her earliest photographic images

were used to illustrate the books of the garden writer William Robinson, including his

popular The English Flower Garden (1883).7 But in this publication, as well as in her

own books, the poor quality of reproduction obscured the excellence of her images.

Photography offered a way for Jekyll to continue to create despite her debilitating

nearsightedness. The camera improved her ability to see, offering a way to look at the

world by focusing distant landscapes onto ground glass. The resulting images permitted

study of the places she was making as well as details of compositions under consideration.

These photographs present an intimate glimpse of Jekyll’s life; more than any other

record, they reveal her design intentions and sources. By far the largest number of

4. Later in her life, even

when she was too

infirm to travel, she

continued to make

planting schemes for

gardens designed by

Edwin Lutyens.

5. Myopia is an extreme

form of nearsighted-

ness; the resulting

blurred vision

interfered less in

landscape design than

in needlework or

palntrrrg.

6. Francis Jekyll,

Gertrude fekyll, A

Memoir (London:

Jonathan Cape Ltd.,

1934)> pp' IIS-1 16.

7. Ibid.



photographs concentrate on studies of plant materials, ranging from straightforward

experiments with flower arrangements to stark and awesomely beautiful planted details.

like clouds of baby’s breath hovering above shiny, dark, prostrate bergenia leaves (pg.

22). The visceral quality of flowers is sharply highlighted by her photographic imagery.

While most of the photographs describe design uses of flowers, they include a fascinating

range of subjects: gateways and architectural ornament, household objects, rural

landscapes, fabrics, site details, her needlework and her stencil art ( Pg. I3). Others are

more personal. One haunting picture shows a gardener dressed in a monk’s robe and

hood, standing beneath a towering giant lily ( Pg. I4). Humor and death are present in

some of her nostalgic images, reflecting the enduring influence of the Pre-Raphaelite

English painters. In one, a cat is a blur–shaking its head madly next to a border edged

with catnip; in another, a dead cat is recorded and captioned “My dear Toosey–dead. ”

Though not intended for our scrutiny as a diary, the photographs and their notes provide

a juxtaposition of her personal concerns and her design process.

Gertrude Jekyll did not invent the herbaceous border. Flowers had been cultivated

in England at least as early as the Middle Ages–for medicinal use and for the church

altar. In addition to their biblical symbolism, flowers emitted a pleasant fragrance in a

time of poor sanitation. By the sixteenth-century Tudor era in England, flowers were

cherished for their visual appearance.8 Georgina Masson discovered that a kind of

herbaceous border was introduced in the seventeenth century: Italian Renaissance

parterres occasionally served as locations for exotic bulb collections such as tulips and

lilies.9 Parterres assumed a prominent and integrated position in the garden and conformed

to established conventions of placement, patterning, and symbolism. As elements of a

landscape they were static and two-dimensional. This early iteration of the herbaceous

border moved the ephemeral herbaceous flower from the kitchen garden to a more

prominent landscape position. Most importantly, the stasis of the parterre was

transformed. In the I600s the English landscape witnessed a widespread garden

renaissance which emulated Italian parterre precedents brought to England by Frenchmen

such as Salomon de Caus. With its ample moisture and mild seasons> England was well

suited, climatically, to support other uses of herbaceous plants as design materials.

In addition, there were strong social factors motivating the use of flowers in

English gardens. Most histories of the eighteenth-century English built environment focus

on the naturalistic landscapes of Capability Brown and Humphry Repton that> indeed9

were magnificent achievements. But vernacular cottage gardens of that era represented a

poPulist preference for gardens with flowers, and these existed in proximity to the green

landscapes of Repton and Brown. The English craft of incorporating floral compositions

in small spaces near houses originated in cottage gardens9 which represent one of the

8. Keith Thomas, Man

and the Natural World

(New York: Pantheon,

1 983 )> p' 224-

9. Georgina Masson,

Italian Gardens (New

York: Harry N

Abrams, I961),

pp. 279–288. Masson

discovered this by

studying garden plans

and examining

paintings of Italian

gardens of that era.
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$gure II . In a I906 anrealized project with Edwin Lutyens in East Grinstead,

Sussex, Jekyll made important contributions to the site plan that are noted on

this drawing.
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b >hEaTon in r9o7 of another successful book, Flower

Decoration for the Home, was the result of fekyll’s interest in still-life

compositions combining the best of Bowers and containers.

b hsign commission under-

taken by Jekyll around 1886. The quilted curtain , crafted by Jekyll, and the inlaid
door reHect her inuoluement in the English Aesthetic Mouement (I870–1895).


