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A MATTER OF SCALE

Dan Pearson
His international 
reputation has evolved 
through hands-on 
gardening to studio 
director, overseeing 
some of the most 
ambitious international 
gardening projects.

Darryl Moore reflects on the impressive career of Dan Pearson,  and 
his increasing involvement with public spaces
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Dan Pearson’s  international renown as a 
consummate plantsman and designer, responsible 
for turning spaces into places with a refined degree of 

horticultural aplomb, is the product of an impressive career. 
It is one that has been well documented, not least by himself, 
through books, newspaper columns and television, as well as 
the extensive retrospective exhibition ‘Green Fuse’ staged at 
the Garden Museum in 2013. This lifelong narrative dedicated 
to horticultural pursuits can be read as several chapters, with 
various pivotal points marking changes in the ways he thinks 
about and practices his craft. Perhaps the most significant 
sea change has occurred in the period since 1997, which has 
evidenced an evolution taking him from a sole practitioner 
to a studio director overseeing a team of nine, including four 
landscape architects. The current make up of the practice is 
based upon a recognition of personal strengths and weaknesses, 
and a flexibility to cope with a burgeoning portfolio. The 
past decade has witnessed the studio’s work balance of 70 per 
cent private clients to 30 per cent public projects experience 
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a dramatic reversal. This has involved a move 
towards new types and scales of projects, and a 
consequent adaptation of the design processes 
employed in responding to them. His studio has 
gradually situated itself somewhere between the 
traditional tropes of garden design and landscape 
architecture, steadily becoming recognised for 
an ability to bring both a sense of intimacy to the 
public realm, and a wider, softer planting palette 
to spaces which would formerly have had to 
suffice with clinical corporatism or 
 municipal mundanity.

This trajectory was initiated by a set of 
experiences in Japan which provided him a 
with chance to cut his cloth on novel projects, 
and develop methods which are very much 
at the heart of his modus operandi today. His 
introduction to Japanese garden culture, began in 
1997 when he journeyed there while filming for 
Channel 4, and was followed shortly afterwards 
by a commission in 1999 from Terence Conran, 
with whom he had co-authored ‘The Essential 
Garden Book’. The work in the fashionable 
Roponggi Hills district of Tokyo, involved the 
creation of a series of 15 distinctly different, 
yet interrelated rooftop gardens (including one 
garden featuring a rice paddy), in a cross cultural 
synthesis combining British planting with a 
Japanese spatial sensibility.

An encounter with Fumiaki Takano of 
Takano Landscape Planning proved to be 
fortuitous, leading to an invitation to work 
with him on the Tokachi Millennium Forest, 
a 400 hectare ecological park in Hokkaido. 
Pearson has been given free rein on a long term 
brief, influencing 30 hectares to date, designing 
different areas ranging in style from naturalistic 
to mannered, including a five hectare perennial 

patch with 40,000 plants in a freeform matrix 
emulating the former forest ecosystem, and 
an agricultural-scale rose garden. This has 
involved an immersion in the landscape, and a 
grappling with scale in order to ground the site 
and make it accessible to visitors, such that they 
can enjoy the vast experience in an intimate 
manner. The scheme provided a perfect portfolio 
piece for the practice, garnering widespread 
acclaim, including the SGD Grand Award 2012, 
and instilled a newfound confidence in clients 
acknowledging Pearson’s ability to craft larger 
spaces. It has opened doors to new commissions, 
and most importantly revealed the value of 
bringing a garden design aesthetic into  
bigger projects.

In Britain, Pearson’s high profile entry into 
designing public spaces arrived in 2008 when 
collaborating with eminent architects Richard 
Rogers and Ivan Harbour on the Maggie’s Centre 
at Charing Cross Hospital in Hammersmith. A 
close working relationship resulted in the much 
feted project winning the RIBA Stirling Prize for 
Architecture in 2009, thanks in no small part to 
Pearson’s planting. 

social interaction
The success of the project lay partly in the client’s 
foresight to consider both architecture and 
garden as integral at its inception, underlining 
the importance of horticulture to well being, not 
only by using planting to create a sanctuary, but 
also as a means for assisting visitors in dealing 
with their concerns in an informal manner. 
A gardening club and regular maintenance 
activities have offered invaluable opportunities 
for positive self reflection and social interaction. 
As a consequence, Pearson was offered 

another commission from Maggie’s, working 
on the largest centre to date, in Manchester, 
with Rogers’ former partner Norman Foster. 
The process has been somewhat less direct 
than the previous collaboration, given the size 
of Foster’s operation, but Pearson’s influence 
has played no less important a role in creating 
a symbiotic relationship between the solidity 
of the building and the softness of the garden 
enfolding it. The long rectangular form of 
the building is effectively sliced and pulled 
apart like an accordion, creating a series of 
courtyard gardens. Exhibiting a clear Japanese 
influence, each courtyard acts as a zen picture 
garden to be observed from inside, featuring 
a singular focal point such as a stone, shrub, 
water bowl or seat. The centre has just been 
granted planning permission and is scheduled 
for completion in 2016.

Another architect-led project, with Rogers’ 
Centre Pompidou co-conspirator Renzo Piano, 
is a new 27 storey residential tower in Fielding 
Street, which will sit next to Piano’s existing 
iconic landmark The Shard, in London Bridge. 
Pearson’s design incorporating street level 
landscaping and a garden over four levels on the 
building, is currently at the planning stage, 

The quality and identity of a place has always 
played an important role in Pearson’s thinking 
about landscape, both in terms of a site’s geography 
and how to harness its intrinsic attributes. Yet at 
Handyside Gardens in Kings Cross, conceptual 
rather than physical considerations have come to the 
fore in an engaging design completed in 2013. The 
substantial reworking of the former goods yards by 
developers Argent, provided a site devoid of many 
redeeming features, allowing Pearson to respond to 
the historical context of the area. Drawing upon its 
industrial heritage, low Corten raised beds, mimic 
the lines of the former train tracks which once lay 
below, and sinuously define the a spatial narrative. 
The planting is inspired by the migratory travels of 
colonising species transported by trains and along 
the sidings, featuring blocks of Salix, Aquilegia, 
Amsonia, Stachys and Sedum journeying their 
way through the beds.

The relationship with the developers has 
subsequently blossomed with Pearson now 
working on the landscape masterplan for the 

“EAch courtyArd Acts As 
A zEN pIcturE gArdEN to 
bE obsErvEd from INsIdE, 
fEAturINg A focAL poINt 
such As A stoNE or shrub”

Masterplan of a walled village 
within a wooded landcscape, 
created for the Aman hotel group
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whole area in conjunction with Townshend 
Landscape Architects. providing a greenscape for 
all the buildings to sit within, as well as a number 
of unique gardens. The plan addresses a strip of 
Regent’s Canal, Wharf Road, an elevated viaduct, 
two roof gardens, and an empty gas holder which 
will house a garden, with a distinct planting 
palette between the features to ensure a sense of 
unity. The tight control exerted by Argent over the 
quality of the finished project, allows Pearson to be 
adventurous with planting, safe in the knowledge 
that maintenance will be assured to a high standard 
by Willerby Landscapes, with the studio team 
regularly monitoring its ongoing development. 

 
rescued village
While proximity allows such a direct relationship 
with a site, it is not a luxury afforded to two 
neighbouring projects in Shanghai, which 
throw up a different set of challenges to ensure 
their long term success whilst working from a 
distance. The first is a mixed use estate where 
the client has teamed up with the Aman hotel 
group to create a walled village within a wooded 
landscape involving 35 antique Ming dynasty 
merchant’s houses, rescued from an area due to 
be flooded by a dam. They are to be refashioned 
into luxury buildings by Singapore-based 
architects Kerry Hill, and complemented by a 
series of minimalist contemporary villas inspired 
by the architecture of their neighbours. 

A couple of design templates will provide each 
building with its own courtyard, all of which 
will be set within a streetscape plan linking 
everything together into a harmonious flow. To 
ensure a sense of continuity, a recurring plant 
palette will be used which will be 95 per cent 
endemic, but recontextualised with a softer 

naturalistic touch. The key uniting element will 
be 1,000 mature Camphor trees (150 of which 
are 1,000 years old) from the same site as the 
villas, which were transported 400 miles back 
to Shanghai, in a manner befitting their status, 
on army tanks. The overall design vision will be 
transcribable into ways that will work not only 
in the short term for maximum initial impact, 
but also over a 10-year timescale, as the canopy 
creates more shade encouraging certain species 
to thrive at the expense of others.

As part of a deal with the government, the 
developers have provided five further merchants 
villas to be used as cultural venues in a high 
quality parkland space across the river from the 
walled village. 

Even longer term design solutions are at 
the heart of Pearson’s latest endeavour. The 
Garden Bridge in London is his most prominent 
project to date, and even in the planning stage 
has captured the public’s imagination and 
fuelled their enthusiasm. The germ of the idea 
for London’s newest and largest piece of green 
infrastructure gestated as a dream for many 
years until Joanna Lumley approached Thomas 
Heatherwick to develop a serious proposal. 
Heatherwick called upon the experience of 
engineering consultants Arup for the technical 
side of his design, with Pearson’s horticultural 
talents to bring the bridge to life with a 
sophisticated planting scheme.

They intend the Garden Bridge to be a proper 
garden, with five zones reflecting the historic 
growth of London. From the more established 
and respectable North Bank to the younger 
and edgier South Bank, intensive planting 
in small beds will transform from formal 
parkland stylings to the pioneer species of 

willow beds, flowery meads and marshlands, 
attentively described in Samuel Pepys’ diaries. 
Midway, plants attuned to a harsher scarp-
like environment will flourish, whilst the two 
piers offering the greatest soil depth, allow an 
opportunity to plant both a wild and a cultivated 
woodland copse with Alders and Betulas, many 
multi stemmed for greater wind resistance.

The remit of the planting design is to 
instigate a dynamic landscape which will offer 
a continual diversity of interest, and which will 
evolve over 120 years. Given the intended figure of 
270 trees to be employed, a serious successional 
management programme is being devised in order 
to gradually thin out sacrificial trees planted for 
their instant effect, to make way for slow growers 
such as an emblematic oak. Such tactics are not 
without controversy, as is the decision to mix native 
and imported species to maximise  biodiversity, 
which has raised the hackles of the conservative 
flanks of the green lobby. But a campaign of clear 
communication will be employed to explain the 
design rationale behind the evolving aspects of the 
landscape, so that the public realise that the garden 
is a living environment rather than a sculpturally 
static object.

The act of creating landscapes which excite, 
inspire and educate, may be an indication of a 
growing maturity, and a confident generosity 
to share a love of horticulture with a wider 
audience. For whilst Pearson still has occasion 
to retreat into the more confined world of 
the domestic, responding to the aspirations 
of a personal client, he enjoys the push and 
pull of working between the private and 
public domains, and the challenge of having 
to satisfy the expectations of committees. By 
importing the aesthetics of the former into the 
arena of the latter, he has managed to stake his 
unique claim, and build his studio’s reputation 
for successfully upscaling the nuanced details 
of garden design. Working at a larger scale has 
afforded Pearson an opportunity to create larger 
more complex ecologies with subtle interactions 
between species, the very thing which fascinated 
him in his childhood and his throughout 
his studies, and which still acts as the green 
fuse which drives his passion for plants and 
design today. 

“cAmphor trEEs, somE 
oNE thousANd yEAr oLd, 
wErE tAkEN 400 mILEs oN 
Army tANks to crEAtE thE 
shANghAI gArdEN”

One of a series of 15 interrelated 
rooftop agrdens at t Roponggi 
Hills in Tokyo



CloCkwise from 
top left: A 
gardening club has 
ensured ongoing 
maintenance at 
Maggie’s Centre, 
Hammersmith; 
Handyside Gardens is 
a reworking of a 
former good yard in 
Kings Cross
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