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PUBLIC PROJECTS

Private lives  
Many garden designers are moving from private commissions to the major public  

projects that have largely been the preserve of landscape architecture firms.  
Darryl Moore asks what this means for our profession – and our public spaces

in Public Places

The boundaries between designing 
private and public spaces may seem 
distinct, with the former generally handled 

by garden designers while landscape architects 
are employed to address the latter. But many 
practitioners have comfortably accommodated 
working on both sides of the fence. The 
talents of Geoffrey Jellicoe, Brenda Colvin and 
Sylvia Crowe were equally adept at meeting 
the demands of both realms across lengthy 
careers in the post-war world, ripe with idealistic 
possibilities for shaping new landscapes.

Yet since that mid-century heyday, public 
and corporate spaces have largely become the 
domain of big landscape architectural firms such 
as Townshends and Gillespies. Their tasteful, 
high-quality, yet ultimately conservative and 
horticulturally minimal designs usually serve to 
highlight the importance of the corporate world 
rather than enliven our experience of spaces.

An exception that proved the rule was Scottish 
landscape architects Gross Max who, sensing a 
degree of ennui in their industry, looked instead 
to the world of garden design for inspiration. 
Drafting in designer and plant guru Piet Oudolf for 
his first UK public commission, their collaboration 
on Potters Fields Park was a dramatic step for a 
public space. Embracing the New Perennial style 
of planting, and thus a different maintenance 
approach to the traditional municipal model, 
required a leap of faith. A trust was established 
to manage the park and ensure that the vision 
for the densely planted space, which provides 

areas of discrete enclosure and immersion, will 
be upheld through the employment of a head 
gardener and a long-term budget for upkeep. 
The success of the park can be seen in its 
dynamic vitality and the public’s response.

Realising the importance of this, and of 
other projects involving garden designers, local 
green infrastructure advocates, Team London 
Bridge, recently launched a design initiative to 
complement the area’s outstanding architectural 
pedigree of current and future iconic buildings 
by Foster, Piano and Grimshaw, by promoting 
the high-quality landscapes within the locale. 
The ‘London Bridge by Design’ campaign 
promotes Potters Field Park, the SGD award-
winning Gibbon’s Rent by Sarah Eberle and 
Andrew Burns, and the bright, bold Greenwood 
Theatre project by Joe Swift and local resident, 
fashion designer Zandra Rhodes.

Living walls
One forthcoming addition to the area will 
be Dan Pearson’s design for Fielden House, 
due to be constructed next to The Shard, 
including four sky gardens and ground-level 
greening with a living wall. Further along the 
South Bank is his collaboration with Thomas 
Heatherwick, the Garden Bridge, touted by many 
as London’s riposte to the success of New York’s 
legendary The High Line. The Garden Bridge, 
having been green lighted by both Lambeth and 
Westminster councils, is moving into the next 
phase of development. Meanwhile, Pearson 

has been busy in another part of the capital 
welcoming a more garden-design led approach. 
His recent Handyside Gardens in Kings Cross 
fuses a historical narrative of the area’s industrial 
past with a contemporary plant-laden design. 
His work for developers Argent includes a 
series of garden spaces in a master plan for the 
development by Townshends.

Nearby, the recent station makeover featured 
a new front plaza designed by Christopher 
Bradley-Hole and Brita von Schoenaich, 
whose practice comfortably vacillates between 
domestic and corporate realms. Sitting 
alongside Pearson’s work will be a new garden 
by Tom Stuart-Smith, whose practice is another 
that is deft in multiple arenas. The studio is also 
progressing a design beyond the planning 
phase, on a new riverside development in 
Hurlingham with architects Hopkins.

Andy Sturgeon has recently grown his studio 
to accommodate an influx of public projects. His 
commissions for two iconic site developments, 
Battersea Power Station and Earls Court, have 
squarely put garden design in the public eye. 
His ‘Garden of the Elements’ referencing Fire, 
Water and Air, to embody the original use of 
the power station, occupies a combined area of 
2.5 acres spread over three unique roof gardens 
to provide flexible green spaces.

Obviously the Olympic Park was a key tipping 
point, putting garden design centre stage and 
offering a huge public audience the chance to 
experience high-class horticulture at close range 
as visitors, and remotely through the media. The 
gardens by Nigel Dunnett, James Hitchmough 
and Sarah Price created for 2012 continue to 
resonate today, rippling further across the 
site, while the feel-good factor provided by the 

“mANy PRACTITIONERS hAvE COmfORTABLy 
ACCOmmODATED wORkING ON BOTh SIDES Of ThE fENCE“
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main event was matched by a pride in British 
garden culture which has provided a boost in 
confi dence in adventurous planting.

The Mayor of London’s Pocket Parks funding 
initiative for smaller scale public projects has 
provided a platform for novel design approaches. 
In Hackney, Daniel Lobb’s collaboration with 
Gavin Turk and Deborah Curtis, The Breakers 
Yard at the National Trust property Sutton House, 
features quirky takes on the property’s past, 
including a 1970s caravan turned stately home.

Importance of planting
On the nearby Trelawney Estate, my own 
practice, Moore Harrison, has devised a park 
which pays homage to the site’s 19th century 
history as the Loddiges Nursery, which at the 
time boasted not only a formidably wide-ranging 
catalogue, but also the largest greenhouse in the 
country. The park’s planting plan uses a palette 
based on stock originally carried by the nursery. 

So what is it that the current wave of garden 
designers are bringing to public spaces and what 
are they offering that is different to traditional 
landscape architects? One possibility is that 
the precious defi cit of interesting public spaces 
refl ects what is know as the Social Aspiration 
Gap, the disparity between the world the public 
wishes to live in and the one that currently 
exists. Garden designers’ experience in working 
with domestic clients is a very intimate one 
which involves realising designs that refl ect 

needs, aspirations and expressions of identity. 
Landscape architects usually have to work with 
a broader brush and accommodate a more 
idealised composite audience. By tapping into 
aspirations and creating spaces with intimate 
appeal which feel more personal and human 
scale, garden designers can tap into perceived 
senses of safety, security and wellbeing. 
Conversely, for designers the recognition of 
their work by larger audiences is something 
that brings a different type of satisfaction from 
gardens on a domestic scale.

Another reason lies in the greater acceptance 
of the need for green infrastructure in cities. 
While this can be applied in fairly effective yet 
mundane ways, this often ignores the aesthetic 
benefi ts, which can provide added social 
value at no extra cost. This can be an essential 
proponent of any public project, and a driver 
to developing both ecologically and socially 
sustainable schemes. In this respect, planting 
punches well above its weight, and its ability to 
provide a sense of transformation in urban areas, 
to which the public overwhelmingly respond 
in a positive manner, is evident. The fact that 
most garden designers place a premium on the 
importance of planting within their practice, 
provides an upper hand over landscape architects.

Yet while designers may have a certain 
personal bedside manner and botanical 
acumen, this is no guarantee to success in the 
public realm. Creating fl exible spaces which 

From Top
Dan Pearson’s design 
for Fielden House 
next to the shard; 
andy sturgeon’s 
boiler House square 
rooftop garden; 
Moore Harrison’s 
design for a park at 
trelawney estate
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“IDEAL DESIGNS ARE EASy TO COmE UP wITh,  
BUT ENSURING STAkEhOLDER BUy-IN, AND ThE mILL  
Of PUBLIC CONSULTATION, IS ANOThER mATTER“
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respond to the diverse needs of multiple groups 
with invested interests is no easy ask. Ideal 
designs are easy to come up with, but dealing 
with ongoing meetings with stakeholders to 
ensure buy-in, and then putting them through 
the mill of public consultation is another matter 
again. Revision, compromise and further 
revision can often mean a protracted process 
which necessitates resilience, perseverance and 
an ability to synthesise the demands of many 
voices within a unified design.

In this respect, public projects involve a 
certain economy of scale. The implicit time 
demands can stretch over many years and the 
increase in workload can require a certain 
business infrastructure to endure. The jump 
from dealing with individuals, couples or 
families, to communities, corporates and 
local authorities is an appreciable one. The 
significant increase in public work for both 
Dan Pearson and Andy Sturgeon has seen their 
studios expanding to accommodate more staff, 
including landscape architects, in order to 
extend skill sets and productivity.

The increase in paperwork, in particular if 
project management is involved, also increases 
exponentially. RAMS, CDM, induction 
procedures, site permits, tender processes and 
planning procedures are generally a lot more 
exhaustive than at a domestic scale, and involve 
a stricter adherence to policies and procedures, 
while the hike in insurance premiums can 
be prohibitive, as most contracts stipulate 

a significantly high public liability policy 
guaranteed for periods of up to six years.

Physical scale does not necessarily define a 
clear distinction between the private and public, 
as the size of residential projects can often far 
exceed that of the contemporary penchant for 
urban micro sites. However, ground soil quality, 
rubble compaction, hazardous waste, access to 
numerous services, and noise and air pollution, 
all provide very specific modes of address. Also, 
planting en masse in the public eye can provide 
perils, as anything obviously not proceeding to 
plan can appear glaringly obvious.

Meanwhile, future-proofing of materials is 
essential, so that standard hardscape elements 
can not only be replaced when needed due to 
wear and tear, but will be consistently compliant 
with local authority regulations, to facilitate a 
cohesion of the local landscape language.

The matter of maintenance
But perhaps the key concern is the matter of 
maintenance. While obviously important in 
any type of scheme, keeping up appearances 
in public spaces in a sustainable manner is an 
imperative issue, and something that is always 
on the table on day one of any discussions 
about a potential project. The long-term 
success of any scheme is as much to do with 
maintenance as it is with design itself. But the 
necessary funding is always a key concern in 
less-than-buoyant financial times, especially 
when local authorities are called to account 

for ‘value for money’. Often novel approaches, 
realistic community initiatives and new 
business models are needed. Team London 
Bridge have an ongoing relationship with charity 
St Mungo’s Broadway, whose horticultural wing 
Putting Down Roots trains homeless people in 
horticultural skills, aiming to boost their self-
esteem and help them return to the workforce.

The increase in urban design has highlighted 
many aspects of growing importance that 
are generally anathema to garden designers, 
yet need to be understood by anyone who 
wishes to throw their hats in the ring. Matters 
of formal and informal dwelling, way finding, 
pedestrian flows, narrative progression, the 
balancing of simple and complex spaces, 
accessibility and legibility, are all important 
factors for consideration.

So while the future of the design of public 
spaces certainly looks set to be shaped more 
by garden designers who wish to satisfy a 
larger audience with their design visions, 
more landscape architects may well also adopt 
a more garden-orientated path. There are also 
an increasing number of exciting collaborative 
options emerging, bringing together multi-
disciplinary teams with various iterations of 
garden designers, landscape architects, artists, 
architects and engineers. The question is 
perhaps less about who is actually designing 
the spaces and more about the quality of 
them. Are they flexible, do they provide 
opportunities for different user groups to 
be engaged and stimulated, do they offer 
intimate encounters with plants to reinforce 
connections with natural processes, do they 
address matters of sustainability, and do they 
make our cities more liveable?  

PUBLIC PROJECTS



Facing page sketch of 
Hurlingham riverside 
development, designed by 
tom stuart-smith.  
This page (From Top) 
andy sturgeon’s design 
for earls court; tom 
stuart-smith’s Hurlingham 
is now being progressed D
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DESIGNERS IN PUBLIC REALm


