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A ómost pleasant and desirableé 
garden of Italyô 

 

 

The partnership of Edwin Lutyens(1869-1944) and Gertrude 
Jekyll (1843-1932) has been portrayed seemingly a very 
simple one, he designed the garden, its layout and its hard 
landscaping detail and she filled this design with plants. 
This chapter seeks to refute this stereotypical view, which 
is largely based on a book by Lawrence Weaver, óThe 
Houses and Gardens of (Sir) Edwin Lutyens  (R.A)ô, 
published in 1913 by Country Life. While acknowledging 
Gertrude Jekyllôs contributions,  the bookôs very title gives 
her no place in the gardens. In Weaverôs work, the idea of a 
direct and strangely gendered division of design and 
planting was established. Formal hard landscaping: 
masculine; soft landscaping: feminine. Simple. Not 
necessarily so. Talented designers and artists of all kinds 
continually feed their ideas with those of others; with their 
own curiosity to know about the past and the present and 
what others have done; they need to know what 
contemporary thinking there is in their chosen profession, 
and beyond. Good design also takes on  an interest in 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 62.  Gertrude Jekyll aged 19, from a sketch  
 by Mary Newton (Private Collection) 
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history, culture and fashion, and people. They have a fascination 
with how people behave and how they react to their environment, 
cultural and physical.  All these factors meld together to produce 
ideas for design which is then brought to bear on new information 
from the client and the site. Individuality, sometimes touched with 
genius, makes new designs out of all these things. In a 
partnership, the sum of all this is apparent, as it is with Edwin 
Lutyens and Gertrude Jekyll at Hestercombe. The first ten years of 
their collaboration, between their first meeting in 1889 and the 
completion of Hestercombe in 1907, were years of teacher/
student, mentor/protégé and developing friendship through the 
work in which they were both involved. Their garden designs of 
this period were all informed and fed by Gertrude Jekyllôs greater 
knowledge and experience. Hestercombe, their masterpiece, was 
more so than any other. It was not so much a client-led garden as 
a collaborative design by Edwin Lutyens and Gertrude Jekyll, his 
mentor and his friend. 

Gertrude Jekyll was a person with years of experience gained 
through travel and paid work before she met the young architect. 
Her knowledge of art and design was fuelled by curiosity and a 
very active delight in discovering new things. As a child she was 
born between two sets of brothers: óit was therefore natural that I 
should be more boy than a girl in my ideas and activities, 
delighting to go up treeséand to do dreadful things with 

gunpowder and all the óboyô sort of thingsô she wrote, and described an engineering workshop of her 
fatherôs which they were all encouraged to use. As a young woman, she used her talents for drawing and 
writing to record her first travels abroad, to the Aegean and Asia Minor, with her friends the Newtons. 
Charles Newton was Keeper of the Greek and Roman antiquities at the British Museum and his younger 
wife, Mary, was an artist. It is to her that we owe a sketch of Gertrude Jekyll at the age of 19, 
concentrating on her own drawing. This sketch shows a thoughtful and absorbed person, and it is a pity 
that this portrait is not as well-known as the later portrait by William Nicholson painted in 1920 which, 
showing her as an óold ladyô has established in the general consciousness a formidable and staid 
Gertrude Jekyll. The woman in Mary Newtonôs sketch is a woman of curiosity and culture, an artist who 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 63.  Gertrude Jekyll in a frilled dress, as 
sketched by Susan Muir Mackenzie (Private  
collection) 
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wants óto get things rightô. A professional woman, Gertrude Jekyllôs diaries for this journey show a lively 
interest and keen observation of her surroundings, plus the ability to retain what she observed for later 
use. She painted the Moroccan landscapes in highly competent watercolours, and sketched objects 
which fascinated her. Back in London she continued her studies and produced paintings for exhibition 
and sale. She met John Ruskin several times. She must have discussed Italy with him, Venice in 
particular; and she started a long friendship with George Watts, a painter then described by Frederic Lord 
Leighton as óEnglandôs Michelangeloô. In 1868 she visited Rome, accompanied by Susan Muir 
Mackenzie, a friend and fellow art student who sat for John Millais. Susan Muir Mackenzie also drew 
Gertrude Jekyll, in an elaborately frilled dress, showing her to be a fashionable young woman of the time.  

In Rome, she toured the sights and sites and undertook 
practical training to improve her own art. She studied 
drawing at Gigiôs Academy, and carving and gilding at the 
workshop of the master craftsman Placida, who taught her 
his skills in this area. It is clear that Gertrude Jekyll was 
conscious of the generosity of a good teacher óI would 
always rather have an Italian as an instructor in handicraft 
é English workmen in general (though I have met with 
some delightful exceptions) seem to have an idea that an 
amateurôs practice may be in competition with their tradeéô. 
This was a generosity she was later to display to Edwin 
Lutyens. In Rome she also gained knowledge of the art of 
the sixteenth-century Renaissance, observing and drawing 
in the Villa Borghese. She must also have seen the 
gardens, although her diaries for these years are 
unfortunately lost. Later comments on the gardens of 
sixteenth-century century Rome show that she had at least  
taken a trip to the Villa DôEste as she seems to cite it 
particularly in captions to illustrations in her book Wall and 
Water Gardens. She gathered similar art and craft 
experiences in Algiers on a half-year visit in 1873-1874, 
under the tuition of the artist George Caley, who introduced 
her to Arabic Mudejar decoration. Mudejar is the term used 
for a Muslim living in Spain during the thirteenth to the 

Fig. 64.  óG.J. makes herself generally usefulô ï a sketch of 
Gertrude Jekyll by Mary Newton 

(Francis Jekyll) 
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sixteenth centuries, some of whom created an Arabic Islamic art of their own. This art was imported to 
Italy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and influenced decoration of ceramics (majolica) and textiles. 
It also influenced the decoration of gardens in mosaic and rock art. Its geometric patterning was imitated 
in the tile-work on buildings and floors, merging with the imitation of Roman patterning. The patterns of 
the Mudejar seems to have particularly intrigued Gertrude Jekyll, for she has many copies in her 
workbook, including one example marked óArt Arabeô which, I think, later became part of the thinking of 
Hestercombe. There are also drawings of intermingled letters, such as her own initials, trying out her own 
version of an Islamic calligraphy but using Roman not Arabic script. It was these visits abroad, combining 
study with social interaction and discussion with experienced and knowledgeable people, which gave 
Gertrude Jekyll invaluable knowledge and skills which she used for the rest of her life. She copied and 
worked out how patterns were made and was fascinated by the use of colour and textures, in Roman 
marbles, and in Arabic and Mudejar decorative arts, including carpets, some of which she brought home 
and which adorned her own house later. She imbibed the vocabulary of ancient architecture and its use 

within Renaissance architecture; she studied 
works by Renaissance artists and absorbed 
their use of colour, perspective and 
composition. She thus combined an 
admiration for order and geometry with a 
fascination for shapes and the intermingling 
of shapes with  colour effects. All these 
things she would use in her work as an artist 
and as a garden designer, both as a 
subconscious background to her work or as 
a conscious imitation, as we shall see at 
Hestercombe.  

At home, after these visits, she continued 
copying, now looking at, works at the 
National Gallery, practising her own skills, 
cultivating acquaintances and friends in 
society and the art world, and establishing 
herself as a professional designer and 
craftswoman. She was one of the first 
women at the South Kensington School of 

Fig. 65.  Gertrude Jekyllôs workshop: note the Arabic carpet on the table. 
(Gertrude Jekyll Collection (1955-1) Environmental Design Archives, Univer-
sity of University, Berkeley) 
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Art, and exhibited at a óFemale Artists 
Exhibitionô. Through her friendship with 
Barbara Leigh Smith (later, Barbara 
Bodichon) she was a member of a hugely 
influential radical social group. Barbara Leigh 
Smith was a cultured artist whose wide range 
of friends and acquaintances included those 
in the Liberal network of her father, MP for 
Norwich, and whose main interests were in 
the education of women, something which 
Gertrude Jekyll would have shared. She 
would  have been included in the political 
discussion among this group  even if she 
herself did not actively join the Liberal party. 
Gertrude Jekyllôs personal artistic network of 
friends included John Ruskin, Edward Burne-
Jones, Dante Gabriel Rossetti as well as G.F. 
Watts. This was not a woman who stayed quietly at home, but someone who was appreciated and greatly 
liked in some of the liveliest political and artistic groups of her time. Nor an amateur, but an artist of great 
ability, knowledge and skill who had work exhibited and commissioned. By the time Edwin Lutyens was 
born, in 1869, Gertrude Jekyll already had a clientele for interior design, textiles (design and embroidery), 
silver and gilt work that included Lord Leighton and the Duke of Westminster. In the mid 1870s she 
started writing for The Garden magazine, founded in 1872 by garden writer William Robinson.  By 1889, 
her first meeting with a 20-year-old Edwin Lutyens (at a tea party of a Mr Mangles, a local friend for whom 
Lutyens was working on his first architectural commission), Gertrude Jekyll was very much in touch with 
the current movements in the arts and crafts, and was quietly developing her lifelong interest in plants, 
advising her friends on their gardens. She was well established, highly thought of, something of a 
ócelebrityô, one with a mass of knowledge and experience. As a woman of nearly fifty, however, she might 
have been wondering what she could do with it all, especially as her poor eyesight was causing her to 
consider giving up some of her close work in crafts such as embroidery and silverwork. She needed to 
find another avenue for her skills, and she needed her own house.  The young Edwin Lutyens came to 
tea and she had found an architect for her house, a friend and protégé; and a new direction into garden 
design. It was akin to the meeting in the mid-twentieth century between the young dancer Rudolf Nureyev 
at the beginning of his career and the older prima ballerina assoluta Margot Fonteyn, who may have 

Fig 66.  Ned and óBumpsô (and one of the cats), as seen by Edwin Lutyens 
(RIBA Drawings Collection) 
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considered that she was at the end of hers. The result in both these cases was a highly creative and 
dynamic partnership between mentor and student who would became equal partners. Both partnerships 
revitalised the mature person and made the younger soar.  Both partnerships created art which makes 
the spine tingle. In both cases, the younger one, having absorbed all the older one could teach, took off to 
find great success. Before this flight took place for Edwin Lutyens, but after he had worked with Gertrude 
Jekyll many times, in 1903 he took on a commission for a garden around an existing house, one whose 
final design shows Gertrude Jekyllôs input and influence in every inch.  

Edwin Lutyens first visited the owners of the house and land at Hestercombe Viscount and Mrs Portman, 
in August 1903 and wrote to his wife condemning the house: óvery bad architecturally,ô but adding that 
óthe gardens might be lovelyô, and he thought his visit was a success. He was right, the Portmans became 
clients; although the Viscount suggested a budget for £1000, while Edwin Lutyens thought £10,000 might 
be better and hoped Mrs Portman might support this. Mrs Portman prevailed, a contract was made and 
work started the following year.  

Hestercombe  

The existing house was built on a plateau cut into a slope with a view from one side of the property over 
the Somerset countryside towards Taunton. The Viscount Portman, grandfather of Edwin Lutyensô client, 
had had the house remodelled. At that time, it appeared as a dull, grey, looming, somewhat ugly building 
on the Taunton Vale side. One of the challenges for Lutyens as the garden designer was to draw the eye 
away from the house. This gave him the chance to make a bold statement; a chance to create an 
individual fantasy, independent of the house. So successful was this at Hestercombe that, on my own first 
visit there, I hardly noticed the house at all, nor could I remember afterwards what it looked like.   

There is no record of a brief from the Portmans for a particular style, it was simply the usual requirement 
for a garden of beauty which could be shown off. It was therefore a carte blanche brief, but developed 
with a client, Mrs Portman, who took the most interest in its construction. She was undoubtedly enthused 
and led by Edwin Lutyens towards a final design of his choice. It is probable that Mrs Portman readily 
acquiesced to the idea of a garden in the then fashionable Italian style as seen in numerous garden 
photographs in magazines and books of the time.  

During the period, Lutyens was running a busy practice on his own.  He was kept especially busy with 
commissions for new houses, many of which Gertrude Jekyll had initiated though introductions to friends 
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in Surrey who then became his clients. Many of these would have gardens designed with her. By this time he 
would have acquired a good knowledge of Jekyllôs ideas and method as a designer, not least through his work 
on her house at Munstead Wood. She gave him a hard time over the design of her house (the garden was al-
ready laid out), and their relationship must have been one of talk, talk, argue, draw, discuss and agreeé
eventuallyé but it was finally completed wholly to her satisfaction and pride.  No doubt while this work was be-
ing undertaken there would have been walks round the plants and endless imparting of horticultural information, 
as well as discussion of colour schemes, the shape and form of plants as single specimens and in association 
with each other, and the combination of plants with architecture. There would have been discussion about Ital-
ian design in particular, for she had been there and he had not. For it is Italian design which forms the basis of 
the concept for Hestercombe, a concept which integrates intricacies of Arabic decoration, that could only have 
come about through Jekyllôs passion for Italian and Arabic design.  

 
A response by Lutyens to an address by Thomas Mawson at the Architectural Association in 1908, after Hester-
combeôs completion,  provides a summary of the main design concept at Hestercombe: óevery wall, path, stone 
and  flower bed has a relative value to the central idea. A garden scheme should have a backbone ï  a central 
idea beautifully phrasedô. The design at Hestercombe indeed has a central idea (decorated geometric) whose 
beautiful phrasing, executed through patterns of hard and soft materials, and carefully considered in relation to 
the whole, is also, I think, thoroughly informed by Jekyllôs experiences of Italian and Arabic design. 
 
Jekyllôs venture into Italian design at Hestercombe is clearly foreshadowed in her 1901 book, Wall and Water 
Gardens. Here, in a chapter curiously titled óA Lily Tank in a Formal Gardenô, is a description of a garden that 
she would like to make, which sounds very much like the kernel of the design at Hestercombe. 
The chapter is fronted in the first editions by photographs of the Villa DôEste avenue of fountains and a ópool in 
an Italian garden surrounded with a balustradeô (actually the pool at the Villa Torlonia, Rome). Jekyll writes, óHad 
I ever had occasion to design a garden in what I should consider the most reasonable interpretation of the good 
Italian styleéô beginning ad explanation of her ideas that will run to several pages, with a drawn plan and a full 
description. There is a second photograph of the DôEste garden  captioned óthe garden as described and shown 
on the plan is of this typeô. She prefaces this imaginary design with a wistful paragraph with which modern de-
signers will empathise, admitting that she has been  



8 

 

 

 
Fig. 67.  Plan of Gertrude Jekyllôs óidealô Italian garden, as it appeared (partly drawn 
over) before it was tidied up for publication in Wall and Water Gardens. (Gertrude 
Jekyll Collection (1955-1) Environmental Design Archives, University of California, 
Berkeley) 

obliged to practise only the free and 
less costly ways of gardeningô when 
she would have liked to have had 
enough budget to create an 
óextremely costlyô formal garden with 
plenty of water. To her, water was 
important: óin my formal garden the 
only sounds of its own need or mak-
ing would be the soothing and ever-
delightful music of falling and running 
waterô plus óthe feeling of repose that 
is suggested by a surface of still wa-
terô . Hestercombe, with Lutyens, be-
came this opportunity, to create, a 
formal Italian garden with an equality 
of hard landscaping and planting, 
and the sound of water, also. Hester-
combe had a large lake in exactly the 
right place to feed water into the new 
garden. 

 
Her plan drawing in the book is a 
very neat architectural drawing. It is 
unattributed, so it must be assumed 
that it is her work as author of the 
book.  The original, unpublished, 
drawing is in the Berkeley University  
Gertrude Jekyll collection and is on 
their website under the Hestercombe 
title. An interesting location, as the 
drawing is plainly not of Hester-
combe. It may have been so labelled 
by Beatrice Farrand, the American 
landscape architect who  


