NEW ICONIC

Charles Quest-Ritson considers Tom Stuart-Smith's design and planting
of the gardens’ vast neo-Italianate parterres to be a masterpiece
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TRENTHAM HAS ALWAYS BEEN AN ICOMIC GARDEM. It was rmeant to aniggrd'_;.h}r
be. Sir Charles Barry laid it out in 18490 for the superrich second Duke
of Butherland, It was Barry's first major commission and he choss the
[talianzte style. There were halustrades, statues, parterros, fountains,
clipped yews and a broad central axis that ran from the house for 250
yards until you arrived at a cast of Callini’s Perseus on the edpe of
Capability Brown's lake The parterres alone spread over 10 aores an
two levels, ard the parkiand Lw the side was spacloushy planted with
specimen trees, Barry krew the gardens of ltaly and saw himself as
an apostle of the tatian revival, Did he reinvent the falizn renaissance
garden at Trentham? Mo, but he reinterpreted it Trentham was the first
signiticant talianate garden in Britain, and certainly the greatest. Only
it scale prevants it from bieing truly ltalian. 1t was pricarily a
siatermnent of wealth and power,

The Cuke was lortunate enough to have a brilliant harticuliurist as head
gardener. George Fleming stuffed the formal gardens with show-off
displays of tender exptica, Scarlet geraniums and purple heliotropes
filled the perterres, These spectacular plantings were instrumental in
popularising the use of seasonal bedding plants. Yes, it wes an
eutremely labourintensive process, but the Duke was & rich mar: and
his gardens were intended to amaze. 5o Trertham invented batk e
rec-talian style and the practice of bedding out, It was the contrast
between them that made the garden iconic,
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Early-morning wirw in |abe summer acroes the extensively planted parterres to the lake




NEW ICONIC

Sir Charles Barry reauilt the howse too, but it was demolished in
1910-12. ‘Wnen | first saw Trentham, more than 35 years ago, it made
a sorry municipal sight: a run-down structure, miserly plantings and
glorious tarmac surfaces, It resded new capital, new ideas and new
management to guararites its continued sxistence. Trentham had to
wail for an economic renaissance bafore these became a reality — the
result of a regenesation praject shared between the local authority,
Stoke City Council, ard the dewlopment company St Modwen
Praperties ple. Qutsice the peace of Trentham gardens today = 50 calm
and spaciowus that you scarcely notice other visitors, even on a sunny
Saturday afternoon in July - lies a huge village-style complex of shops,
restaurants and eafis, where visitnrs are persuaded to part with their
frorey in exchange for pheasure. It's this new Jerusalem that has made
the revival of Trentham gardens possibile.

larm Stuart-Smith was asked to restore and replant the gardens. He
preserved the Italanate stracture but chose to pack it with ‘new
perennial plantings’. The raises edges of the parterres would have
steppe or Mediterranean species and the lower parts be put to damp-
lowing plants. But the proportions within the parterres were all wrong -
he neaded to enlarge the beds and double the area of planting, which
he did, Mow you can walk inta the heart of the parterres to get up closs
and personal with plants. Tall, lush, leafy perennials thrive in the damp
sections, where Eupaioiums and Rudbeckias tower above you in late
summern. Mass plartings of bulbs give colour i spring, ard these are
followsd by swathes of irises (over 5,000 plants) for May, unfil the
herbaceaus interest gets going: salvias, sedums, Verbena honarlensis,
alliums, knautias, euphorbias, dahlias, penstemons and pasonies in the
dry parts. It's still the scale that amazes: those ten acres now boast
100,000 perennials and 120,000 bulbs.

How are they planted? Stronger colours near tha howse (which is going
tar b rebuilt shorthyd merge into cooker tones &5 wou then mave towards
the lake. Small groupings that wark well together are repeated, to buld
up their effect, and the plantings everywhers are thick, Tall grasses
{Shpa gigantea, Miscanthus = gigantaus and Calamagrostis x sculiflors)
provice vertical structure urtil they ane then cut back down in January.
Stuart-Smith has planted them arrhiythmically, 25 a network that
reprasents the Rver Trent and its tributares. This is not completely
chnicus, and its visual effect is neutral, but the idea behind it definitely
tickles the inteliect

What's s0 new about Trentharn? Let's look again at the history of
‘maocern perennial planting’ It owes its ariging to the naturalistic styles
developed by the Potsdarm rurseryman Karl Farster from about 1900
arwards. There are stunning sxamples at Grugapark in Essen,
Westfalenpark in Dertrmund and Westpark in Munich. The style spread
cuickly to the Metherlands and Morth America but was slow o gain
appraciation among the more traditionalist English, who worship the
remory of Gertrude lekyll. One of its earliast champiors was Noel
Kangsbury, who had studied the Gerrman models and immediately
understond their potential in the British Isles. His book, The New
Pevenmial Garden, and his garcens at Cowley - now lost —wsre enicial
catahysts; their importance
cannot bz overemphasised. Dan
Pearson ard Christopher Bradleay-
Hiale were also quick to expiore
tha possibilities. Then came Jobn
Coke's garden at Bury Court and
Piet Dudali's wark at Scampston,
bt the former is small in scale
arwd the latber looks like an
attemnpt to create a wisitor
attractan ina rather dutl wallad
garden, Structura is essential to
thi success of this style. Henk
Gerritsen demonstrates at Priona
in Cverijssel, and in his English
masterpeace at Waltham Place,
that the greater the liberation
from traditicnal idess, the greater
the reed for firm shapes, crisp
boundaries and neat hedges.

Sovwhy s Trentharm so ‘icanic’?
Simply put, it's because of the
contrast batween the vast
Italiznate layout and the fres
perannial plantings. Stuart-3mith

Tom Stuart-Smith has created form and colour at every season: the irises and geraniums in the foreground will shartly take mer from the tulips calls it "a dramatic juxtaposition
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of opposing sty'es,” But there i= more to Trantham than that, For a Phuto courtesy of Emma Fox
garden to be abla to gualify as ‘iconic’ it really has to be young or
young-ish, innowative, high-achieving, publicly accessible and financially
secure What distinguishes Trentham from previous ‘new perennial
gardens’ i1 Britain is its scale - it is still a show-off garden —and the
wiay the ‘dramatic justzpositions’ reveal Stuart-Smith at the peak of his
creativity. It s intelligently managed and visitor nurmbaers are rising
quickly = up to an impressive 270,000 last year. Trentham s opulsnt,
wciting, challenging and beautifully maintained. Anc this is the clever
bit: Torn Stuart-Smith designed nis makeover in such a way Lhal at

arny time the plantings can all be quickly removed and Trentham
restored to its original 1840 structure,

Trentham Gardens are open fo the pubtiic all year. Other featuras incivde &
grass amphitheatre, twalve show gardens, a8 siumpery. 2 Botager, ancw
maze fopen Easter 2008 and Piet Oudoif's eight-acre foral praine and
natiuea) meadaw, which 15 worth 3 visit in its own nght. Contact them on
(1782 646646 or www. trenthamzandens. co.uk
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