PERSONAL HISTORY:
TOM STUART-SMITH
- Tom StuartSmith, he 42
vear ald landscope
gesigner hos been
practising as a qualiiea
landscope architect
atre ]QSA {:h-gi"_‘."y
he read zoology al
Cambridge Liniversity
[1978-81]; fen
kandscope design of
hanchester University | 198 183}, Ha has
worked for landseape archilect Hal Moggridge
and for Michoe! Brown on o number of projects.
Then, atter lacving Brown's practice, he dewak
oped his cwn design business which he
describes as o "beneticial experience in under
standing howe o ren a business”. He then joined
londszape architeciure procice Elizabeth Bonks
Associotes, Hoving worked there bor eight vears,
he wonied fo downsize in 1998 — "nat work for
o large company” and “to have mare coantel

on project details” — and his curent business
s crecied.
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Working in a range of styles and locations
has provided landscape designer

Tom Stuart-Smith with a broad
understanding of designing exterior space.
Chris Young met him to find out more

Whether Tom Stuart-5mith would agree or not, his
name has became synonymous with technically
sound — and beautiful — interpretations of histor-
ical gardens. Whether it be the styvle of landscape
designer Andre Le Nétre reinterpreted at the Rowal
Horticultural Society Chelsea Flower Show in
2000, ar the historical proportions of a stately
home, Start-Smith has an in-built understanding
of proportion and space. Yet such work is not his
only forte, as scen in his Laurent-Perrier Harpers amd
Clueen parden’ at Chelsea in 20001, in which a strong
contemporary structure was over-planted with a
modern, meadow-like perennial mix.

It was an element of fate, rather than a cradle-born
calling, that led the 42 vear old into gardens.
Having opted to read zoology at Cambridge
Liniversity in 1978, he realised at the end of the
course that studying “the jaw bones of primates was



not my ultimate aim.” At the same time he was
lucky enough ta mect two significant landscape
designers: Sir Geoblrey lellicoe and Lanning Roper,
Stuart-Smith remembers them fondly, and recalls
that Roper "was a completely charming man.” With

such contacts and an inauisiive mind, he decided

to attend a landscape design course at Manchester
University, "Overall, the course was intellectuzlly
unstimulating,” he states, "except for one lecturer
Alan Ruff, whose discussions on ecological
approaches to design really caught my imagina-
tion. " Since then, he has not looked hack.

DESIGNS IN DETAIL

Having worked for a range of landscape practices,
as well as periods on his own, he has found a happy
he shares an office in London with
landscape historian Todd Longstatbe-Gowan and
garden designer Jinny Blom. "We work on some

medium

projects together,” he states, "but generally 1 work
on my own.” This set-up nat only gives him the
freedom o monitor projects, but has the benefit of
close peer interaction. "It would not be good o
work purely on my own,” he adds. 'l have tried and
it can be a very lonely experience.”

Stuart-Smith has a natural desire tor quality and
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varied experience. After leaving Manchester
Llniversity in 1983, he worked bor landscape archi-
tect Hal Moggridge — "a great experience”. After
three vears he left to work on urban design projects
in London with Michael Brown, but was unhappy,
“as | was working on a lot of Sainsbury supermarket
car parks”. After a couple of years he left 1o spend
time renovating hic home in Hertfordshire, and
undertaking private garden design commissions.
‘IGarden designer| Penelope Hobhouse was a
{riend of the family,” he explains, “and she gave me
my first project — a garden surrounding a Lutvens
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this project, Stuart-Smith smiles: "t was a2 hugely
helphul expericnce in learning to deal with rich, im-
patient clients!” After a while he became dissatisfied
with working on his own, and joined the landscape
architecture practice of Elizabeth Banks Associates,
which specialises in a range of corporate, private,

historical and large-
projecis. "]
worked for cight hap-
py vears at ERA " he
explains. 5o
theretare, did he leave

scale

why
such a prestigious
company? "Mainly because | was working in a hier-
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an' rather than take up a semi-managerial role.” He
also cites the perennial complaint by many land-
scape architects that their skill is anly part of a team
— and often “deemed significantly less than that of
architects or engineers’

FRESH START

While working for FEA, Stuarc-Smith was
approached by Chanel fashion house to design a
sarden for Karl Lagerfeld at RHS Chelsea Flower
Show in 1998 ] designed ‘Le Bosquet de Chanel
garden, and really enjoved it," he admits. That
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tice. "l realised then how much [ enjoyed designing
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completion,” he explains. “The show is absolutely
exhausting, but great fun
to show ar Chelsea,” he says. "You also have com-
plete control.” In 2000 he created 'A garden in

which is why | continue

homage to Le Natre', in 2001 'Laurent-Perrier
Harpers and Oieen garden’ (the stunning red sand-
stone bench, sitting over a blank-lined pond) —
and in 2003 ke will be designing another, -
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| am not frustrated by the
historical tag— | make new
gardens in old settings

HOME FROM HOME

Ore of thie ullimete Benslits bor Stuad Smith in his
understanding of plants and design, is hoving the
cpaciunity o
proctise af his
hams in Serge
Hill, Herfarashie
labove and =i
The garden {jusl
under one hectores)
feciures soma of of
his fenvaurite planls
— includi g
achinacea, mis
canihus, stachys
and verbioscums.

CONTACT DETAILS
Torm Stuarsmith. 43 Cletkemesl Bood . Llondan
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TOM STUART-SMITH

In response to the claim that Chelsea is theatre
with little in the way of 'honest planting' [(mixing
spring flowering bulbs with summer lowering
shrubs for example), Stwart-Smith replics: "The
show is a stage set, an opportunity to see gardens
on their own as installations.” He disputes the claim
that Chelsea should be more realistic, arguing that
it is an opportunity to give the public ideas with-
out limits”, However, he agrees that planting
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garden that not only looked good in Mav, "but

watld continue to look good later in the vear”

Some wanld assume that exhibhiting at Chelsea

wotld lead a designer to receive turther commis-



sians, but Stuart-Smith believes that it raises the
profile of the designer, rather than securing work”,
Much of his work is from recommendations and
contacts, yet he always retains an ethical stance: ']
do not work on projects that | leel opposed (o in
principle” he states. Barely does this happen though,
as Stuart-Smith's manner could easily persuade a
client into changing their mind — though never to
the paint where he would impase 1oo many al his
own preferences. "When clients change their mind
or aller the design,” he explains, "l enjoy it see no
reason why designs should not be adaptable, and as
designers we must incorporate that.”

He recognises that many of his clients are very
wealthy, which allows him to work on magnificent
gardens, often in stunning locations {all over
Europe) — yet this is not his only wark, He has
been working for four vears on a large-scale project
al Trentham Gardens, Stoke on Trent: “The land-
scape project at Trentham is potentially amazing,"
he enthuses, "The 350ha site features a Charles
Barry garden and a Capability Brown park. The
client wants ta create retail development on the
cast side af the site, and some wooden haliday
lodges on the southern tip, while rebuilding the
house [demaolished in 1912] ta be used as a hatel."
Stuart-Smith was employed to “explore and under-
stand the site, and give guidance as to how the
development could be successfully integrated into
the landscape.” This work abviously stimulates
him, vet he has opted not to take the project any
further: "It | was to execute my recommendations, |

would need to employ a whole team of landscape
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ance of my work." It is tor that reason that he has
made way for Land Use Consultants to take over
the running of the project

UNDEFINED TERRITORY

Oine of the interesting aspects of Stuart-Smith's
work is to see haw his design stvle will evolve
LIndoubtedly he has a skill and extensive know-
ledge in the relatively fommal, traditional siyle ol
designs, hut he is keen not ta be stereotvped. 1 am
not frustrated by the historical tag,” he savs, “but |
make new gardens in old settings. Sometimes they
may be historical, other times they may take influ-
ences from the past and be recreated in a modern
interpretation,” he continues.

Speaking with Stuart-Smith in his London office, it
can be seen that he is a skilled designer: his some-
what chaotic filing svstem belies the knowledge
that he has accumulated over his woarking life. He
has carved our an enviahle niche, warking for a
predominantly wealthy clientele on a range of sites,
but there is maore to him than that, He is a designer
who likes to work on a range of projects (private to
public, grand to intimate), but as long as he can
keep his "hands on” approach. Mayhbe the desire to
know details and facts, an evident part of his zoo-
logical training, has had a more profound impact
than at first imagined
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