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Designed by Tom Stuart-Smith MSGD, Le Jardin Secret in 
Marrakech is a lavish retreat in the heart of the Medina 
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Aloe barbadensis, Bauhinia variegata 
‘Alba’ and Opuntia robusta are just 
some of the plants featured in the 
Exotic Garden at Le Jardin Secret 
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 Behind the excitement, heat and noise 
of Marrakech’s streets lie plenty of 
once-grand buildings, some restored 
and some still languishing. Once the 

city was also full of gardens, but its story over 
the past century is overwhelmingly one of 
more buildings and less gardened space. This 
trend is comprehensively bucked by Le Jardin 
Secret, a lavish new garden in the Medina. 

The site is an historic one, which housed 
palaces from the 1700s to the 1930s, when 
the property was sub-divided, its central 
spaces and grandeur obscured. After complex 
negotiations, it was bought in 2008 by Lauro 
Milan, an Italian who had already developed 
properties in Marrakech. The initial plan was for 
a hotel, but the global financial downturn put 
paid to that; the restoration of the site’s historic 
buildings and making them a visitor attraction 
then became the focus. 

In 2013, Sante Giovanni Albonetti, another 
Italian working in Marrakech, joined the 
project, with the idea of making a new garden. 
From this point things moved impressively fast: 
Albonetti contacted Tom Stuart-Smith MSGD 

to ask if he would design the new garden. The 
answer was an enthusiastic yes; construction 
work began in July 2014; and the garden opened 
to visitors in March 2016. 

Why choose a UK designer? Albonetti is 
clear: “For me it was obvious… there’s less 
extravagance; they are more disciplined… and 
the process is managed.” That’s a heartening 
testimonial to the international reputation of 
UK garden designers – and it shows us what we 
have to live up to.

Secret retreat 
Through an almost-anonymous door off a 
commercial street, the visitor emerges into a 
serene, monochrome entrance hall, with a calm 
square pool and glimpses of plant forms and 
colours beyond. 

The entrance hall leads to the smaller half of 
Le Jardin Secret: the Exotic Garden. This is what 
Stuart-Smith calls “a complete kind of pile-up 
of every single kind of plant you can imagine to 
give colour at every season” – but it’s a hugely 
sculptural pile-up, which balances strong forms 
and textures against the matt dark-grey outside 
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“THE GARDEN IS A SHOWCASE FOR MOROCCAN CRAFTS, WITH 
TILED BEJMAT PATHS, TADELAKT PLASTER FINISH TO WALLS AND 
INTRICATE PAINTED PATTERNS ON INTERIOR WALLS”

LEFT The garden is 
hidden behind walls 
right in the Medina of 
Marrakech. Its 
layout follows many 
of the principles of 
Islamic garden design  
ABOVE Olive trees 
frame the formal 
Islamic Garden, where 
citrus are planted in 
drifts of Stipa 
tenuissima, and 
benches are situated 
around fountains in 
each quadrant 



42 43JUNE 2017      GARDEN DESIGN JOURNAL  

INTERNATIONAL: MOROCCO

“BIRDSONG PROVIDES THE 
BACKGROUND TO LOCALS  
AND TOURISTS CHATTING  
ON THE TERRACES AND  
DREAMING ON THE ISLAMIC 
GARDEN BENCHES”

wall of the entrance hall and the burnt-red 
pavilion. This leads the visitor through into the 
second and larger space, the Islamic Garden. 
Here is a composition familiar from Islamic 
gardens of all ages: four-part division with water 
forming axes and pools, productive trees for 
shade and ornament, and planting beds bounded 
by clipped hedging.

Birdsong provides the background to locals 
and tourists chatting on the terraces and 
dreaming on the Islamic Garden benches. Shade 
is at a premium, especially in the Islamic Garden 
with its relatively small trees, so edges and 
corners are places to linger. 

Le Jardin Secret is a showcase for Moroccan 
crafts, with tiled bejmat garden paths, 
tadelakt plaster finish to walls and intricate 
painted patterns on interior walls. The painting 
was designed and executed by Hicham Ad, 
a third-generation artist who still works 
on the site. What does he think about the 
non-Moroccan owners and designers? As an 
artist, all that matters to him is a client with 
the right values. 

Constructing the garden required very 
particular planning and site management, 
however, for working in temperatures of more 
than 40°C. The only practical way to transport 
construction materials and large plants 
through the narrow Medina streets was to bring 
them on carts at night. 

Initially, Stuart-Smith’s design for the Exotic 
Garden was completely different, but University 
of Granada archaeologists discovered original 
water channels that confirmed that this part of 
the site was originally at a lower level, so Stuart-
Smith “had to tear up Plan A”. Multiple routes 
were needed through the Exotic Garden to 
accommodate high visitor numbers. Steps and 
handrails would take up too much space, so the 
“quite difficult decision” was taken not to expose 
the rediscovered water cisterns, but to raise the 
level of the whole Exotic Garden and remove the 
need for steps.

The only pre-existing plants in Le Jardin 
Secret were a group of large palms; everything 
else was sourced from Moroccan and Sicilian 

WHO’S WHO
Garden
Le Jardin Secret, 121 Rue 
Mouassine, 40030 Marrakech 
Medina, Morocco
www.lejardinsecret 
marrakech.com

Construction
Marrakech 3000 Builders, 
Marrakech, Morroco

Artist
Hicham Ad,  
Marrakech, Morocco

Nurseries 
Casa Botanica, Morocco. 
www.casabotanica.ma
Piante Faro, Strada 
Provinciale, 117, 95014 
Carrubba di Giarre, Catania, 
Italy. Tel: +39 (0)95 7780511 
www.piantefaro.com

OPPOSITE The Exotic 
Garden features a rill 
that runs between the 
red and grey pavilions, 
and planting including 
Kalanchoe beharensis
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nurseries. The planting palette comprises 
subjects traditionally grown in Morocco, and 
there is still growing to be done; last October, 
the texture of the underplanting of Stipa 
tenuissima, Lavandula dentata var. candicans and 
Tulbaghia violacea was uneven, and the clipped 
hedging on the north-facing edge needed to bulk 
up to mirror its opposite counterpart. 

Challenging climate 
Horticulturally, Marrakech is both 
challenging and exciting: water is scarce 
and Stuart-Smith describes the summer 
heat as “punishing”. The citrus trees in the 
Islamic Garden failed – probably because 
the specimens supplied were too mature to 
transplant – and had to be replaced. 

But with good soil preparation and 
irrigation plants can grow at an astonishing 
rate compared to Northern Europe; the Exotic 
Garden is already a compelling and immersive 
space, which draws the visitor in through the 
play of light and shade, and tactile grasses 

“IT DRAWS THE VISITOR IN 
THROUGH THE PLAY OF LIGHT 
AND SHADE, AND TACTILE 
GRASSES AND SUCCULENTS”

ABOVE Melianthus 
major and 
Pachypodium lamerei 
catch the eye in the 
jam-packed Exotic 
Garden LEFT The 
owners asked artists 
and craftspeople to 
create work including 
handmade bejmat tiles 
for the paths and 
mosaics around the 
water features 

and succulents; the planting looked full and 
mature after only seven months. Stuart-Smith 
is impressed at the level of skill amongst the 
workers who planted the garden and those who 
are now maintaining it. 

If he were to start the project again, what 
would Stuart-Smith do differently? He would 
like the Islamic Garden underplanting to be more 
varied, he explains – Eschscholzia seed was sown 
amongst the Stipa, but didn’t germinate; perhaps 
it will be tried again. The Islamic Garden needs 
shade – hopefully the trees will grow to provide 

some. More seats would be good, and the red 
render on the pavilion walls will tone down in 
time (though as a visitor, personally, I loved it). 

Le Jardin Secret might seem impossibly 
remote from the day-to-day work of designing 
gardens in the UK, but it has significant things 
to teach us. The importance of expert plant 
selection, transportation and installation; 
the value of incorporating crafts – and 
craftspeople – into the design of hardscape; 
and the power of responding creatively to 
climate and quality of light. 


