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London garden

»

Widely travelled garden designer Christopher Masson is content 
to wait until high summer for his London garden to give of its best  »  
Author: Pattie Barron, journalist specialising in gardens and interiors. Photography: Marianne Majerus
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Delayed

Looking down the narrow 
town garden, its boundaries 
disguised by curving banks 
of shrubs and climbers, 
neat yew hedges and box 
topiary create a sinuous 
structure. Hydrangeas, pots 
of salvias, dahlias, eucomis 
and cosmos provide both 
colour and floral interest. 
A pair of sentinel yews is 
positioned diagonally 
across the path to avoid 
symmetry.
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 C
hristopher Masson has purposely planted 
his garden to hit its heady peak in late 
summer and continue fi zzing with sparky 
colour and texture right through autumn. 
‘I always advise clients, when planting, 

to think beyond May and June,’ says Christopher, an 
established garden designer with a degree in Fine Arts, 
who learned his craft with celebrated landscape architect 
Lanning Roper. ‘Th ere’s so much excitement still to be had.’

It is clear from one glance at the garden, behind his 
Victorian house in southwest London, that he is 
passionate about plants. Th ey greet the visitor at every 
level, from the froth of New Zealand bur (Acaena 
microphylla) around the edges of the rough-cut York 
stone paving, to the three imposing, leafy potfuls of 
agapanthus atop stone pillars, nearly 3m (10ft) tall, that 
stand proud across the garden. 

‘In London gardens, which are basically stagnant bowls 
within walls, you have to elevate plants to get them to the 
light,’ he says. ‘I like to bring the heights up to various 
fl oors in the house so there is always a view you can relate 
to directly. You must consider the views from the house.’ 

Setting the foundation
After years of living with a lawn that was perpetually 
lacklustre through lack of winter light, Christopher gave 
up the struggle. To retain the sense of greenery, he says, 
‘I brought in paving and other stones so the green would 
eventually grow out of a hard but permeable surface’. 

Th e stony landscape is thoughtfully laid out. From the 
terrace at the back of the house, a series of wide, curved 
steps leads up to the main garden, with an intentionally 
off -centre York stone path, because, as he says, a lack of 
symmetry is more interesting. Th us the pair of columnar 
yews in containers, one on each side of the path, are 
frequently moved but never sited opposite one another. 

London 
garden

Location: 
southwest 
London.

Size: 200sq m 
(240sq yd) approx: 

29m (95ft) x 7.5m (24½ft) wide.

Soil: poor, slightly acid soil 
that requires a lot of 
feeding and mulching.

Age of garden: 34 years.

Aspect: facing northeast, 
on a hilltop and 
relatively exposed.

Summary: enclosed by 
evergreens, with much 
experimental planting 
in containers that is
constantly changing.

Key season: July–December.

Open: not open to the public.
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Green
and grey 
geometry
Terracotta pots 
add a muted 
warmth to this 
subtle play 
of spheres 
and planes, 
contrasting 
foliage shapes 
and textures, 
clean lines with 
rough edges.

Structure versus bounty
Christopher’s ‘ruthless’ pruning imposes 
order although his lavish planting (above) 
threatens to undermine the discipline.

Trachycarpus fortunei stands by 
the summerhouse (right), with dark 
purple Salvia ‘Amistad’ making a 
dramatic foreground feature behind 
pots of Hylotelephium ‘Red Cauli’, 
a dark-stemmed Plectranthus and 
lime green-tinted Hydrangea 
arborescens ‘Annabelle’. 

‘It’s important to break up the interior space in a garden,’ 
says Christopher, ‘but unless it’s a formal garden, not into 
squares, segments – or that dreaded word “rooms”.’

Lose the boundaries too, he says, so you’re not entirely 
sure where you are. ‘It is important to have diff erent 
perimeter volumes, so the planting goes in and out and 
does not defi ne the boundary.’ Th e shrubs that achieve this 
informal eff ect in his garden include Laurus nobilis (bay), 
Garrya elliptica ‘James Roof’, Osmanthus x burkwoodii, 
Escallonia ‘Iveyi’, Quercus ilex (evergreen oak) and 
Hydrangea seemannii. Th is hydrangea, he says, is a great 
all-rounder: ‘It has good glossy foliage, it clings, it grows 
under any conditions and the fl ower is a dazzling white.’

Harnessing the light
Th e garden faces northeast, is on a hill, relatively exposed 
and rather shady. Nonetheless, Christopher persuades 
doubtfully hardy plants including Hedychium (ginger 
lilies), oleanders and hot pink Salvia involucrata ‘Bethellii’ 
to thrive. ‘My trick is to exploit sunny areas of the garden 
by using them for positioning plants that benefi t from 
light and warmth. It’s all about harnessing the light.’

Planting most of the garden in containers gives him 
that fl exibility. Although it looks as if it has borders full of 
plants spilling onto the paving, most are in pots, wedged 
tightly and expertly together for maximum impact. ‘Th e 
garden is packed with plants because I’m constantly 

Stepping out
The huge, glossy, slightly hairy 
leaves of Bergenia ciliata, in a 
large pot immediately outside 
the back door, provide a calm 
counterpoint to the busier, 
more brightly coloured scene 
further down the garden. 
Magenta dahlias stand out 
against a backdrop of tall 
Osmunda regalis (royal fern).
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‘It’s tricky to pin him down 
on his favourite plants –  
he has so many crushes...’ 

experimenting with ways to 
grow them, and in containers,  
I can control their habits and 
observe how they grow, and 
push them around. People say, 
“Ten pots means ten times the 
watering” but when they’re 
grouped, they’re easy to water’.

Travelling widely for his work, 
Christopher is inspired by 
exotic landscapes and other 
gardens: he grows lily of the 
valley in pots, having admired 
them at Villa d’Este near Rome, 
Italy. He first saw low-growing 
perennial Begonia grandis 
subsp. evansiana, now a 
favourite ground cover, in 
Philadelphia, USA. Knowing 
how cold it gets there, he 
realised its pretty, heart-shaped 
leaves and sprays of pink flowers would do fine at home. 
‘For seven months of the year there is nothing, just solid 
roots beneath the soil, then suddenly it erupts everywhere, 
even in total shade. I love the texture of its leaf,’ he says.

Cutting and shaping
That Christopher loves textural foliage is obvious. Against 
the low wall, Choisya x dewitteana ‘Aztec Pearl’ and Hebe 
stenophylla are pruned hard into alternating cascades of 
filigree foliage, as if the evergreen shrubs were trailing 
climbers. He enjoys manipulating plants – a dense myrtle 
was given fresh life by exposing its trunk; evergreen 
climber Trachelospermum jasminoides has been coaxed 
to swarm over a partly cut-down column in a novel, 
pepperpot shape. ‘A whole mass of shrubs is boring,’ he 
says, ‘but you can clean a trunk, raise a canopy, create a 
new rhythm. You can turn the most leaden lump into 
something interesting simply by having a sculptural eye.’ 

Contrasting and complementing textures abound.  
A cloud of tiny-flowered Calamintha nepeta is sited in 
front of Miscanthus sinensis ‘Morning Light’, each hazily 
echoing the other. Long, pale green tassels of Itea ilicifolia 
trail between white mopheads of Hydrangea arborescens 
‘Annabelle’ and the mint-green cones of H. paniculata 
‘Limelight’. Along the wall, white-flowered Rosa ‘Madame 

Alfred Carrière’ prepares for a second, pink-tinted autumn 
flush. ‘I delay pruning because I don’t care about not 
having early summer flowers,’ he says. ‘I’m quite ruthless.’

To create a rhythm through the year he uses evergreens 
that will grow in light or shade, so he can repeat them 
anywhere in the garden, such as camellias, Fatsia 
japonica, Griselinia littoralis (New Zealand broadleaf) 
and Eucryphia x nymansensis ‘Nymansay’, with white 
flowers in late summer. Aspidistras in containers are used 
as accents, hardened off first so they can stay out all year.

It’s tricky to pin him down on his favourite plants – he 
has so many crushes, with the joy of knowing there are 
always new ones to discover. A current crush is Hydrangea 
aspera Hot Chocolate (‘Hpopr012’) for its deep brown 
foliage. Enduring passions include Arisaema costatum, 
which he calls ‘the Picasso of plants’, and Plectranthus: 
he has several, all with outstanding leaf colours, their 
futures safeguarded with overwintered cuttings.

Christopher has aligned the summerhouse at the end 
of the garden to the precise angle for the low winter sun. 
Reclining seats on the roof catch the evening rays. And this, 
along with the rest of this spectacular high-summer garden, 
shows just what a remarkable eye he has for detail.

Splashes of colour
Diverse textures and flower colours blend (above left): scarlet Hesperantha 
coccinea, growing through a spiky bed of Eryngium giganteum, matches 
the wiry spires of Salvia confertiflora. Blue Phlox blends with the glaucous, 
saw-edged foliage of Melianthus major. Surprisingly, they are all planted  
in containers, easily pulled aside or replaced as required.

✤ Inspired by seeing a plant flourishing in a pot in a pool in Sri Lanka, 
Christopher grows a large bowlful of Petasites japonicus in his own pond 
(above). A shady bower overhangs the still water, created by the large, 
shiny, heart-shaped leaves of a vigorous kiwi fruit, Actinidia deliciosa.


