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Barbican garden

»

Nigel Dunnett’s transformative plantings of the elevated gardens at 
London’s Barbican are a sparkling contrast to the brutalist architecture 

of this modern landmark, to the delight of both residents and visitors 
Author: Phil Clayton, Deputy Editor of The Garden. Photography: Marianne Majerus 

 Concrete 
chameleon

High colour, 
high contrast 
Naturalistically 
unstructured and, in July, 
filled with dazzling colour, 
Nigel Dunnett’s new 
plantings at the Barbican 
in the City of London 
contrast completely with 
the gloriously austere 
architecture; heightening 
the drama of the site. 
In the public realm, the 
plantings serve as local 
residents’ own gardens.

✤ Key plants include: 
orange Kniphofia ‘Tawny 
King’, red Crocosmia 
‘Emberglow’, orange 
AchilleaAchillea ‘Terracotta’, grass 
Melica ciliata. In addition, 
tall, purple Verbena 
bonariensis and fading 
Lychnis coronaria ‘AlbaLychnis coronaria ‘AlbaLychnis coronaria ‘ ’
add accents. 

 I 
had been revelling in the late 
summer profusion of the 
glorious new plantings at 
Beech Gardens at the Barbican. 
I wandered the shining 

terracotta brick paths of elevated 
walkways high above the City’s 
streets; and admired drifts of white 
Japanese anemones, violet asters and 
purple verbena, completing my fi rst 
sweep of the site as the orchestrator 
of the brilliance around me arrived. 

As Nigel Dunnett and I chatted, he 
was intercepted. A roughly dressed 
man, who had been asleep on a bench, 
approached and asked if we wanted 
to know more about the plants, to my 
amazement producing a crumpled 
planting list. It seems this project has 
touched the hearts of many people.

Out with the old
Nigel’s plantings replace schemes 
contemporary with the completion of 
the Barbican in the early 1980s. � ere 
were lawns, bedding plants, trees and 
shrubs and, later, bold cordylines 
and phormiums that matched in 
structural solidity the famed brutalist 
archi tecture of the site. Nigel says, 
‘the old plantings thrived – despite 
the shallow depth of these roof-
garden beds – due to heavy irrigation 
with mains water. � e plants had 
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outgrown the site and leaky water-
proofi ng caused structural issues.’ 
In 2012 its owners, the City of 
London Corporation, decided to 
clear, repair and replant the site. 

Facing the challenge
� e Barbican is a listed building, so 
no changes could be made to alter 
the shape and layout of the beds, but 
it was agreed that plantings within 
them should be radically rethought, 
with no requirement for long-term 
automatic irrigation. It was clear 
replanting would need to be done by 
an expert in garden design with an 
intimate understanding of sustainable 
plant communities; Nigel Dunnet, 
landscape designer and professor at 
the University of Sheffi  eld, was the 
perfect choice. ‘� ere were two things 
I had to consider – the planting 
needed to look continuously good 
every day of the year, and should do 
so with minimal eff ort.’ It was also 
vital the many residents who call the 

Barbican home should be consulted, 
as these plantings are, in eff ect, their 
back gardens. ‘While there was a 
yearning for more colour, there was 
also concern over the loss of wildlife 
habitat with the removal of bigger 
trees, which could no longer feature 
due to structural considerations.’

Soil depth is a major constraint 
here. Some beds are at most 35cm 
(14in) deep; couple this with an 
elevated, windy site and no irrigation, 
so drought becomes a challenging 
issue. Nigel’s solution was to create a 
trio of artifi cial but naturally inspired, 

self-sustaining plant communities:
✤ Steppe plantings: for areas in sun 
with shallow planting depths, a 
matrix of grasses and perennials 
adapted to dry, exposed sites yet with 
colourful and diverse characteristics. 
✤ Shrub steppe plantings: where 
increased soil depth allows shrubs 
and small trees in low densities, for 
increased structure and wildlife value.
✤ Light woodland plantings: for 
areas in shade with more structural 
support for deeper soils – trees and 
shrubs provide an overstorey for 
perennial ground cover.

� is triple approach ensures plants 
suit conditions and allows distinct, if 
subtle, variation. Planting began in 
March 2015; by August 2016, when I 
visited, crocosmias, achilleas and 
grasses were billowing impressively, 
the feel, as Nigel says, ‘like being in 
the most colourful meadow’.

At edges of the shallowest beds, 
maritime thrift and Limonium 

As spring passes to summer
By April, tulip species and Euphorbia epithymoides
blend with white Lamprocapnos spectabilis below pale 
birch stems. In this area steppe plantings merge into 
shrub steppe plantings, with their deeper soil. In May, 
Libertia grandiflora provides flurries of white blooms 
in the shrub steppe plantings beside the first pokers 
of Kniphofia ‘Tawny King’. June in the steppe plantings 
reveals a muted purple and mauve colour scheme; 
alliums, Salvia nemorosa ‘Caradonna’ and Scabiosa 
columbaria are enlivened by yellow Sisyrinchium 
striatumstriatum and white Lychnis coronaria ‘Alba’.

Planting areas 
at Beech 
Gardens, EC2 

Open areas with 
shallow soil 

depth, used for 
steppe plantings.

More shelter and 
deeper soil 

allows shrub steppe 
plantings.

Light woodland 
plantings are 

featured in areas with 
shade, either from 
buildings, or where 
structural support 
allows deep soil and 
an overstorey of 
woody plants.

Nigel Dunnett 
(above) is 
Professor of 
Planting 
Design, Urban 
Horticulture 
and Vegetation 
Technology at 
the University 
of She� ield.
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VISITING
✤ Beech Gardens, 
Beech Street, London 
EC2Y 8DE. Nearest tube: 
Barbican Station.
Beech Gardens is open 
and has free access 
year round, but please 
remember this is a 
residential area.
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Plants from 
the steppes 20m (66ft)



May 2017  |  The Garden    5958    The Garden  |  May 2017

JULY

‘…crocosmias, achilleas and grasses were 
billowing impressively, the feel, as Nigel says, 
“like being in the most colourful meadow”.’

Barbican garden

Seasonal plant 
communities

1  Ferns, Ajuga, Luzula 
nivea and Geranium 
sylvaticumsylvaticum ‘Mayflower’ 
peak in spring in light 
woodland plantings. 
2  Tulips in spring in 

the steppe plantings. 
3  At the edge of 

the shallowest beds, 
maritime plants 
thrive, such as cerise-
flowered thrift.
4  Yellow Achillea, 
orange Kniphofia
‘Tawny King’ and 
scarlet Crocosmia
‘Emberglow’ dazzle 
in late summer.
5  Alliums and Achillea

‘Terracotta’ below 
white-stemmed birch.
6  Succulent 
Hylotelephium 
spectabilespectabile (syn. Sedum) ) 
‘Stardust’ proves 
drought resistant, 
and flowers on 
into autumn. 

Alliums in 
the steppe 
plantings
Thriving in thin, dry 
soil and open, sunny 
positions at the 
Barbican is an 
impressive community 
of plants. Bulbs (such 
as alliums and tulips) 
are well suited to 
these conditions, 
as are some shallow-
rooted, drought-
tolerant perennials, 
providing harmonious 
colour combinations.

✤ Key early-summer 
plants: Allium
‘Globemaster’, 
Lychnis coronaria
‘Alba’, Verbena 
bonariensis, and 
AchilleaAchillea ‘Terracotta’.
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(sea lavender) are planted, 
while within these steppe plantings, 
bulbs – notably alliums and small 
tulips – dazzle in spring. Silvery 
grass Helictotrichon sempervirens 
adds year-round structure alongside 
freely seeding Lychnis coronaria 
‘Alba’, mauve Scabious, and tough 
Sisyrinchium striatum. Later, orange-
fl owered Achillea ‘Terracotta’, 
fl uttering Gaura and purple Salvia 
nemorosa ‘Caradonna’ come to the 
fore, slender Verbena bonariensis 
rising above. Free-seeding, purple 
Erodium manescavii thrives in these 
dry, open beds, as does procumbent 
Oenothera missouriensis with its 
huge, short-lived yellow blooms. 

Long-term view
Nigel has used with aplomb the 
concepts of succession, layering and 
seasonal progression. As fl owers fade 
more take over, while qualities of 
form, foliage and seedheads are put 
to good use; as he says, ‘this garden is 

Euphorbia adds evergreen substance, 
while others are more about seasonal 
moments of glory: perfumed 
Philadelphus ‘Belle Étoile’, golden 
Hypericum ‘Hidcote’ and autumnal 
Euonymus europaeus ‘Red Cascade’. 
Multistemmed Betula, Amelanchier, 
even Cornus kousa, are placed for 
maximum impact where supporting 
columns allow and, below, in the 
shade of these trees, Ajuga, 
Geranium, Luzula nivea, Brunnera 
and ferns peak in spring.

Impressively, Nigel builds change 
into his plantings. ‘As plantings 
mature, they may evolve to be rather 
diff erent.’. For Nigel the project’s 
success is partly measured by local 
residents’ involvement, many of 
whom, lead by Head Gardener 
Geoff  Rogers, help look after 
plantings; ‘they’ve proved hugely 
popular and now interest is 
spreading to other urban sites,’ 
he says and smiles. I tell him that 
I need no more convincing.£ 

not about a single peak of perfection, 
but must look good all the time’. 
An example is Libertia grandifl ora, 
adding evergreen linear foliage, 
wands of white fl owers and, later, 
attractive seedheads at much the 
same time as when scarlet Crocosmia 
‘Emberglow’ and orange Kniphofi a 
‘Tawny King’ spark fl oral fi reworks, 
these enjoying the deeper beds with 
more soil moisture. In these shrub 
steppe plantings, trees and shrubs 
are used carefully; neat, glaucous 

Planting with a progression 
of colour in mind
The Barbican plantings display several carefully 
orchestrated, colour-themed stages, designed to 
gradually change as the year progresses. In spring 
vibrant colours of bulbs and newly emerged foliage 
proliferate, but are then replaced with softer shades of 
purple, blue and green-grey, only to give way to a 
distinctly fiery palette in July and August. By autumn, 
many shrubs display seasonal leaf colours, which stand 
out amid a profusion of white anemones and Gaura. 

✤ July plants include: Kniphofia ‘Tawny King’, Crocosmia 
‘Emberglow’, Achillea and Verbena bonariensis. 
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DESIGN AT 
CHELSEA 
Nigel Dunnett is 
designing the 
‘RHS Greening 
Grey Britain 
Garden’ at this 
month’s RHS 
Chelsea Flower 
Show; see p73.
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