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A well-planned garden will bring only ease 
and pleasure, like a well-planned house or 
beautifully tailored clothes.

A good design will create a sense of harmony, 
linking people to nature, linking the house, 
garage, sheds and other buildings to the 
landscape and the plants to the soil. 

Garden design is not simply a matter of choosing plants 
and arranging them on your site. Making a garden is a 
process, beginning with the soil and the seasons and 
involving everything from construction to the way in 
which you will use the space.

Deciding What You Want
Gardens are also for living in and the ideal garden 
should not only be beautiful but tailor-made to suit the 
needs of all those who use it. So before you rush out 
to spend money on masses of pretty plants and hard 
landscaping (building) materials, or even before you call 
in a professional designer, if using one, you must fi rst 
decide what you really want from your garden and what 
practical as well as aesthetic functions it has to perform.

For example, if your household includes boisterous 
children, then forget the promise of a perfect lawn 
for now. Instead, design around the children and their 
needs, but start planting up the boundaries and the 
walls of the house with all your favourite things, so 
that by the time the children have fl own, a wonderfully 
mature framework of beautiful trees, shrubs and 
climbers will already be in place.

Evaluating Your Space
Every garden has its own special atmosphere, what is 
known as the Genius Loci or guardian spirit of a place, 

which all good designers and architects seek out, 
consult and are guided by when visiting a site for the 
fi rst time. You should do the same: just wander around, 
sit down or even stand still and let the atmosphere 
wash over you. It really is helpful in deciding what style 
of garden you should create. From the very beginning, 
you should be equipped with a pencil and paper to 
jot down your thoughts and make rough sketches 
of shapes and ideas as they occur to you. These are 
not written in stone, you can change them as you 
go along, so don’t be afraid to give full rein to your 
imagination at fi rst. In the end, the limitations of your 
site — and perhaps your budget — will decide what’s 
to be included in the fi nal plan.

First look at the direction of the sun and start mapping 
out your site. When you fi nd due North, write a capital 
‘N’ at the top of your page with a little arrow pointing 
up towards it. Obviously, the bottom of the page, like 
any map, will be due South, with East on the right and 
West on the left. Mark these in the same way.

To Scale or Not to Scale
Then measure the site. Mark in the position of the 
house and any existing garden features such as trees, 
shrubs and sheds. Also locate the doors, windows, 
shores, drains and electrical cables. You can either do 
all this to scale on graph paper i.e. using each little 



Start Gardening Series

Growing the success of Irish food & horticulture

16 Garden Design Basics

square as say, representing one metre or as a looser 
sketch to guide you. Either way, when you’re satisfi ed 
you’ve got all the relevant information down, then 
make at least half a- dozen copies of your drawing, 
preferably many more. That way, you don’t have to 
worry about messing up your hard-won original and 
it leaves you free to experiment with drawing different 
plans within the same reasonably accurate framework.

Light and Shade
You are now orientated, able to jot down at a glance 
where thelight shines at different times of day, where 
the winds play hardest and where the rain lingers 
longest. (That area might need special draining.) All 
these things have a bearing on which plants you can 
grow well and what parts of the garden are best suited 
for sitting out at various hours. Now you can start fi lling 
in the details of what you consider essential features.

Tips of Design
When drawing in a terrace for tables and chairs, the 
golden rule is, no matter how small your garden: 
think of a size and then double it. Another trick of the 
trade is to make sure that the whole garden should 
not be seen all at once and that there should always 
be an attractive focal point on which the eye can rest. 
Whether your garden will be geometrical with straight 
lines, perfect circles, ovals, rectangles, triangles and 
squares, or informally drawn with curving rather than 
straight paths, beds and borders, depends on your taste 
and indeed, on the style of the house. The building 
materials you use will also be chosen to complement, 
rather than clash with the house.

Interesting Views
You must take into consideration the view from every 
window and door in the house and design it so they 
always give you a glimpse of something interesting. 

If you have no big shed or garage to keep unsightly 
objects out of view, then you must look at ways of 
screening them off. 

A custom-built sturdy trellis, painted a natural-looking 
colour and planted with climbers, does a good job. Or, 
if your garden is really small, you could plant some very 
bold-leaved specimens in front, so that the eyesores 
are screened and the garden looks like it continues 
enticingly beyond.

Considering Plants
But there can be no garden without plants. So before 
you plant anything, check your soil, whether its heavy 
or light, alkaline or acid (kits are available at your local 
garden centre). Soils can be improved, but they cannot 
really be changed, so knowing yours will help you plan 
and plant intelligently. Look in neighbouring gardens 
to see what grows well and be guided by that.

Professional Organisations
Garden and Landscape Designers Association
73 Deerpark Road, Mount Merrion, Co. Dublin
01 2781824

Association of Landscape Contractors of Ireland
c/o Glenealy Landscape Centre
Glenealy, Co. Wicklow
0404 44789


