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WORDS SARAH PRICE

T he Victorians loved patterns but for much of the 20th 

century the stark new-world view of Modernism saw 

decoration and pattern as frivolous and backward-looking. 

Finally, the pendulum has swung back and ornamentation is now a 

resurgent force in visual culture, from Beijing’s breathtaking 

National ‘Bird’s Nest’ Stadium to the elaborately patterned colouring 

books for grown-ups that top the bestseller lists.

Decorative art is also transforming the profile of many of our 

contemporary buildings and cityscapes. Made possible by new design 

and fabrication techniques, the use of ornament in architecture 

creates unexpected and stimulating results: bold paving or tile 

formations that snake through city centres, brick façades that twist 

the standard brick module to protrude in patterned eruptions from 

an otherwise ordinary wall and buildings with elaborate doily-like 

cladding. The play of light and shadow brings patterns to life, 

whether the changing direction and intensification of natural  

light or illumination from within.

Grey urban spaces may offer the ultimate setting for bold and 

brilliant patterns. Hip architects StudioWeave used standard decking 

boards to transform London College of Fashion’s roof top into a 

garden. The only site access was through a tiny lift – just large 

enough to transport the low-cost, off-the-shelf larch decking. It was 

cut and stained in happy, loud colours – pink, sky-blue, white and 

deep navy – and, befitting to a textile college, configured in a basket 

weave pattern, which rises to form seats and planters.

Kinnear Landscape Architects has also had fun with pattern. It has 

etched giant floral scrolls into a concrete play plaza in Normand Park, 

west London. Elsewhere, gold, pink and brown mosiac benches 

Introducing elements of pattern into a garden, 
whether through structural plants or hard 
landscaping, can help breathe life into your design 

Pattern
Sarah Price is one of the 

UK’s most sought-after 
garden designers who 

won worldwide recognition 
for her designs for the 

2012 Olympic Park.
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1 Modern art 
Copacabana Beach front is 

famous for Roberto Burle 

Marx’s patterned mosaic  

walk. It stretches – unbroken 

for nearly three miles – along 

the entire length of the beach. 

The ever-changing views are 

regularly punctuated by 

graphic groupings of palm 

trees and variations in  

pattern. Burle Marx’s 

influential, abstract style also 

extended to planting; he would 

often mass native Brazilian 

plants in interlocking patterns 

that emphasised contrasts in 

foliage texture and colour.
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2 Making a mark 
Textile artist, Linda Florence 

referenced ornate knot gardens 

on this lawn installation at 

Tattershall Castle in 

Lincolnshire. The floral patterns 

were drawn and cut by hand 

over a period of five days. As 

the grass grew, the pattern 

slowly disappeared. In some 

areas the grass grew back 

stronger than before resulting 

in the pattern becoming 

embossed into the grass.

3 Setts square
Simple ground patterns  

can create compelling  

garden scenes. Granite 

flagstones form an irregular 

chequerboard pattern across  

a sea of moss in the North 

Garden designed by garden 

designer Shigemori Mirei at 

Tofuku-ji temple, Tofukuji, 

Kyoto, Japan. The limited 

palette of considered  

materials brings clear  

legibility to the composition.

4 Repetition 
The vertical stems within a 

birch woodland form a bold 

repeating pattern. The 

grounded form of the shorter, 

pine trees, create a strong 

contrast, emphasising the 

clear stem patterns behind.
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bring sparkle to a square in Colchester’s St Botolph’s Quarter, 

reflecting the site’s history as a mosaic workshop in Roman times.

Tom Stuart-Smith’s garden for the Keeper’s House restaurant at  

the Royal Academy of Arts draws on strong forms of overlapping 

Dicksonia antarctica. Tightly packed together in a canyon-like space, 

these tree ferns thrive out of reach of direct light, their verdant, 

arching fronds resembling tropical-style 1970s wallpaper.

Equally spectacular are the rough parasols of ‘giant rhubarb’, 

Gunnera manicata. Designer Jinny Blom was so inspired by the scale 

and pattern of its foliage that she repeatedly cast the leaves in marble 

dust to create reliefs. These were discretely framed in bronze and 

hung in frieze-like repeating panels on the walls of Skye Gyngell’s 

restaurant Spring at Somerset House, London. If you haven’t the 

moist conditions to grow Gunnera but you want the drama, try the 

crimson-tinted Rheum palmatum ‘Atrosanguineum’ or the slightly 

more compact Rheum ‘Ace of Hearts’ for a smaller space. 

Closer to the ground, the heart-shaped leaves of epimediums 

form intricate tapestries, the perfect foil to lacy ferns and drifts of 

emerging woodland bulbs. The secret is to plant boldly in numbers 

generous enough so that the patterns are legible even in dull low 

light. Use the plants to create balanced garden pictures; a mass of 

Thalictrum delavayi ‘Album’, with its delicate, three-pinnate foliage 

and spangles of tiny, white flowers, creates a busy detail that needs an 

even-textured and dark backdrop, such as yew, to let its beauty shine.

I like to design plant-immersed gardens; self-contained worlds 

where the soft landscape dominates and runs directly up to the 

boundaries of the site. Patterns of hard landscaping frame the 

planting, while influencing how people move through and 
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5 Shape and form
The microscopic cellular 

structure of beech, ash and oak 

leaves informed the abstract 

pattern of this box parterre at 

Broughton Grange Garden 

designed by Tom Stuart-Smith. 

Ornamental grasses and varied 

forms of hedging create a 

contemporary backdrop 

contrasting with the intricacy  

of the parterre.

 

6 Rake’s progress
Land Artist Jim Denevan  

draws on a colossal scale 

creating huge, impermanent 

installations that eventually 

become eroded by waves or the 

weather. This spiral was drawn in 

the sand with a landscape rake. 

The patterns he creates owe 

much of their beauty to their 

scale and setting.

7 Subtle variations
This low wall could easily look 

incongruous within the wild 

garden setting, but designer Luc 

Engelhard introduces just 

enough detail in these azobe 

wood tiles to creating an alluring 

scene. Some of the wood came 

from a weir, and iron in the water 

has given it a warm, rusty red 

colour. Subtle variations in the 

wood’s patina work well with the 

colours and textures of nature.
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experience the space. A snaking arrangement of hexagonal paving 

blocks will slow us down and draw our eyes to small-scale details 

on the ground; the interwoven growth of viola and mosses for 

example. A wide stretch of bound gravel encourages faster, freer 

movement. Highly textured or visibly grained materials, such as 

wood, slow the apparent flow of space visually.

When designing paving there are almost infinite variations. The 

key is to know what you want to achieve. For a smart, minimal look, 

use sawn-edge, honed, natural stone pavers of equal size (the bigger 

the better) and lay them closely jointed. For a more rustic look, 

perhaps in a historic setting, consider cropping the edges of sawn 

stone and varying the unit sizes. In a contemporary context I will 

often specify the gauge widths of sawn-flags (say courses of 300mm, 

450mm and 600mm wide) to make it easier to lay. However, I 

usually break up this order by asking for random lengths; a 

specification that minimises waste during the cutting process by 

maximising the use of each block of stone out of the quarry. An 

element of randomness will also emphasise a stone’s natural origins.

I enjoy working with reclaimed materials but they’re becoming 

harder to source and more expensive. On a recent project in a 

disused Baptist chapel, in Abergavenny, I ‘upcycled’ discarded stones 

lying around the site. I rearranged them in an intricate pattern, laying 

broken pieces of local stone on their edge so they flowed like jagged 

setts around irregular, old flagstones and arranged plantings that 

appeared self sown. The result was satisfyingly site-specific.

Who knows when the pendulum of taste and fashion will  

swing back to clean, crisp lines and surfaces? But for now I plan  

to enjoy the rich and wrinkly world of texture and pattern.  

8 Crossing the line
Conceived as a ‘quilt of 

pedestrian walkways’, the 

highly detailed paths at Place 

d’Youville in Montreal, Canada, 

are formed from patterns of 

wood, concrete, granite and 

limestone. The diagonal 

patterns of the pathways are 

based on the way people cross 

the space. The benches and 

greenery encourage you to sit 

and dwell a while. This design 

by Claude Cormier + Associés 

relies on a grand scale but the 

ideas would still work on a 

smaller scale, just with a more 

limited palette of materials. 

Further reading
Gardens of Persia by  

Penelope Hobhouse (WW 

Norton & Company, 2009).  

A beautiful book that 

transports you through Persian 

culture’s 5,000-year-old 

history of garden development. 

Their use of pattern in the 

composition of their gardens 

and detail is aesthetically 

sublime and spiritual.

Also take a look at some of  

the case studies on Landezine 

(landezine.com), where 

pattern dominates, whether in 

inventive paving, planting or 

design compositions. 


