spanish garden

In plain sight
Design duo Miguel Urquijo and Renate Kastner have used the vast
plains of central Spain as inspiration for this stylish private garden
WORDS NOËL KINGSBURY PHOTOGRAPHS CLAIRE TAKACS

In brief
What Private garden on a country estate.
Where South of Salamanca, Spain.
Size Around 5,000 square metres.
Climate Mediterranean/continental with sharp,
overnight frosts in winter and temperatures
reaching 40ºC in summer.
Soil Imported clay loam.
Hardiness rating USDA 8.

In this private garden in central Spain,
designers Miguel Urquijo and Renate Kastner
have kept grass, and so irrigation, to a
minimum, using repeat plantings of the
drought-tolerant Lavandula angustifolia to
link the house to its wider landscape.
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entral Spain is ‘big sky’ country, where the scale of the landscape
tends to render attempts at garden making seem puny by comparison.
A high rolling plain, often backed by distant mountains, this is a
landscape that every now and again offers truly immense vistas; it
has scale that is unlike anything else in Europe, and at times feels
more like the American west or central Asia.
It was in this vast landscape that the design partnership of Miguel
Urquijo and Renate Kastner faced the challenge of creating a stylish
green-looking design for a private garden. “The client wanted grass,
rather than gravel,” says Miguel,“but we were determined to reduce
water use.” Miguel also felt an island of green grass would cut the house
off from the surrounding countryside. Miguel wanted to achieve the
opposite – to link the garden with its landscape.
The duo’s answer was to use a very traditional Mediterranean plant,
Lavandula angustifolia, but in a very non-traditional way. Neat domes of
lavender plants fill islands in the grass; multiples of one species set out to
echo the landscape. Other drought-tolerant species, such as Phlomis
fruticosa, Teucrium fruticans and the autumn-flowering Sedum
‘Herbstfreude’, also feature in the mix, which reflects the dehesa, the
name given to the landscape that covers huge areas of central Spain. This
is pasture land where pigs, sheep and cattle, including bulls for fighting,
are reared. The dominant tree is the evergreen holm oak, Quercus ilex;
widely spaced, so there is plenty of light for grass beneath.
Although this design is deeply rooted in the Spanish landscape,
Miguel fell in love with gardening in England while studying biology
at the University of Buckingham in the 1980s. Favourite gardens are
ones that make the most of plants but within firm structures, such as
those by Tom Stuart-Smith. However, Derek Jarman’s minimalistic
planting at Prospect Cottage near Dungeness is also a favourite of
Miguel’s – “It shows what can be done in a harsh environment.” Miguel
describes himself as “passionate about plants and landscape”, but he
doesn’t think he would have become a garden designer had he not spent
those formative years in England. His wife and business partner Renate,
with whom he works closely on this and other projects, is also from
a northern European tradition having studied landscape design at

Main image
A low, curved hedge of Lavandula angustifolia helps to partly hide the sunken pool
from view, and ensures swimmers are met with a glorious scent in summer. Low
curved walls that echo the stone of the house enclose more plantings of lavender and
other evergreen shrubs, including Salix purpurea ‘Gracilis’.
Bottom row left to right
By repeating a limited palette of native shrubs, including Lavandula angustifolia
and Salix purpurea ‘Gracilis’, Miguel and Renate have given the garden a solid
grounding to its location.
The silver-grey foliage of Teucrium fruticans stands out among the mass plantings
of Lavandula angustifolia, while ornamental pear trees, Pyrus calleryana ‘Chanticleer’,
provide some limited shade from the heat of the sun in summer.
Lilac heads of Iris ‘Jane Phillips’ pop up between plantings of Lavandula
angustifolia, Elaeagnus x ebbingei and Salix purpurea ‘Gracilis’. These tough shrubs
have been clipped to repeat the natural dome of the holm oak, Quercus ilex, in the
surrounding dehesa landscape.
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Although this design is deeply rooted in the
Spanish landscape, Miguel fell in love with
gardening in England while studying biology
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Hochschule Weihenstephan-Triesdorf, the leading teaching
institution in horticulture and landscape in her native Germany.
Spain, is decidedly not northern Europe. In much of the country the
year is dominated by weather that is either too cold for plant growth, or
too hot and dry. Gardens in Spain have inevitably been dominated by
evergreens, which give greenery and structure throughout the year.
“Spanish gardens have generally been Italianate in style,” explains
Miguel. “We want to find styles that suit the specific space.” In Spain the
climate dictates that there will often be an emphasis on using evergreens,
but the pair want to open garden owners’ eyes to the possibilities using
different forms structure and a wider range of plants can offer.
In what is a difficult climate for gardens, the question of irrigation
soon arises. “You cannot do without any irrigation,” says Miguel, “but
the system and the amount of irrigation tend to define the nature of the
planting.” In this garden, sprinklers were deemed less visually obtrusive
than pipe work and drip irrigation at soil level. Miguel took advantage
of the circles they describe as the basis for the shapes of the borders and
the grass paths. Where once straight lines and right angles would have
dominated, now it is curves, sweeps of grass, rounded border edges and
the domes of clipped lavender. The angularity that the classical garden
used to define itself in opposition to the landscape beyond is now
replaced by structure that evokes it and creates a link to it.
Spain is still a very new country for gardening. “Spanish people
are not very home-based,” suggests Miguel, “preferring to go out to
socialise, but this is changing as more people entertain at home,

Main image
Miguel and Renate’s idea to use islands of domed lavender ties the garden to the
surrounding dehesa. Ornamental pear trees, Pyrus calleryana ‘Chanticleer’, provide
a vertical element that echoes the holm oaks in the field beyond.
Bottom row left to right
A small clump of Iris ‘Jane Phillips’ adds a punch of colour amid plantings of the
tough, evergreen shrub Elaeagnus x ebbingei.
A curved wall on the right of the image, covered in Hedera helix, creates variation
in height and colour next to smaller clipped Elaeagnus x ebbingei and Arbutus unedo.
Low plantings of clipped Lavandula angustifolia and other tough shrubs form an
undulating landscape in front of an ivy-covered part of the house.

Working with the landscape
Use key native plants. This is not always practicable or desirable,
so sometimes it may be necessary to find species that are smaller
or more tractable, but which have shapes and colours that echo key
natives. The form and colour of the lavender used in this garden
evokes the much larger oaks in the landscape beyond. “I like to go
around the area and find appropriate building blocks,” says Miguel.
“Everything needs to have a sense of belonging to the locality.”
Hide or blur boundaries. This garden opens itself out on almost
all of its borders. This approach works well where there are no
individual features that would benefit from being framed, but in
many gardens it pays to vary how defined you make the border.
Irregularly located shrubs can help to disguise the line where the
garden ends and landscape begins. And don’t discount the ha-ha.
We tend to think of this as something confined to grand English
landscapes, but it’s an idea that can work in many environments.
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Where once straight lines and right angles
would have dominated, now it is curves,
sweeps of grass, rounded border edges
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of Renate and Miguel’s key plants
strong scent of curry powder.
Needs full sun and good
drainage. 60cm. RHS H4,
USDA 8b-11.
5 Cistus x purpureus
Gloriously free-flowering
in early summer, this forms
a compact shrub with a
spread and height of 1m. Ideal
for full sun and poor, dry soil,
it is short-lived in wetter
climates. 1m. AGM. RHS H4,
USDA 8b-10b.

1 Iris ‘Jane Phillips’
A very vigorous bearded-type

6 Euphorbia rigida

iris that needs sun and well-

A spring-flowering shrub that

drained or dry soil. Broad

also offers good-looking

grey-green, sword-shaped

foliage for the rest of the

leaves give it structure after

summer. Although low

its brief, early summer glory.

growing, it spreads to around

1.2m. AGM*. RHS H7,

1m. Likes sun and well-

USDA 3a-8b .

drained soil. 40cm. AGM.

†
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RHS H6, USDA 7a-10a.
2 Yucca gloriosa

Granite gateposts, dating from the 1940s
and moved here from elsewhere on the
property, mark the start of a shady walk.

“Spanish gardens have generally
been Italianate in style, want to find
styles that suit the space”

A sculptural plant known as

7 Hedera helix

the Spanish dagger, with spiky

The familiar, common ivy

rosette of leaves. It normally

makes a first-rate evergreen,

grows to 1m tall and 1m

self-clinging climber for walls,

across, but the flower spike

although it needs annual

can grow to 2m, or sometimes

pruning to keep it under

more, after several years of

control. Happy in any well-

growth. Needs full sun, but will

drained soil in sun or shade.

thrive in any well-drained soil,

25m. RHS H5, USDA 5a-9b.

including poor stony ones.
2m. AGM. RHS H5,

8 Arbutus unedo

USDA 6a-10b.

A favourite plant of Miguel’s.

leading to greater domesticity and an interest in private
surroundings.” The range of plants is still limited, and often
Miguel and Renate have to source plants from the Netherlands or
the south of France. But the potential is enormous – Spain has a
rich flora, some 8,000 species, over a vast range of habitats. This,
along with the country’s famous boldness in artistic innovation,
suggests a good future for garden making.

3 Lavandula angustifolia

coloured bark, it can be kept

Familiar low shrub, with highly

lightly clipped, otherwise it

aromatic evergreen foliage

forms a graceful tree. Needs

and purple, midsummer

sun and good drainage.

flowers. Needs full sun and

9m. RHS H5, USDA 7b-9b.

well-drained soil. Will spread
to around 80cm but prune

9 Elaeagnus x ebbingei

after flowering to keep

A tough, evergreen shrub,

compact. 60cm. USDA 5a-8b.

often used for hedging. The
small, white flowers, which are

USEFUL INFORMATION

4 Helichrysum italicum

borne in autumn, have a sweet

Find out more about Miguel and Renate’s work at urquijokastner.com

Brush against the intensely

drifting fragrance. Happy in

silvery foliage of this

any reasonable soil in sun.

READER EVENT Don’t miss author Noël Kingsbury’s talk at the

evergreen shrub, with yellow

4m. AGM. RHS H5,

Gardens Illustrated Festival. See page 8 or go to gardensfestival.com

flowers, and you’ll be hit by a

USDA 7a-10b.
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*Holds an Award of Garden Merit from the Royal Horticultural Society.

Evergreen with cinnamon-

