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GOING
NATIVE

The old farmyard has
become a scented
courtyard garden
featuring many
Mediterranean plants

Husband-and-wife team Miguel Urquijo and Renate
Kastner were inspired by the colours and plants of the
local landscape for this rural retreat near Madrid
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Urquijo-Kastner

J

ust over an hour’s drive south of
Urquijo-Kastner is a
Madrid, among fields and olive groves
landscaping and garden design
and with distant views across to the
studio, founded in 2001 and
Montes de Toledo, is a courtyard garden
based in Madrid. It is run by
husband-and-wife team Miguel
that takes its inspiration from its setting and
Urquijo and Renate Kastner.
the native flora. The old farmhouse and its
Renate worked with Erhard
outbuildings have been rebuilt to provide a
Landscape Architects, and
Miguel was designing gardens
place of retreat for its owners from the city,
freelance before they set up
and as part of the project they wanted the
practice together.
central patio to be an oasis of colour and
www.urquijokastner.com
fragrance. They didn’t know where to start, so
a friend put them in contact with the Madridbased design studio of husband-and-wife
team Miguel Urquijo and Renate Kastner.
The site was a blank canvas when Urquijo first saw it, with
ongoing works to the surrounding buildings. The space
was relatively compact at 450m², and the design brief didn’t
offer much flexibility. The clients wanted access through the
courtyard to a gate at the far side so that a small lorry could
access a fuel tank. This path effectively divided the space
in two, with two further requirements for a seating area
around a fire pit and a shaded area where the family could sit
and escape the heat of the day.
“The most difficult element was relating the garden to
something,” Urquijo says. “The space would have once been
home to agricultural tools and farm animals. There was no
place for gardening. You have no tradition to base your design
on. This part of Spain is not like Provence or Tuscany where you
have a particular style you can relate to. This was both good and
bad. It gave a flexibility, no one can say you should have done
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ABOVE & LEFT
The back courtyard
is home to olive
trees, which link it
to the olive groves
beyond. It features
two seating areas: a
shady terrace with
a pergola, and a
circular fire pit. The
paths are laid with
aggregate made from
crushed local stone

it a particular way, but there’s risk too. Will the plants thrive,
will the garden work?”
While Urquijo assesses a site and comes up with the design
concept and planting plans, it’s Kastner, who studied at the
prestigious Weihenstephan-Triesdorf University in her native
Germany, who creates the drawings, sections and masterplan.
“She translates the ideas into something presentable for the
clients,” explains Urquijo.

Sense of place

His choice of landscaping materials has a strong emphasis on
using what’s local, so that a garden sits comfortably within
its surroundings. “Building materials for me should look like
the colour of the native ground, soil and gravel,” he says. The
walls of the courtyard have stones local to the area embedded
in them. Urquijo sourced the same stone from a local quarry
where it’s crushed into gravel, which he used to create the path
across the courtyard. Ochre-coloured bricks, a popular local
building material already included in the restoration of the
buildings, were used for the outside seating areas.
The climate ultimately dictated the courtyard’s planting.
“Temperatures reach over 40°C and can go down to -10°C
or -15°C in winter. There’s low rainfall and we can get 7%
humidity, so even if you irrigate, everything dries up,” he
explains. “Inside the courtyard, what I wanted to echo was the
Mediterranean landscape that we have – the ‘garriga’, a kind of
degraded woodland where bushland establishes with species
like Santolina and Pistacia lentiscus. We have very short springs
and long hot summers, which means everything fades away very
quickly. At the end of June, everything drops down in colour, so
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The front garden is
divided but not
separated from the
surrounding landscape
with a boundary of
rows of clipped
cypress, and planting
of grey and yellow,
which mimics native
plants beyond

LEFT A perspective
drawing showing
the clients their
prospective view
from the terrace
BELOW The
masterplan of the
back courtyard

“THE PLANTS ADD ANOTHER
ELEMENT TO THE DESIGN BY
PROVIDING FRAGRANCE AND
WORKING IN HARMONY WITH
THE OCHRE-COLOURED WALLS”
you have to have a structure of permanent bush that holds up
the garden during these months.”
Olive trees (Olea europaea) and Italian cypresses (Cupressus
sempervirens) were used around the boundaries to add height
and create focal points, taking the eye beyond the confines
of the courtyard and linking the garden, especially the front
garden, with the surrounding landscape. Medium-sized shrubs
such as Santolina and Teucrium fruticans, which have adapted
to the climate and the alkaline soil, were planted to provide
year-round structure – these are trimmed into neat mounds
when not in flower.
The rest of the planting consisted of long-flowering perennials
such as Erysimum ‘Bowles’s Mauve’, Centranthus ruber and
Stachys byzantina, and the soft, fluffy grassy plumes of Stipa
tenuissima. To counter the mounds of shrubs, groundcover
plants such as Dianthus gratianopolitanus spill out onto the
gravel, softening the edges of the borders. It was important the
plants would deliver a mixture of leaf shapes and textures, and
add another element to the design by providing fragrance and
working in harmony with the ochre-coloured walls.
It would be impossible to have a garden here without
irrigation. Choosing plants that have adapted to these conditions
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goes some way to reducing the amount of water needed.
There’s a well on site, but the water supply is limited. “When
planting, it’s important to create a deep horizon of moisture,
thoroughly soaking the ground where the roots need to spread
out. Then you should only need to water every ten days or so.”
The owners have taken to gardening, but other clients tend to
employ gardeners, and the subject of watering and conserving it
as a resource is an ongoing battle for Urquijo. “Gardeners want
to water every day or so and just a little bit,” he explains.

Evolution over time

The garden is the only one Urquijo has designed where, with
hindsight, he would change very little. “I would possibly look
at the planting. I’m removing perennials from my list and
introducing more and more shrubs. I’d also remove Elaeagnus,
which I don’t like now. It grows too much and too quickly, and
at one point in the year the silvery foliage doesn’t link in with
the rest of the planting.”
He has a relaxed and refreshing attitude to the garden’s
evolution. “It’s becoming less and less flower, less young, less
vivid. It’s becoming more sober and reliable, which is a good
thing, I think. The clients needed convincing because they were
very happy with the initial garden, but gardens are like people:
you gain some things and lose others.”
Urquijo fell in love with gardening while studying for his
degree in biology at the University of Buckingham. “When
I first started designing, I would try to grow species that were
not from Spain. I love rhododendrons and camellias – plants
that we don’t have here but that reminded me of my time in
England. Now I think we must appreciate native plants – it’s
common sense.”
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