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Box of tricks
In this award-wining garden in San Francisco, designer
Scott Lewis has employed a host of clever devices to make
a small and shady space appear light and large
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n a city filled with quirky houses and
beautiful gardens, Parkside fits right in.
When designer Scott Lewis first visited
this family home in San Francisco, he found a
building of great character that had been
sensitively modernised to suit its new owners’
contemporary aesthetic, with a small garden
stuck in an earlier, shabbier incarnation.
There were some interesting plants,
including a beautiful Japanese maple that
remains today, but most of the small plot
was laid to patchy grass and the only feature
was a ramshackle shed at the far end.
The owners’ brief was simple. They
wanted a contemporary garden to
complement their remodelled home, with
play space for their children. They also
wanted interesting plants and a lawn.“We
had to talk them out of the lawn,” says

Scott. “This garden is generally too shady
and, given the prevailing damp fogs in this
area, it would have stopped the children
using it for much of the year.”
Instead, he suggested bluestone paving
slabs to provide an all-weather surface.
This was laid in an elongated triangle
broadening towards the boundary, and so
playing with perspective to make the garden
seem larger than it really is.
He was helped in this visual trickery by
the fact that the garden backs on to a
beautiful park, filled with mature eucalyptus
and Monterey cypress. This borrowed
landscape introduces a touch of wilderness,
which is the perfect foil to the controlled
artifice of the planting.
“The owners were keen to stick to a
palette of green and white plants, which

KEY ELEMENTS
What Small family garden.

Aspect West facing.

Climate Mild winters, cool

Where San Francisco,

Special features Lush

summers, frequent fogs.

California, USA.

planting for a shady garden

Designed by Scott

Size 7.6 x 12m.

in a modernist setting.

Lewis Landscape

Soil Sandy, with

Clever use of perspective.

Architecture (SLLA)

excellent drainage.

Ivy-clad artist’s studio.

(sllasf.com).
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The Japanese maples (Acer palmatum)
surrounding the garden create a naturalistic
setting in which the ivy-clad artist’s studio
stands as a strong contemporary feature.
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1 House
2 Decked terrace
3 Steps to basement
4 Crataegus persimilis
‘Prunifolia’
5 Acer palmatum
6 Planting
7 Bluestone paving
8 Ivy-clad artist’s studio
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Dealing with shade
Scott’s five top tips for planting up a shady garden
1 Plan for texture. Combine deciduous plants with interesting winter form, broadleaf
evergreens for a base foundation and perennials for seasonal interest. Conifers can
provide an unusual textural accent.
2 Consider the hard landscaping. This is an important part of the overall composition. Take
time to choose the appropriate stone, gravel, concrete, wood or metal, and don’t just look at
them in bright light – evaluate what materials look like in shade and when wet with rain.
3 Use a green and white palette. This simplest of colour schemes works especially well in
shade. Combine different green leaf textures with a variety of white-flowering plants, and be
sure to incorporate some variegated plants for additional interest.
4 Include some ferns. Ferns are dependable in shade and provide great texture, either as
individual clumps or en masse. Some prefer dry shade; others are happy in damp conditions.
5 Use plants with small delicate flowers, such as those you might find in a natural
woodland. These act as a contrasting tracery against the mass of textured foliage. Some,
such as Sarcococca ruscifolia, offer the bonus of winter scent.

allowed us to experiment with texture and
form,” says Scott. Wherever you look there
are wonderful juxtapositions, as in one
border where a clump of Helleborus niger
overhangs a mix of Bergenia ‘Bressingham
White’, Galium odoratum, white Viola
odorata, Geranium sanguineum ‘Album’ and
Acorus gramineus ‘Variegatus’.
On a larger scale, a multi-stemmed
Crataegus persimilis ‘Prunifolia’, was planted
directly outside the dining-room window to
provide immediate sculptural interest, while
also framing the view into the woodland
garden beyond. This tree is underplanted
with a mass of the California meadow sedge,
Carex pansa, which is a plant popularly used
in the San Francisco area for creating an
alternative lawn, and so very nearly granting
the owners their wish for turf. Once again,
the textural contrast between the tree and
the sedge works to enhance both plants.
There is also some clever use of colour
contrast, in the form of an over-scale bright

red container placed near the end of
the garden, which sings out against the
largely green backdrop. It’s a classic
artist’s trick to draw the eye and,
appropriately, here it sits alongside an
artist’s studio in a neat ivy-covered cube.
It takes a moment to realise that this stylish
structure is in fact the old shed, clad in a
wire framework and brought bang up to
date with a deceptively simple but hugely
impactful selection of plants.
A few years ago, when this garden
received an award from the American
Society of Landscape Architects, the judging
panel praised the way the diverse planting
provided a rich, naturalistic aesthetic quality
within a simple, modern form.
This studio clearly illustrates their
point, and stands as a perfect metaphor
for the garden as a whole, where art and
craft have combined to bring a dilapidated
but dearly loved space up to date for a
contemporary generation.

Clockwise, from top left A beautiful Acer palmatum, retained from the old garden design, frames the view down
the garden. The filigree of green fills the skyline throughout the year.
The garden was constructed around the mature acer, to the left of the decked terrace, with a complementary
combination of green-and-white plants, including Deutzia gracilis ‘Nikko’.
Functional steps to the basement have been artfully integrated into flower beds of shade-loving hellebores and
ferns. In the raised bed, a mass of Carex pansa creates a faux ‘lawn’ under the Crataegus persimilis ‘Prunifolia’.
Scott clad the old shed in a cube of metal trellis, which protects the timber walls from climbing ivy damage, and
gives the structure a pleasingly contemporary facelift.
From the dining room, the view is filled with a bed of shade-loving plants, including several Woodwardia ferns,
sarcoccoca and violas.
The quality of hard landscaping is exceptional, from the precision of the bluestone paving slabs to the beautiful
board-formed, concrete raised bed, in which grows a Crataegus persimilis ‘Prunifolia’.
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