
89

IN BRIEF
What Mediterranean garden  
with no irrigation. 
Where near Nice, France.
Size One acre.
Soil Clay and limestone,  
topped by gravel.
Climate Mediterranean.
Hardiness zone USDA 9.

This image James Basson’s stylised 
garrigue plantings include the aromatic, 
white-flowered Coleonema album 
(foreground) and behind it, Phlomis cypria 
(right) and Phlomis x cytherea (left).  
Tall, branched Asphodelus aestivus  
rear up beyond, for height variation.

Savoir flair
Guided by his expert knowledge of plants suited to a dry climate, designer 
James Basson has created a rich and textural garden on the French Riviera 
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James Basson is a designer best known to British garden-style watchers as the winner of the best in show award 
at the RHS Chelsea Flower Show in 2017. That is because nearly all of his work to date has been achieved on the 
French Riviera, where he is based. James and his wife, Helen, moved to the area and set up a practice in 2000, 
and have very much made it their home. Neither has French lineage, though James spent time during his school 
holidays in Monaco, where his family had moved when he was 13. Helen plays a key role in the practice, Scape 
Design, and is equally credited for the work, though it is James who takes the creative and horticultural lead.

At a small private garden in the foothills of the Alpes-Maritime overlooking the coast at Villefranche-sur-
Mer near Nice, James has been honing, since 2009, a planting system that is suited to the climate, and which 

needs no irrigation. He is realistic about its limitations: “In the end you just can’t have flowers if you’re not going to 
water.” Instead, he has formulated a look inspired by the botanical discoveries of his mentor, Olivier Filippi, the French 

nurseryman based near Montpellier. “Olivier taught me how to plant a landscape,” James says. “My technical approach is 
based on the model of his nursery. It means that gardens in this climate can exist for more than just three months of the 
year.” This is a philosophy of gardening that embraces the idea that the garden will ‘dry out’ in summer.

The garden is divided into two main sections. The first is a triangular area that slopes away from the swimming-pool 
terrace, with views past a fringe of pines, towards Beaulieu-sur-Mer and Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. This space is planted 
with mainly low-growing plants in approximate bands of green and silver foliage. The second area is discovered well 
below terrace level on the other side of the pool, shaded by mature trees, and is quieter in tone, with larger shrubs and 
small trees playing a role. Gravel paths and limestone steps enhance the relaxed feel throughout.

In the more open, triangular space, certain plants have been allowed to dominate and play a key role: phlomis and salvias 
in a range of species; Teucrium flavum and Teucrium chamaedrys; Lavandula x heterophylla; santolinas, helichrysums and 

Olivier taught me how to plant  
a landscape. My technical approach is 

based on the model of his nursery 

The terrace walls follow the natural contours 
and lead the eye on to the coastal vista. 
The upper terraces are dominated by the 
acid tones of Euphorbia rigida with clumps 
of Iris unguicularis. Lower down, a hedge 
of rosemary creates structure among 
mound-forming plants, such as Lavandula x 
heterophylla ‘African Pride’ and Salvia sclarea.

To continue turn to page 94
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We have learned a lot about  
plants that can create a happy 

competitive balance

James’s garrigue planting
In the lower part of the garden, at the foot of the terraces, the components of James’s carefully 
balanced planting scheme – all set in a gravel mulch – can be appreciated. Pink-flowered Cistus 
x purpureus (1) has a dominant presence in early summer, though James notes that “then they 
dissolve back into the landscape to provide a muted tone to other plants, and are ever present 
on the air in the summer as the heat releases the oils on their leaves”. The architectural quality 
of the evergreen leaves of Iris unguicularis (2) is also valued. A line of rosemary, now known 
as Salvia rosmarinus (3), forms a long, snaking ‘hedge’ across the garden, creating a subtle 
sense of structure. It also provides the darkest leaf tone, against which lighter colours, such 
as the pale-toned Ballota pseudodictamnus (4), can be placed. This sub-shrub says James is 
“a brilliant plant, quick to establish and relatively long lived – a useful plant to create a quick 
dominant vegetation, though in wetter climates it may not live as long or grow as quickly”.  
It also stands out against the crinkly leaves of clary sage, Salvia sclarea (5), that presage its 
flowers, and which are especially appreciated when dried and backlit by the sun. Hidden 
away next to this is Origanum majorana var. tenuifolium (6), which is useful for its late flowers. 
Soft yellow tones are contributed by Salvia greggii ‘Alba’ (7), while there is dusty purple from 
Lavandula x heterophylla ‘African Pride’ (8), a resilient cultivar in James’s experience. 
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rosemary. James’s strategy is for 70 per cent of the garden to be made up of around half a dozen dominant species.  
“We have learned a lot about plants that can create a happy competitive balance,” he says.

James is refreshingly candid about the experimental nature of his approach. This was one of his first designed gardens 
and to begin with, he says, he packed it with too many different species. “It didn’t really work because the speed of growth 
of different plants was so variable,” he says. “Cistus is slow, for example, while phlomis grows really fast. After five years, the 
garden really started to go downhill. It had been over-maintained, with too many young plants taken out, and then pruned 
at the wrong time of year. Mediterranean gardens just die out if you don’t let them self-seed.”

James has concluded that the correct technique is to observe what is germinating, and when, and then to make positive 
decisions as to what to keep and what to lose – not just to chop things down in a more general seasonal way. Since this is  
a matter of maintenance more than design, he has established a system where he ensures his gardens are looked after by  
a trusted team of four ‘artist-gardeners’, who work across his portfolio. “There are probably too many new gardens being 
designed,” he contends. “Maybe designers should be placing more emphasis on looking after their work.”

In the lower part of this garden, James again seeks a happy balance between the plants, this time in somewhat quieter 
style. Here, there are olives and larger shrubs, such as Retama raetam, a white-flowered broom native to North Africa and 
parts of the Middle East, as well as the splayed form of self-seeding Euphorbia rigida. Teucriums again play an important 
role, with the addition of T. hircanicum, its stately purple spires giving it the appearance of a Mediterranean foxglove.

James agrees the planting style has a slightly chaotic appearance that is less well-defined than typical New Perennial style 
naturalistic planting, with a texture that is attractively ‘lumpy’ as opposed to ‘drifty’. It could be described as a small-scale, 
intensified garrigue planting, and is perhaps evidence that this kind of approach can indeed work on a smaller scale.  
This may be a relatively small garden but its planting is possessed of great character because of its sheer intensity. 

USEFUL INFORMATION
Find out more about Scape Design’s work at scapedesign.com/en

Turn the page for 12 of James’s key plants

James’s strategy is for 70 per cent  
of the garden to be made up of around 

half a dozen dominant species

The garden’s boundaries are blurred  
to create the impression of extra space. 

Rambler roses have been planted on  
the fence line just beyond the pool  

edge, with pines and olives beyond. 
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An olive tree provides welcome shade in 
the lower part of the garden, with stepping 

stones carving a path through plantings 
that include Cistus salvifolius (lower right), 
Anisodontea malvastroides (the shrub with 

small, pink mallow flowers to the left of 
the path) and (background, right) the tree 

spurge, Euphorbia dendroides.
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12 KEY PLANTS
1 Pittosporum tobira 

Although this evergreen shrub has become a familiar plant, it is in James’s  
opinion too often overlooked for its mature cloud-form shape and exquisite  

peppery jasmine scent. 4.5m. AGM*. RHS H3, USDA 9a-10b†.
2 Phlomis viscosa 

A phlomis with leaves that are darker than most. Its large flowers almost form  
yellow pompoms. 90cm. RHS H6, USDA 5a-9b.

3 Salvia multicaulis 
“Our absolute favourite of 2019,” says James. A low-growing shrub with long-lasting dried 
flowerheads and a gentle approach to its neighbours. 10cm. AGM. RHS H3, USDA 4a-8b.

4 Phlomis purpurea ‘Torcal de Antequera’ 
A phlomis that James finds really reliable with pale-pink flowers as opposed  

to the typically darker pink flowers of this species. 1.2m.
5 Anisodontea malvastroides 

This pale-flowered Cape mallow is tall, light, pink, airy and short-lived. 2m.
6 Euphorbia rigida 

An upright spurge with bright-yellow flowers in early summer, although it is a very successful 
self-seeder with the danger of escape to the wild. 60cm. AGM. RHS H6, USDA 7a-10b.

7 Teucrium fruticans 
This reliable, evergreen shrub with pale-blue flowers is long-lived, long-flowering and adds  

a silver tone to the garden – and is one that James finds hard not to use. However, it can 
quickly develop a shaggy look, so demands regular attention. 1m. RHS H3, USDA 9a-10b.

8 Teucrium flavum 
An evergreen shrub that James describes as “an absolute winner”. It is good in both sun and 

shade, a happy companion among others. It bears brilliant fresh-green leaves at just the right 
height. The flowers are a moon-pale yellow. 30cm. USDA 7a-9b.

9 Salvia aurea 
A shrubby evergreen perennial from southern Africa that adds a splash of highly original colour to 

the garden, and seems quite at home in the Provençal landscape. 1.5m.
10 Helichrysum italicum subsp. microphyllum ‘Lefka Ori’ 

This small-leaved curry plant creates a reliable cascading groundcover. In this  
garden it is doing well in the bright shade of an olive tree. 15cm.

11 Centaurea bella 
A slow but remarkable groundcover cushion. “I love a flower that floats,” says James. 25cm.

12 Fumaria bicolor 
Here a short-lived annual, but not a bully, so a welcome invader of empty space. 50cm. 

*Holds an Award of Garden Merit from the Royal Horticultural Society. †Hardiness ratings given where available.

A second level is 
shaded by mature 

trees, and is quieter  
in tone, with larger 

shrubs and small trees


