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Lessons for us all
In their remarkable, experimental, Mediterranean garden  

Olivier and Clara Filippi have developed a drought-resilient planting  
style that is increasingly relevant to many gardeners

WORDS JONNY BRUCE  PHOTOGRAPHS CLAIRE TAKACS

IN BRIEF
What Windswept, coastal, experimental, 
gravel garden of Mediterranean natives. 

Where Near Montpellier, France.
Size 4,000 square metres.

Soil Deep gravel layer over chalky clay.
Climate Mediterranean – extremely  

hot (46°C in 2019) and dry in summer  
but frequently heavy rains in autumn. 

Winter fluctuates as cold weather rolls 
down from nearby inland mountains. 

Hardiness zone USDA 9a.

This image Nestled between the  
cliff and the Filippis’ home, this 

experimental gravel garden was developed 
to test the numerous Mediterranean 

plants the Filippis have collected on their  
travels. Early May provides one of the 

richest flowering moments at Le Jardin 
Sec but by high summer almost all the 

flowers will be gone leaving a subtle 
palette of silver, green and brown. 
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n a windswept site overlooking the lagoons that make up the Étang du Thau near Montpellier, 
Olivier and Clara Filippi have created a remarkable and experimental garden of Mediterranean 
native plants. When the pair set up a nursery here in 1990, it was a brave undertaking 
considering their lack of formal horticultural training but Olivier suggests it was their lack of 
experience that gave them the confidence to believe “that everything was possible”. As their 
nursery Pépinière Filippi flourished Olivier and Clara developed their experimental garden to 
test the thousands of wild plants they collected on their travels.

Sandwiched between the Filippis’ home and the cliff ’s edge, this 4,000 square metre garden 
may have a commanding view of the lagoon but it suffers exposure to the ravages of salt winds – not to mention 
the unbearable heat and drought of summer. The underlying soil is an alkaline clay that cracks in summer and is 
waterlogged during the frequent heavy rain events in late autumn and winter. Many would consider this an unlikely 
spot to create a garden but it is precisely these extreme conditions with which the Filippis wish to test their plants. In 
order to adapt the site and provide necessary drainage they created mounded gravel beds and designed paths that 
doubled as rivulets to carry flood water away. However, it is the plants that have led the design, in an approach akin  
to the concept of influential French designer Gilles Clément’s Le Jardin en Mouvement, where plants self-seed and the 
competitive interactions between species allow for a community that is in a gentle but constant state of flux. 

A principal benefit of this style of garden is its relative low maintenance, particularly in terms of weeding. A 
combination of the deep (6-8cm) gravel layer, the extreme heat and drought, and finally the allelopathic properties 

The garden is a rhythm 
of undulating mounds 

intermittently punctuated  
by columnar cypress

This image A complex tapestry of texture and form evokes the garrigue landscape as the eye travels out across the oyster farms  
that are a feature of the series of lagoons that make up the Étang du Thau. Tall, upright Italian cypresses, Cupressus sempervirens  
Stricta Group, provide a necessary vertical punctuation to the repetitive rhythm of the mound forms.
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12 KEY JARDIN SEC PLANTS
1 Euphorbia rigida An evergreen spurge with silver-blue leaves, arranged in regular spirals. 

Spectacular, bright-yellow flowers, from January to April, take on pink hues followed by intense 
red in May to June. Needs well-drained soil in full sun. 60cm. AGM*. RHS H6, USDA 7a-10b†.

2 Hedysarum coronarium Sometimes known as French honeysuckle, this robust perennial is 
able to fix nitrogen and survive in very poor soils. Clover-like foliage covered with downy hairs is 

topped with fragrant racemes of bright reddish flowers. 90cm. RHS H5.
3 Myrsine africana This compact evergreen shrub has small leaves and provides an 

important structural foil to the more floriferous and ephemeral plants in the Filippis’ garden. 
Slow growing, but a tough plant that can cope with chalky soil and salt spray. 2m. RHS H4.
4 Salvia ‘Mas de Lunès’ A hybrid between S. officinalis and S. fruticosa with aromatic, felty 

green, foliage, which in April and May bursts with a profusion of pale-mauve flowers. Handles 
seaside winds and freely drained chalky soils. Short lived on richer soils. 80cm. RHS H5.

5 Cistus x purpureus f. holorhodos A compact shrub with narrow, dark-green foliage and 
dark fuchsia-purple flowers produced in April and May. Its sticky emerging shoots have 
allelopathic properties that suppress weed germination at the base of the plant. 1.2m.

6 Phlomis purpurea An easy and beautiful phlomis that is ideal for poor, well-drained soils 
and which Olivier describes as having “unfailing value” for its allelopathic properties. It needs 

excellent drainage, but offers perfect pale-pink flowers. 1.2m. RHS H4.
7 Salvia multicaulis This unusual salvia forms low clumps of grey-green aromatic  

foliage with lavender-purple flower spikes, that begin in March but fade to leave  
the dramatic purple calyces that in Olivier’s words is, for a few weeks, “the most 

 spectacular plant” in the Filippis’ garden. 40cm. AGM. RHS H3.
8 Stipa gigantea Native to the western Mediterranean, this perennial grass is justifiably 

popular for its long flower stems that stretch up between April and June before turning gold 
and persisting until December. Will self-seed on stony soil. 2m. AGM. RHS H4, USDA 5a-10b.

9 Catananche caerulea An adaptable perennial produces dense clusters of thin stems topped 
with masses of delicate blue flowers. These blooms emerge from an equally ornamental 

papery bract marked with a distinctive dark stripe. 60cm. RHS H5, USDA 4a-7b. 
10 Salvia fruticosa Sometimes sold as S. triloba this salvia produces masses of pale, 

purple-pink flowers in March and April over a rounded mass of aromatic foliage. Copes  
well with salt spray but requires perfect drainage. 1m. RHS H4.

11 Euphorbia ceratocarpa Early in spring a rush of light green foliage emerges each leaf 
marked with a white stripe and an attractive red flush to the stems. Acid-green to yellow 

flowers from April to July. Can handle chalky soils and free-draining ground. 1m. AGM. RHS H4.
12 Centaurea bella This seemingly modest, silver-leaved perennial is one of the best plants 

for a low groundcover. Quickly forms a dense mat of foliage from which pale-pink cornflower-
type blooms emerge on slender stems from March to May. 35cm. 

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

of many Mediterranean species ensures that most aggressive annual weeds struggle to establish. Allelopathy is a key 
feature of Mediterranean ecology where plants use a kind of chemical warfare to compete in this harsh environment. 
For example, phlomises and certain salvias produce chemicals in their foliage which, when they fall to the ground, 
suppress the germination of other seeds – while the creeping Centaurea bella exudes similar chemicals from its roots. 

Olivier explains how they regularly trim the plants to imitate the heavy grazing of goats. Plants nibbled back in this 
way are stimulated to branch and shoot from the base, forming compact domes, and this not only evokes an authentic 
feel of the garrigue landscape but, also causes the plants to live longer. As Olivier simply puts it “they age better.” When 
asked how often they do this Olivier casually responds “when we feel like it” but after a considered pause suggests 
realistically “when we can”, adding “we are very busy and it doesn’t really matter.” 

The result of this relaxed approach is one of beguiling naturalism. The garden is a rhythm of undulating mounds 
intermittently punctuated by the bold exclamation of a columnar cypress or the gnarled trunk of an olive tree. In 
May flowers abound; acid-yellow Euphorbia ceratocarpa clashes cheerily with the purple spires of Salvia verbenaca as 
pale-pink scabious and centaureas push their way through the wiry stems of Bupleurum spinosum or the loose, silvered 
forms of Russian sage and Teucrium fruticans. However, by midsummer the flowers will be gone leaving a muted 

This image Plants are established on raised gravel beds 6-8cm deep, which provide perfect drainage while paths are maintained  
to provide channels for heavy rainfall. Now 30 years old, this garden sits comfortably with an expansive community of plants 
complemented by mature shrubs and trees. 

To continue turn to page 86
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Top With the lagoon beyond, the complementary forms of 
billowing Pinus pinea (1) and upright Cupressus sempervirens 
Stricta Group (2) work as an effective frame for the tapestry 
of texture playing out in front. Expansive Cistus x cyprius f. 
albiflorus (3), lights up the scene with masses of clean white 
flowers, while the acid-yellow of Euphorbia ceratocarpa (4),  
is picked up in the warmer yellow of Phlomis longifolia (5).  
The rising silver stems of Phlomis purpurea ‘Torcal de 
Antequerra’ (6) contrast well with the greens and yellows. 

Below Rivers of gravel flow between the clipped mounds  
of aromatic shrubs providing both a visual pause but also 
necessary channels to help divert flood water from the  
plants during the heavy storms of autumn. The egg-yellow  
pea flowers of Coronilla minima (1), which has nitrogen-fixing  
roots able to handle the poorest soils, provide a focal point to 
the generous swathes of Euphorbia rigida (2), while the silvery 
flower stems and feathery foliage of Achillea clypeolata (3) 
provide another contrast of texture and colour. 

Top Bordered by the evergreen foliage of Phlomis bourgaei (1), 
a competitive interlocking of allelopathic groundcovers, 
includes the pale-lilac cornflowers of Centaurea bella (2)  
that rise above its mat of silver-green foliage blurring into  
the low-growing Tanacetum densum subsp. amani (3). Both 
produce negatively allelopathic chemicals suppressing weeds 
and make a low-maintenance combination. Colour comes 
from the senescing flowerheads of Euphorbia rigida (4) and 
the purple verticals of Salvia interrupta x S. candelabrum (5).

Below Olive trees and Italian cypresses act as anchor 
points, while in the foreground smaller shrubs, such as  
the evergreen Myrsine africana (1), provide structure and 
textural contrast for the playful planting behind. Among  
the rounded mounds the pincushion blooms of Lomelosia 
minoana (2) complement the wiry flower stems and papery 
seedheads of Centaurea bella (3). Lomelosia (previously 
Scabiosa) is a tough, allelopathic plant, providing blooms 
through the heat of summer from March to July. 
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4 planting combinations
Planting ideas from the Filippis’ Le Jardin Sec
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palette. Olivier explains that such a garden should be designed in black and white. At Le Jardin Sec it is the structure 
and texture of plants, and the olfactory sensation of their volatile oils that are key. 

When the Filippis began they were against the mainstream of Mediterranean gardeners who clung to a northern 
European idea of summer flowering gardens bedecked with verdant lawns. It is with a wry smile that Olivier suggests 
that the main reason for plants dying in Mediterranean gardens is not the lack of rain or extreme heat but rather 
gardeners’ insistence on installing irrigation. He insists this does little more than create the perfect conditions for 
Phytophthora and other fungal diseases to which many native species are highly vulnerable. For the past 30 years this 
pioneering pair have encouraged gardeners and designers to abandon wasteful irrigation, harmful pesticides and to 
“walk the desert” of ecologically sensitive, native planting. However, they insist they are not on an environmentalist 
mission but rather are just keen to share their knowledge and passion of Mediterranean flora. As climate change 
brings increasingly hotter and drier summers, so the Filippis’ lessons are more relevant to us all. 

USEFUL INFORMATION
Address Pépinière Filippi, RD 613, 34140 Loupian, France. Tel +33 (0)4 67 43 88 69. Web jardin-sec.com

This image Being located so close to the sea front means the garden is buffeted by burning salt-laden winds that really test the 
resilience of many species but the reflective quality of the lagoon provides another dimension in the play of sunlight in the garden 
particularly as it casts across the water at sunset and sunrise. 

Facing page Winding paths lead away from the main garden through sparse groves of cypresses and the generous forms  
of stone pines. These trees provide some slight respite from the salt winds but they are also strongly evocative of the Mediterranean, 
which is captured in every fibre of this garden. 

It is the plants that have led the 
design, in an approach akin to  
the concept of Gilles Clément’s  

Le Jardin en Mouvement 


