know how
Shape, colour, form and
textural contrast. Landscape
designer Franchesca Watson
looks at the most striking leaf
ensembles to ensure yearround interest in the garden
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p h oto g r a p h s ; h e i d i b e rt i s h

I know that I am always banging on

about plant selection, but I do consider it
one of the absolute sink-or-swim elements
of good garden design. With the planet’s
connectivity revolution, and the increased
awareness and availability of garden design as
part of good design overall, comes a required
sophistication that previous generations of
gardeners did not need. It’s just not okay
to put all one’s favourite plants together
haphazardly, or to have flowering plants
chosen on the basis of their blooms alone.
The result will always be raggle-taggle (unless
that’s what you want, of course). The most
important thing about a plant, after all, is its
foliage (most flower only once a year) and the
way it presents its foliage – its total growth
habit – is vital.
When you really look at plant leaves,
you will start to see that some leaves have
extraordinary shapes, and that the plant
presents them in a unique way, which usually
creates a certain pattern. It is this patterning
that creates the overall effect of the plant and
one should seek to combine it with another
plant/plants that have a complementary
pattern. The most obvious way of doing this is
with leaves that are large and bold, combined
with leaves that are finely textured – this
approach will work every time. But there are
many other ways: an upright-leafed plant with
a tumbling plant; a spear-shaped large leaf
with a round large leaf, for example: arums
with Luculia; lance-shaped leaves of varying
thicknesses, such as Kniphofia, with restios.
Colour is also vitally important and can be
contrasting or similar. Greens that are very
similar will not work well together unless
the leaf shapes are completely contrasting.
I am very careful about how I combine greyleafed plants with bright greens – I think
greys are better with dark greens or at least

greens with minimal yellow tones. The most
exciting combination I saw at Kirstenbosch
recently was a planting of Metalasia, Stoebe
plumosa, Eriocephalus africana, renosterbos
and a grey bushy Mesembryanthemum. All
had fine textures of fairly similar greys,
but completely different leaf presentation
and patterning. Breathtaking. I also have
a great combination going in the rooftop
garden outside my office, which uses greys –
Convolvulus cneorum, Euphorbia wulfenii and
Cotyledon orbiculata ‘Fire Sticks’ – with Lotus
berlothii as the tumbling element. This season
I am going to add Agave attenuata, Echeveria
metallica and Oscularia deltoides, and maybe
some Sedum spectabile ‘Autumn Joy’ – all very
strong on leaf patterning, the link between
them being that they are all shades of soft
grey-green. Franchesca Watson 8 www.
franchescawatson.com
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above Gardenia
thunbergii in the
background with
a foreground of
Arctotis picking
up the pale colour
of the Gardenia
seed pods left
Strelitzia juncea
in the background
providing a strong
vertical element,
with Pelargonium
graveolens x

radens as a softer
contrast in the
foreground
below Aloe
arborescens at
the back, with
MetalAsia muricata,
Renosterbos,
Eriocephalus
africana and a grey
mesembryanthemum
in the front – all
linked by the
colour tones

tree selection Remember to
continue these ideas when selecting trees.
Tree foliage forms the cornerstone of any
garden; it can be used as backdrop for
planting cominations or as focal point.
What about Podocarpus falcatus (fineleaved yellowwood) with Brachylaena
discolor , Sparmannia africana with
Vepris undulata or Syzygium cordatum
(waterbessie) with Protorhus .
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