
Cecil Beaton, legendary photographer....and gardener?

Two exhibitions devoted to the legendary photographer Cecil Beaton have just opened. Tania Compton, who is restoring one of Beaton’s former
gardens, argues that his influence went far beyond royal portraits

Visual genius: Cecil Beaton in the Winter Garden at Reddish, 1962 Photo: The Cecil Beaton Studio Archiv
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'The ghost of Cecil Beaton is hard to fight,” says Hugo Vickers, the author of Beaton’s authorised biography. There will be little resisting the spirit of the great

photographer, artist, set and costume designer, diarist and gardener this summer, as Beaton mania grips the Salisbury area. There are two exhibitions devoted to his

life, one at Salisbury Museum and one at Wilton House, the country seat of the Earls of Pembroke just outside the town.

Cecil Beaton at Home: Ashcombe and Reddish, curated by Andrew Ginger in collaboration with the Salisbury Museum, shines a light on Beaton’s life through the

prism of his two Wiltshire homes, Ashcombe, which he rented from 1930 until the end of the Second World War, and Reddish House, which he bought in 1947, and

where he died in 1980. Ginger’s exhibition will not display the familiar Beaton-abilia usually associated with the knighted royal portrait photographer. Instead he hopes

to explore how these houses, while being “an inspiration and a stage for impressive entertaining, also fuelled his passion for gardening and delight in village life”.

Ashcombe was the stage for Beaton’s most impressive social triumphs and where he cut his gardening teeth, but his delight in village life and profound passion for

gardening developed at Reddish. The author Edith Olivier, who ignited Beaton’s love for Wiltshire, was instrumental in helping him find both houses. Olivier was the

confidante of Rex Whistler, Osbert Sitwell and William Walton as well as Beaton, and she encouraged the outrageously inventive dressing-up antics of the Bright

Young Things who flitted between Wilton House and her home in the estate park, Daye House.

In Cecil Beaton at Wilton, the exhibition curated by Jasper Conran at Wilton House, the spotlight is on the exceptionally creative group of friends for whom Wilton

became a nexus during the interwar years, augmented by yet more local lit- and glitterati such as David Cecil, Siegfried Sassoon and Stephen Tennant .

We do not often think of Beaton as “the gardener”, but it was imperative for him to fine-tune any environment in which he found himself, indoors or out. “Beaton was

visual, utterly visual,” says Hugo Vickers. Having begun at Ashcombe, as Beaton put it, “doing a little superficial weeding”, at Reddish he rarely ventured outside

without secateurs in hand.

Eileen Hose, Beaton’s assistant and companion, told Vickers that “sitting on the terrace each autumn planning the gardening for the following year” with Jack

Smallpeice, the third-generation gardener, counted among Beaton’s “most contented moments”. Smallpeice lived in the cottage next to Reddish and worked in the
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garden alongside Beaton for more than 20 years.

By the Seventies, Vickers notes, Beaton devoted as much space in his diaries to “the opening of his garden as he did to events such as the Windsor Castle banquet for

Queen Juliana”. Beaton records that a 1974 “Gardeners’ Sunday” was “not the success of the Easter opening for the rain which had held off had prevented the usual

numbers from arriving in their hundreds. We clocked apparently 600 which was good though the flowers were dashed by a three-day rain.”

Six hundred? Not good? That is one hell of a lot of cars for the narrow Chalke Valley road which bisects the garden. From this road the facade of Reddish, possibly the

prettiest of any 18th-century Wiltshire manor house, is on full view. The occupants of those cars were doubtless coming not only to see Beaton’s sumptuous roses or

cutting beds but on the off chance that they would catch a shadow of Greta Garbo (Beaton’s close friend) in an upstairs window, or the prospect of Bianca Jagger

wielding a tea urn.

Garden openings at Reddish have been in abeyance for a decade or so, but this situation may reverse as the garden is restored to Beatonesque voluptuousness. A

couple of years ago I had a call from the current owner. He would be the first to admit that he is happier on the back of a horse than with secateurs in hand and a

mutual friend had suggested that I could give some advice. The pond in the water garden that is fed by the clear chalk stream of the Ebble had silted up to such an

extent that what should have been a lovely bathing pool with crystal water was a muddy swamp.

I’m afraid the owner, caught between his girlfriend and me, ended up agreeing to a whole lot more work than the mere unsilting of the pond. It is still very early days,

but once the pond was done the restoration of the Fifties Strawson greenhouse followed, and that led to the replanting of the yew walk. The yews, planted by Beaton,

have been trimmed and their shadows illuminated in spring by narcissus 'Thalia’ and 'Actaea’, tulips 'Purissima’, 'White Triumphator’ and 'Spring Green’. Lady’s

mantle and Erigeron karvinskianus make a cat’s cradle in the wide flagged path paced out by Sir Cecil to act as a focal point from the saloon, with stone sourced by

the marvellous Brian Blick, the last Beaton link who remains a key member of the Reddish team, aided nowadays by Ronnie Macdonald.

We have our eyes on all sorts of schemes the owner has yet to find out about, but they are far more likely come to fruition now that Penny Bottari (ex-Wisley and

Chelsea Physic Garden) comes and gardens alongside Jim Scard and Don Ibbertson. This fabulous green-fingered team is now busily replanting, restoring and growing

with an enthusiasm that is breathing new life back into Reddish.

None of us has been slavish in reliving a Beaton dream, as the garden progresses spontaneously rather than to a prescribed plan, however we must have the ghost of

Beaton perching on our shoulders as we sit around the kitchen table with catalogues, iPads and wish lists. There are some uncanny resemblances between our planting

and that in the images from the Sotheby’s archive that none of us had seen until recently.
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Drifts of bearded irises now line the paths in the peony cutting beds, into which copious new groups of peony 'Bowl of Beauty’ have been incorporated. Nerines,

hollyhocks and Amaryllis belladonna are being established at the baking foot of the old wall where a kaleidoscopic row of more bearded irises is planned. The dahlias,

some of which are from Beaton’s original stock, have had 'Karma Fuchsiana’, 'Thomas A Edison’, 'Vulcan’ and 'Arabian Night’ added among them.

Cutting rows have been reinstated. Delphiniums, phlox, cosmos, Ammi majus and cornflowers grew last summer next to hazel hoops of Cobaea scandens, 'Matucana’

sweet peas and ornamental gourds. The week after recommending 'Alma Potschke’, 'Violetta’, 'Kylie’ and 'Little Carlow’ for the planting of an aster bed I read

Beaton’s memory of them: “extraordinarily brilliant in the autumn sunlight, like Japanese paper flowers… a mass of puce pink, pastill mauve and poisonous purple”

with “hundreds of butterflies, red admirals and tortoiseshells, with flapping wings” flying around his head “like confetti”. How he’d have loved Verbena bonariensis.

An excerpt from Beaton’s travel diary to Prague in 1967 also brings a frisson of déjà vu: “I can’t wait for the opportunity of copying a trellis room done in pale green

with convolvulus that we saw at Jaromerice.” Last summer Ipomoea 'Heavenly Blue’ was sent twining up the pale green trellis-clad walls in the winter garden, the

elegant conservatory Beaton added to the house. Towering sparmannias and intoxicating brugmansias have recently joined the plumbago, jasmine and geraniums in the

room that became a painting studio for Beaton, where many friends and neighbours sat for his portraits.

The garden could do with a resident rabbit catcher, a role charged to Les Collins in Beaton’s day. Rabbit antics are more than visible now that the chalk down is

undergoing a gradual return to meadow management, so unattractive armour cladding is needed for any new planting. However, we are all working towards a moment

in a few years’ time when the phantom of Cecil Beaton could cast a scrutinising gaze around the garden, as he would that of his lifelong friend Lady Avon in nearby

Alvediston, and declare, “Ten out of ten, Clarissa!” The ghost of Cecil Beaton may be hard to fight but it is a gloriously rewarding battle.

Cecil Beaton at Home: Ashcombe and Reddish is at Salisbury Museum until September 19; Cecil Beaton at Wilton is at Wilton House until September 14

On June 22 Reddish House is included in a charity open gardens event hosted by the village of Broad Chalke, 2-5pm, entry £4, under-13s free. Tickets and

refreshments in village hall. Proceeds to Chalke Valley Playschool and Horatio’s Garden
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