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If there is one thing I like more than another, it is a good 
snoop round a specialist nursery, owned and looked after by 
real enthusiasts, and filled with plants I have never, ever seen 
before. A visit to Crûg Farm Plants near Caernarfon in North 
Wales plainly fits this bill, as I am sure many people will agree, 
since Bleddyn and Sue Wynn-Jones have been collecting seed on 
plant-hunting expeditions for nigh on 20 years. Crûg Farm is a 
jolly long way from where I live in Northamptonshire, but 
worth the journey to see some of the fruits of the Wynn-Jones’ 
exploring trips, in many countries throughout South America 
and eastern Asia, and to revel in the extraordinarily beautiful 
views of Snowdonia that you get from the garden. 

I discovered a whole host of intriguing and beautiful genera  
that I had never even heard of: Beesia, Chirita, Chrysosplenium, 
Heloniopsis, to name just a few. But one thing that stuck 
particularly in my mind was Bleddyn’s proud demonstration of 
his sturdy mail-order cardboard boxes. These have cleverly 
pitched lids, so that no van driver can put anything on top of 
them. There are holes in these lids, to prevent condensation, but 
I was told that not so much as a leaf must poke out of them, or 
the driver cannot accept the box ‘on health and safety grounds’. 
You couldn’t make it up, could you?

At the risk of sounding like an electioneering politician 
(which I really do not want to do), I spend a lot of time travelling 
up and down this fair country of ours. While driving (safely), I 
look into front gardens, and I am now forced to conclude that 
there are one or two plants that are almost too well behaved for 
me. Somehow, I end up mistrusting them or, at the very least, 
treating them with careless disdain. 

Which pretty much sums up how I feel about Photinia x fraseri 
‘Red Robin’. I know it sounds perverse, even snobbish, to be 
critical of a plant that is never wayward, is easily clipped and 
usually proves to be hardy (if kept away from cold winds). But 
‘Red Robin’ just seems smug to me, with its neat, orderly foliage, 
and its sealing-wax-red young growths, which are supposed to 
enhance the effect of the glossy evergreen leaves, but are just plain 
unsettling. (In that respect it is like Pieris ‘Forest Flame’, which 
mercifully is restricted to growing on acid soils.) Photinia can be 
put to many uses – hedge, standard, specimen… which somehow 
just makes me grumpier. Thanks to the prominence given by 
garden centres to those plants with coloured foliage that are not 
much trouble, you see it absolutely everywhere – in the South and 
West at least. I don’t mind, if it’s an intrinsically attractive plant: 
I am always pleased to see Cotoneaster horizontalis, for example. 
But, in the case of ‘Red Robin’– well, if this plant is the answer, 
then the question must be: ‘What can I plant that won’t give me 
much bother, but won’t give me much pleasure, either?’ n

I am an artist. I am also a gardener. And I often blend 
the two in my work – which is often called ‘conceptual’ or 
‘horticultural installation art’. In recent years, the RHS shows have 
welcomed more conceptual thinking (indeed there are now 
categories for such gardens at Hampton Court Palace Flower 
Show and RHS Show Tatton Park), but can these gardens really 
relate to ‘real’, domestic gardens?

I think they can. They may look quite different, and have been 
conceived in a totally different way, but it is how the medium  
– of a garden – is expressed that is important to me. My work 
includes many of the same elements as conventional, ‘normal’ 
gardens, but my desire is to involve a totally different process of 
conceptualisation and execution. 

At this month’s Tatton Park show, I will be representing a 
reconnected, emotional involvement with three of my favourite 
UK landscapes – Formby in Merseyside, the Jurassic Coast, Dorset 
and Tintagel in Cornwall. Since last autumn, I have been working 
on creating three abstract landscapes using, among other things, 
high-tech simulation eyewear to generate them. These conceptual 
garden forms allow me, and hopefully show visitors, to engage 
with landscape and environment in ways that the traditional 
garden does not offer. How such conceptual gardens are viewed 
and discussed is what gives them meaning. 

Such an approach has led me to develop an extreme collage-
based language, reflecting a sort of cut-and-paste age in which 
we increasingly encounter landscape only on television or in 
films, magazines and computer games – often in an highly 
exaggerated and hyper-real form. They are exaggerations, 
alterations of nature, if you like.

When working as a garden designer, I appreciate that there is a 
need to use conventional landscape ideas and language. And so 
too in domestic gardens; my work doesn’t suggest that everyone 
would (or should) have a conceptually created outside space. 
But I hope viewers who experience my alternative garden world 
are both visually stimulated and also connected in some way 
with the emotion and concept behind it. My ultimate hope is 
that this approach can present a new landscape experience, 
which will in turn encourage gardeners of all interests to express 
their own authorial voices. n

Tony Heywood is a conceptual artist represented by the Fine Art 
Society, New Bond Street, London. l See also News, p453
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RHS Show 
Tatton Park 

runs from 21–25 July. 
Tony Heywood’s 
garden is supported 
by Northwest Regional 
Development Agency. 
To watch a video  
of Tony making his  
garden, and for more 
show information, visit: 
www.rhs.org.uk/
tattonpark
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