Put not your trust in princes

Humphry Repton vies with ‘Capability’ Brown for the title of English landscape gardening’s most prolific designer.  But what contrasting men they were. Brown, bluff and unpretentious, rose from humble origins as a working gardener to acquire an estate of 13,000 acres and sup with King George III. Repton affected the foppish airs of a gentleman and had artistic pretensions, but great wealth somehow eluded him and his home was a modest cottage. George III dismissed his writing as ‘cox combery’, and worse, his plans for an Indian Brighton Pavilion were passed over by the Prince Regent in favour of his old business partner, John Nash. ‘Cursed is the man who puts his trust in princes,’ Repton wrote bitterly.

But there was one quality Brown and Repton had in common: tireless productivity. ‘I hope I die before Brown, so I get to heaven before it’s improved,’ wrote one wag, but the remark was as applicable to Repton, satirised for his relentless tinkering with landscapes in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park. Repton may not have become the friend of kings, but it didn’t stop the demand for his work. Though he took to landscape gardening at the late age of 36, and died aged 65, it is estimated he took 400 commissions.

Traces of lost Repton parks and gardens are still being found today, in this the 250th anniversary year of his birth. Katie Fretwell, the Trust’s garden historian, suspects the newly aquired Trust gardens at Greenway, Devon, could at least in part be attributed to him. ‘Repton revived the idea of creating a garden by the house for the enjoyment of the family, with the landscaped park beyond it,’ she says. He made homely touches like kitchen gardens and terraces fashionable once more, whereas Brown – his senior by 36 years – in striving for a natural setting, had tended to leave houses stranded in a sea of pasture. 

‘At Greenway, there’s a small enclosure, semi-derelict now, but by putting together various records you can see that there had been a pheasantry here, basically an ornamental aviary,’ explains Fretwell. ‘Next to it was a conservatory with an ornate layout of flower-beds. It was all very pretty and small, and just like Repton’s work.’ Repton’s proposals to clients were laid out in his Red Books – superbly bound in Morocco leather and enriched with his own evocative watercolours, works of art in their own right. Sadly, none has been found for Greenway, and Fretwell is mulling over her suspicions with Repton experts. In the meantime, you can see Repton’s work at other Trust properties like Uppark in Sussex and Attingham Park, Shropshire. For visiting details, see the Handbook.
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