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A ‘truth to materials’ approach to form and function, and  
a subtle shaping of space, characterises Sarah Eberle’s  

designs, as Darryl Moore finds out

sculpting with  
time & space

 Unlike many in the garden design world  
who have come to the field as career 
changers, Sarah Eberle’s engagement with  

the industry is longstanding, driven by a lifelong 
passion for landscape. Design has been the mainstay 
of her professional life for over 30 years, during 
which she has developed a distinct approach to  
the discipline through a diverse body of work,  
and garnered an impressive array of accolades for  
her unique style and masterly touch. 

Indeed it is Eberle’s style that sets her apart from 
her peers. She has been described as a fusionist, 
taking apart all sorts of styles and putting them  
back together in unusual and captivating 
configurations. Yet her work is a far cry from  
pick ’n’ mix postmodernism, driven as it is by an 
addictive openness towards new ideas and an  
explicit aversion to formalism. 

This zeal for novelty along with a ‘truth to 
materials’ approach to form and function has 
resulted in an ongoing exploration of the  
intrinsic attributes of both organic and synthetic 
matter. Key materials, such as stone, are  
employed by Eberle in various guises to reveal  
both their natural and practical properties,  
while industrial materials such as concrete  
and steel reinforce a brutalist counterpoint to  
more transitory elements. 

Light and shadow play crucial roles in her  
subtle shaping of space, while a recurring aquatic  
presence, utilising water’s symbiotic relationship  
to link sky and landscape, has become  
something of a defining feature of many of her 

designs, a recurring trace of a childhood spent on  
the Devon coast.

Eberle’s extended planting palette exhibits 
confidence, mixing a wide range of exotic and 
architectural plants with more standard perennial 
fare, all executed with an air of effortless aplomb 
and a sharp eye for detail. Even the most contrived 
planting combinations exude ecological authenticity.

Building a craft 
Such skills and craftsmanship are the result of a 
career trajectory that was decidedly focused from 
early on. A formative education at the progressive 
Dartington Hall School in Devon (whose gardens 
were created by landscape designers Beatrix 
Farrand and Percy Crane), included qualifications 
in Environmental Studies, Art and Modern 
Architecture. Building upon this solid foundation 
she embarked upon a degree at Thames Poly in 
Landscape Architecture, after which employment 
ensued at a practice in Bristol involved with the 
practical adornment of car parks, as the onslaught 
of supermarket expansion rolled out across the 
land. Unfulfilled in this role, Eberle soon ventured 
out on her own. She ran a garden design and build 
company before joining Hillier Landscapes, where 
she eventually enjoyed a ten-year tenure as Design 
Director before redressing her work/life balance and 
setting up her own practice in 2005.

Working alone gives Eberle a freedom she enjoys, 
unfettered by responsibilities towards staff and other 
overheads associated with a larger studio, allowing 
her to pick and choose the projects that pique her 

Sarah Eberle  
Over three decades, sarah 
has built an enviable 
reputation as a versatile and 
distinct designer of spaces 
large and small, and has 
garnered an impressive 
array of awards which 
recognise her imaginative 
approach towards 
landscape. currently she 
runs her own design 
practice in hampshire.
www.saraheberle.com     
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this page eberle 
collaborated with 
australian archiect 
andrew Burns to 
transform the derelict 
gibbon’s Rent for the 
local community Ph
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interest in a constant quest to challenge 
herself. She is privileged to have a select 
client base that appreciates her modus 
operandi and is happy to patronise her as a  
landscape artist or craftsman, rather than  
merely a technician. Her service is thorough,  
from vision to site acquisition, planning 
permission and detail design, responding 
to clients’ desire to grow a meaningful 
relationship with their environments. 
She views habitat-making as the essential 
role of design, allowing clients to feel safe 
and secure in the landscape and free from 
everyday pressures, providing the kind of 
sanctuary that the hortus conclusus has 
done throughout the centuries.

The skill deployed in negotiating 
transitions of scale from the intimacy of 
gardens to the wider landscape is expressed 
most succinctly in her fruitful working 
relationship with property developer 
Andrew Herring, whose houses fuse 
modernism with an eastern appreciation 
and English country stylings. Her designs 
display a reserved quietude, they enclose 
and enfold rather than append, they are 

landscapes in which the architecture 
dwells. The sensitivity to both site and 
buildings, blurring the boundary between 
indoors and outdoors, proximity and 
distance, is the result of an unconventional 
collaboration between Eberle and Herring, 
a cerebral ping pong in which each feeds 
into the other’s designs until a final 
seamless synthesis ensues.

Playing with time
Running parallel to this deeply embedded 
sense of place-making is a polar opposite 
ephemeral strand of Eberle’s practice, with  
which she is equally engaged and 
enthusiastic about. Temporary gardens have  
given her an opportunity to experiment  
with ideas, materials and visual languages, 
within highly dynamic and energy intensive,  
restricted time frames. They have played 
an important part in the development of 
her vision, by affording her the luxury of 
creating ideal landscapes unrestrained by 
everyday pragmatic concerns.

As a stalwart of RHS shows, she has 
accumulated nine gold medals over the 

past couple of decades, as well as winning 
the coveted ‘Best in Show’ at Chelsea in 
2007. The range and quantity of show 
gardens she has produced is daunting to 
even the most seasoned veteran, often 
creating multiple gardens at the same 
show, or being drafted in at the 11th hour 
to replace a no-show designer. 

During this process, her work evinced 
an important transformation from a 
timeless country garden-style design 
language to a distinctly contemporary one.  
A signature aesthetic evolved that deftly 
balances clean-cut architectural lines 
with sculptural horticulture, and organic 
rugged material textures. Evidence of this 
metamorphosis can be traced from the 
Mercedes Benz sponsored ‘For Whoever 
You Are…’ garden at Hampton Court Palace  
in 2001 through to the super sophistication 
of the ‘Monaco’ garden at Chelsea in 2011. 

But the epitome of her vision was  
most clearly revealed in the trilogy of  
gardens she produced as a creative 
meditation on the work of Lanzarote  
artist and architect, César Manrique.

“EvEN thE mOSt cONtRIvED 
pLANtING cOmbINAtIONS  

ExUDE EcOLOGIcAL AUthENtIcIty”

aBOVe left tO 
right at the 2007 
ellerslie international 
Flower show 
concrete weaved 
though a volcanic 
landscape in sarah’s 
award-winning 
garden; at the 
singapore garden 
Festival 2012 
‘continental Drift’ 
won gold with a 
striking installation of 
overlapping triangles
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An innovative trilogy 
The first of these gardens ‘Walking 
Barefoot’ appeared at Chelsea in 2006, 
and featured a dynamic flood plane, 
traversed by a curvaceous walkway that 
intermittently submerged with an induced 
tidal ebb and flow, framed by a spartan 
surrounding of organically brutalist hard 
landscaping, peppered with planting. 

Having garnered the trust of the 
sponsor Bradstone, the following year 
it indulged Eberle in embarking upon a 
far more ambitious endeavour, one that 
she had been nurturing over an eight-
year incubation period. ‘600 Days with 
Bradstone’ was about designing space in 
more ways than one, taking as its theme 
the personal garden of an astronaut 
on a 600-day sojourn on Mars, and 
investigating the psychological effects of 
living under such conditions. 

Research for the project was undertaken 
in collaboration with the European Space 
Agency and British Science Museum 
and, although it was a product of the 
imagination, everything within the garden 

(including construction methods) was 
within the realm of current scientific 
possibilities. The planting meanwhile 
was selected on the basis of the ability 
to provide nourishment, oxygen, 
or medicinal benefits, and included 
watercress, calendula and carob trees.  
Yet aside from its conceptual rigour, what 
really marked it out as an Eberle garden 
were the hardscape materials developed  
in association with the sponsor. Bradstone 
created multi-textured rammed-earth 
walls and scorched earth-style paving, 
all conforming to, and reinforcing the 
designer’s organic aesthetic.

Despite being awarded a Gold medal, 
achieving the highest winning score of 
any ‘Best in Show’ garden to date, and 
getting immeasurable critical coverage 
in the press, the success did not translate 
into future commissions, ironically giving 
clients the impression that she was now 
in an unapproachable league, a post-show 
syndrome that lasted for a year.

The final garden in the trilogy, at Ellerslie 
International Flower Show 2007 in New 

Zealand, featured a central ramp formed 
of smooth in-situ concrete snaking its 
way through a landscape of volcanic 
local scoria rock, surrounded by a free-
form shot crete concrete wall, providing 
a backdrop for arid-loving succulents 
Aloe bansii and Agave attenuata, offset 
by colourful underplanting including 
osteospermum and euphorbia.

Exploration and transformation 
Eberle’s international profile has been 
reinforced through appearances at a 
number of other global shows including 
the Gardening World Cup in Japan 
in 2010, and Singapore International 
Garden Show 2012. Her visually arresting 
indoor installation ‘Continental Drift’ 
conceptually configured natural habitats 
and landscapes from around the world on 
two overlapping triangular roof structures, 
stacked around a single shared axis. Arid 
species occupied the xeriscaped upper 
level, while temperate species flourished 
on the partially shaded lower level, above a 
verdant ground level of tropical planting.   

clOckwOrk frOm 
aBOVe For st 
george’s Day in 2012 
sarah was asked to 
create a 24-hour 
‘contemporary fête 
champêtre’ to 
entertain the crowds 
in trafalgar square;  
a garden produced in 
collaboration with 
property developer 
andrew herring; the 
landmark ‘600 days’ 
garden, for which 
Bradstone created 
multi-textured 
rammed-earth walls
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left, tOp tO 
BOttOm the trilogy 
of designs by sarah 
inspired by artist and 
architect, césar 
manrique: the award 
winning ellerslie 
garden from 2007, and 
‘walking Barefoot’ 
and ‘600 Days’ at 
chelsea in 2006 and 
2007 respectively
right, tOp tO 
BOttOm sarah 
masterminded the 
transformation of  
a neglected alleyway  
in london Bridge;  
now gibbon’s Rent is  
a vibrant community 
space. the monaco 
garden from chelsea 
2011 was a roof 
garden designed for 
the principality
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“SENSItIvIty tO SItE, cONSIDERAtION Of thE LARGER LANDScApE, AND thE wAyS  
pEOpLE bEhAvE IN, AND RELAtE tO It, ARE cENtRAL tO EbERLE’S wORk”

Forays outside of the showground have 
allowed Eberle to explore other avenues 
in the urban realm. For St George’s Day in 
2012, she invaded Trafalgar Square, at the 
behest of the Mayor’s office, to construct 
a 24-hour contemporary fête champêtre. 
The fanciful historic update saw crowds 
drawn to the greened environment,  
replete with trees, shrubs, perennials, 
productive areas and even artificial 
swans ‘swimming’ in the fountain pools. 
While obviously a playful installation, 
Eberle is nonetheless keen to utilise the 
incongruous juxtapositions of such 
projects in attempting to explore our 
relationship with landscape through 
garden history, to better understand the 
ways in which we inhabit environments.

Meanwhile in the same year, she 
undertook with Cityscapes the 

transformation of Gibbon’s Rent, a 
neglected alleyway in London Bridge,  
into a thriving urban community garden. 
The joint project with Team London 
Bridge, The Architecture Foundation  
and Southwark Council, saw Eberle 
collaborate with Australian architect 
Andrew Burns to produce a dynamic  
long-term public space. 

Her deployment of large-scale  
concrete drainpipes reflecting her  
brutalist tendencies, provided a perfect 
visual corollary to the surrounding 
environment. Embellished with an exotic 
array of planting including cycads, tree 
ferns, phormiums and bamboo,  
the planters supplied a deft contrast to  
the varied selection of plants in small  
pots, contributed by residents as part of  
an ongoing process.

Such sensitivity to site, consideration of 
the larger landscape, and the ways people 
behave in, and relate to it, are central to 
Eberle’s work. Adamant that design is 
primarily about the control of space, she 
is an ardent arranger of volume and subtle 
shaper of form, but balks at attempts to 
coerce nature to adhere to anthropocentric 
ideals, instead embracing an openness to 
appreciate the beauty of its chaotic flux. 

She maintains that great gardens induce 
a sense of wonder, something that is 
comfortable and unthreatening, allowing 
one to just be soaked up by it. Working 
as an artist whose chosen medium is 
landscape, a medium that both moves 
and motivates her, she exhibits a mastery 
of time and space in ordering both the 
permanent and the transitory, in ways that 
inspiringly invoke that very wonder.  

aBOVe For chelsea 
2011 sarah designed 
a roof garden for  
the space-starved 
principality of 
monaco, with 
carefully researched 
local flora and a 
harbour area, 
complete with  
lap pool and 
entertainment space
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arah Eberle


