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small villa landscape, a belt could ‘confine the landscape, by the pale to hide the road; then 
by the shrubs to hide the pale; and lastly, by the fence to protect these shrubs’.53 

requisite 3:  it must studiously conceal every interference of art 

[…] making the whole appear the production of nature only 

This requisite had several meanings and consequent requirements: artificial landscaping, 
such as the remnants of formal gardening, should be removed or softened; the artificial 
means of making landscape look natural should be hidden; and devices to show the 
landscape to best advantage should not be obvious. At Ferney Hall, Shropshire, Repton 
proposed that a venerable hanging wood should be reflected in the water at the bottom of 
the slope, but pointed out that still water situated in a dark recess ‘can only be made visible 
by the reflection of some white object on its opposite bank’. He proposed a small bath 
house, which would be reflected in the water and seen through an opening between trees: 

I am sure I am not deceived in my expectations from this spot, because by bending aside 
a few boughs & breaking off twigs, I got a clear line of sight with the help of a Telescope 
which I use for such purposes. This opening must be made to appear accidental, & not 
a hole cut thro’ the wood on purpose.54

He also proposed to ‘destroy the formal terraces which disfigure the beautiful prospect’ 
and the walls that flanked the view from the front of the house. But because the view to 
the distant mountains was almost too extensive, he suggested keeping the fruit garden, 
with a shrubbery to hide it, to ‘enrich the foreground in the home Scenery & make a sort 
of balance to the hanging wood which bounds the opposite side of the Landscape’.55

Figure 8 Plan of Claybury, Essex; from Humphry Repton, Red Book for Claybury, Essex (1791). 
Courtesy: Essex Record Office, D/DU 1113
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Repton objected to avenues in general because they ‘will often act as a curtain 
drawn across to exclude what is infinitely more interesting than any row of trees’.56 He 
noted that it was in ‘undrawing this curtain’ by cutting down some chestnut trees in the 
avenue at Langley, Kent, that would ‘let in the hill, richly covered with oaks’.57 Opening 
up avenues was especially important in uneven ground and when the avenue was seen 
sideways on. He sometimes kept the structure of the avenue but proposed cutting into 
it, so that it still looked like an avenue at either end but not from the sides. However, he 
also appreciated that there was so much ‘ancient grandeur’ in old avenues and concluded 
that, at Langley, he did not want the avenue to be ‘further disturbed’.58

Burley on the Hill was another landscape where he kept the impression of the rides 
and avenues from the vistas from the house, but made them look more natural in other 
places by removing trees. However, he wrote that ‘If the woods and the natural shape of 
the ground have been mangled and distorted by the absurdities of Geometric gardening, 
the water has not escaped its formal influence’.59 There were two vast fishponds that 
were in a poor condition. Repton proposed that ‘instead of restoring these unsightly 
basons, I would […] give the water a natural shape’. This involved removing the old 
bridge and narrowing the channel to a dam, which was disguised with planting and 
the facades of a (sham) bridge.60 Two years before this, he had proposed removing the 
eighteenth-century sham bridge at Kenwood, Middlesex, because it was ‘beneath the 
dignity’ of the site.61 

In the view to the south at Burley on the Hill, Repton supposed that the improvement 
should be:

by strict adherence to those parts of ancient gardening which contributed to its 
magnificence as a work of Art, but not in those instances where proper advantages can 
be taken of the natural beauties of it situation. And here a very happy line of separation 
presents itself, the upper great terrace on which the house stands, is partly natural and 
partly artificial, The whole of this ought to be preserved and acknowledged as a work of 
Art, because it would be impossible to make it appear natural. 

If the terrace be allowed as a proper artificial object, it should be embellished with 
ornaments becoming the character of the house, instead of the low red brick wall, it 
should be a balustrade. […] Having considered the effect of the terrace as a foreground 
or artificial frame to the picture, I should now wish to obliterate all traces of Art.62 

Repton stated that ‘a Foreground is so essential both in the picture and in reality’ 
and he therefore proposed a terrace, balustrade or rail to mark the distinction between 
the dressed ground and the park at many of the sites on which he worked.63

requisite 4:  all objects of mere convenience or comfort, if 

capable of being made ornamental […] must be removed or 

concealed

Hare Street in Gidea Park, near Romford, Essex:

stood originally within five yards of the high road: this area was often covered with 
droves of cattle, of pigs, or geese. I obtained leave to remove the paling twenty yards 
further from the windows; and by this appropriation of twenty-five yards of garden, I 
have obtained a frame to my landscape; the frame is composed of flowering shrubs and 
evergreens; beyond which are seen, the cheerful village, the high road, and that constant 
moving scene.64 

Repton took ‘some pains to hide’ the butcher’s shop, giving preference ‘to a basket of 
roses’. He used this as an example of how much might be altered by the foreground: 
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‘how a very small object, aptly placed near the eye, may hide an offensive object ten times 
as large; whilst a hedge of roses and sweet-briars may hide the dirt of a road, without 
concealing the moving objects which animate the landscape’.

Of the cottages at Wimpole Hall, Cambridgeshire, Repton wrote that ‘What pleases 
the eye in Art or Nature, we are often more indebted to the colouring than to the design’.65 
There were two sets of cottages in the park: one set was symmetrical but composed of 
a ‘glaring assemblage of red brick’ and the other set was a ‘melee mixture of red and 
white’. He remedied the first by suggesting a wash over the bricks and trellis with a few 
laths over the roof to improve it. The second set of cottages was ‘broken and concealed 
by planting a few large trees […] to enclose the yards which are now too often rendered 
unsightly by linen and other nuisances’. He described the stables at Wimpole as ‘ugly 
and so conspicuous’ but did not wish them to be removed until the ground behind them 
was ‘more worth to be shown’. In the meantime, he suggested that a few trees should be 
planted before the stable, the church and the east wing of the house to ‘connect the whole 
together and make them less objectionable’ (Figure 9). He also suggested colouring all the 
service buildings and the church with a wash of the colour of Sussex or Suffolk bricks to 
bring a ‘uniformity of colour’.

Repton disliked red brick because it was ‘utterly incompatible with all ideas of 
picturesque beauty’.66 He quoted Lancelot Brown in Observations on the theory and 
practice of Landscape Gardening (London, 1805 edn): a red brick house ‘puts the whole 
valley in a fever’ and advised stone or stucco if possible, otherwise yellow brick.67 Red 
and other warm colours do not recede and fade in colour with distance, unlike green and 

Figure 9 ‘Before’ and ‘after’ views of the entrance front of Wimpole Hall, Cambridgeshire; 
from Humphry Repton, Red Book for Wimpole Hall, Cambridgeshire (1801). Wimpole Hall, 

National Trust ID no. WIM/D/490. Courtesy: NTPL Commissioned (NTPL), © National Trust 
Images/A. C. Cooper
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other cooler colours, which fade with distance to become a neutral tint. Repton would 
use red in his watercolours when he wanted something to stand out, such as a red cloak 
or coat worn in a miniature portrait of his client. He advocated the use of particular 
colours for certain features, including dark colours for the interior bars of sashes and 
window frames; white for the exterior bars (cottages could have green bars); gilding 
could be used on sashes; wooden gates should be painted white, but cast-iron ones should 
be painted green, ideally with copper or gold dust to appear bronze; and fences should be 
a dark (or invisible) green, so that they recede.68 

In Repton’s Red Book for Little Green, he gave the house a distinct character 
from neighbouring Uppark. This was so that it did not appear to be a farmhouse or 
steward’s house associated with the larger estate. He surrounded it with trees so ‘that 
the whole will never be seen from the same point of view, and of course the house 
will appear larger than it really is’.69 He changed the size, colour and position of the 
house; enlarged the lawn in front; increased the planting to the sides; removed a row 
of alternate scots and spruce fir; and partly concealed the offices, yards and stables 
with a plantation. Repton did not conceal the kitchen garden because he said it would 
not be ‘very offensive provided there be no wall built near the Grove’. He noted that 
while kitchen gardens would normally be hidden, in this instance it would be better to 
show it to make it clear that Little Green was an independent establishment to Uppark 
(Figure 10). 

Figure 10 ‘Before’ and ‘after’ views of Little Green, West Sussex, showing the retention of the 
kitchen garden; from Humphry Repton, Red Book for Little Green (alias Green Vale), West 

Sussex (1793). Courtesy: West Sussex Record Office, Add. MS 520
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requisites concluded

Repton’s principles were laid out in his published works, but in practice his 
recommendations for individual sites sometimes deviated from his general rules. Even 
when the client intended to complete Repton’s full scheme, this was rarely the case in 
reality and at many sites the client never intended to carry out the design proposals in 
full or even in part. These factors raise particular difficulties when seeking to restore 
Repton landscapes, especially when it is not certain what was carried out at the time of 
Repton’s suggestions. What Repton chose to reveal or conceal at a site where his scheme 
was followed may have been irreversibly altered over time. Is it appropriate to follow his 
guidelines for the site when seeking to restore a Repton landscape or should we apply his 
general rules, closing views that are no longer attractive, concealing new buildings, and 
revealing areas of later but attractive design?
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