
‘CAPABILITY’ BROWN
AND THE ENGLISH
LANDSCAPE GARDEN

2016 marks the tercentenary of the birth of Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown (1716-1783), foremost
contributor to the English landscape style. Born in Kirkharle, Northumberland, Brown was both a
visionary and a ruthlessly ambitious businessman, who rose from apprentice under-gardener at a
modest Northumbrian estate to the lofty position of Master Gardener to George III. The scale of his

work is extraordinary and in the West Midlands, Brown has been linked with over thirty sites.  

Laura Mayer

Brown’s formula, exemplified at
Berrington Hall in Herefordshire,
held the commercial monopoly on
landscape design well into the
nineteenth century. It included open

expanses of turf, scattered with individual trees and
tree clumps, surrounded by a perimeter belt, and
ornamented with water and perhaps a few garden
buildings. 
Dark evergreens were used as a backdrop,

alternating with deciduous planting to create
changes in mood as a visitor meandered along
woodland paths. Another essential feature in an age
of fast carriages was the circuit drive, which weaved
in and out of the perimeter belt like the one at
Croome Court in Worcestershire, and a serpentine
lake, used to enliven the middle distance. 
Brown’s seductive designs combined simplistic

elegance with economic viability, and concealed a
practical mastery of earth engineering. In his own
words, they embodied ‘all the elegance and all the
comforts that mankind wants in the Country’. His
landscapes provided for the practical, sporting and
agricultural needs of a great estate, whilst appearing
seamless and graceful. 
Armed with this formula, his easy-going manner

and a flexible working practice, he was able to
inveigle his way into any number of commissions.
Brown’s genius lay in making the most of the
existing terrain he encountered, earning his
nickname because he could stake out the
‘capabilities’ of a site within a few hours on
horseback.  
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Lancelot ('Capability') Brown by Sir Nathaniel Dance-Holland, Bt, c. 1773.
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Worcestershire
Low-lying Worcestershire is blessed with Brown’s first major
design experiment: Croome, an ongoing National Trust
restoration bisected by the M5. Here, his team transformed a
boggy ‘morass’ into a fashionable landscape park. Their system of
culverts and drainage proved so successful that the 6th Earl of
Coventry erected a Memorial to Brown’s ‘Indomitable and
creative Genius’. 
During two lengthy phases, beginning in 1751, Brown worked

alongside both Robert Adam - on a new Gothick church and
garden buildings for the outer riding circuit - and Sanderson
Miller, on the new house. Croome’s inner lakeside walk is packed
with ornamental features, a reminder that Brown’s trademark
minimalism evolved from the early Georgian vogue for classical
Arcadian layouts, and did not emerge fully formed at the start of
his career. 
Brown also organised the building at Spring Hill House for the

earl’s brother, John Bulkeley Coventry, creating a park there
‘improved and adorned with beech and fir plantations’. Two more
private houses in the county have been inconclusively linked to
Brown: Kyre Park in Tenbury Wells and Pull Court near
Tewkesbury. At Hewell Grange, now HM Prison Hewell, Brown
rescued for the 4th Earl of Plymouth a vast ‘Piece of Water’,
originally begun by the amateur gardener and poet, William
Shenstone. 

Derbyshire
Brown’s professional life kept him journeying relentlessly up and
down the country and he did little in the county of Derbyshire.
But nestling at the heart of the Peak District is Chatsworth,
where between c. 1760 and c. 1764, Brown and his foreman
Michael Millican oversaw a vast project of tree planting, earth

moving and water management for the
4th Duke of Devonshire. 
He re-shaped and widened the

River Derwent in front of the house,
giving the illusion of a narrow lake
when viewed from certain angles, and
created a 1,000-acre park by enclosing
the duke’s fields. Shelter belts and tree
clumps were added by supplementing
existing hedgerows with an extensive
programme of tree planting. He also
removed the old-fashioned fishponds
and formal canal to the north-west of
the house.
Chatsworth’s polished perfection

was not, however, solely the work of
Brown. Neither was he responsible for
every detail at every site attributed to
him today. For example, at Chatsworth
his team did not replace the walled
gardens with the Salisbury Lawn, as is
so often claimed. Rather, this

greensward is already shown on Thomas Smith’s painting of
c.1743, and is possibly the work of  William Kent. 
It is, therefore, difficult to ascertain exactly what Brown did

do to some sites, especially when confronted with evidence of
his standard park formula. The temptation then is to assign the
entire scheme to him, discarding the possible input of others, and
what might have existed before his arrival. Other attributions,
like Elvaston Castle, where William Barron claimed that Brown
turned down a commission, can be the result of unverified
correspondence. 

Herefordshire
In Herefordshire, opinion is divided as to whether Brown
actually designed the lost estate at Eywood after his visit there in
1775. Luckily, the authorship of the National Trust’s Berrington,
north of Leominster, is watertight, for it remains a perfect
example of Brown’s mature style. A plan was supplied to Thomas
Harley in 1780 for the ‘Great Water’, tree clumps, an encircling
shelterbelt and sweeping carriage drives.  
In 1771, Brown went into partnership with his future son-in-

law, the builder Henry Holland, and the resulting collaboration at
Berrington was both harmonious and graceful. Together, they
redesigned the house and garden to form a ‘picturesque whole’. 
Across the river from Monnington-on-Wye, Moccas Court’s

place in the Brownian annals remains in jeopardy. Robert Adam
produced plans for the house in 1775, which were later rejected,
and Brown’s first biographer, Dorothy Stroud, claimed he supplied
designs for the gardens in 1778 but was not responsible for their
execution. 
So was Sir George Cornewall as undecided about his new park

as he was about the house? A sketch of the estate, dated ten years
after Brown’s map, shows a defiantly unimproved formal landscape.
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The Lakeside urn designed by Robert Adam at Croome Park, Worcestershire. 
Capability Brown's first complete landscape.
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This would suggest it was Brown’s self-styled successor, Humphry
Repton, who eventually naturalised the lawns, and Repton boasted
of his successful earth-moving there in 1803. 

Shropshire
When it comes to irretrievably damaged or lost Brown sites,
Shropshire is perhaps the unluckiest county in Britain. Tong
Castle, with the exception of the lake, has been obliterated by the
M54, and although Brown did visit Church Stretton it is likely
his advice came too late, ‘the whole being laid out to great
advantage’. 
Weston Park, now a venue for luxury entertaining, is the

notable exception, situated on the Shropshire-Staffordshire
border. Sir Henry Bridgeman commissioned Brown to landscape
Weston’s formal gardens and Lower Park. The initial contract was
dated 1765, followed by a second a year later for extending the
ha-ha, or sunken fence, and levelling the grounds ‘in the manner
agreed’. Brown’s ink and watercolour map of improvements to
the park details tree clumps, belts and plantations, and a shrubbery
to the east of the house with a Menagerie and Dairy. Bridgeman
engaged James Paine to design the Temple of Diana, east of the
house on the southern fringe of Temple Wood, and the elegant
Roman Bridge, both of which survive.

Staffordshire
Together with Warwickshire, Staffordshire holds the lion’s share of

Brown’s work in the West Midlands. For example, Chillington,
now a wedding venue, retains the 65-acre pool, which Paine once
referred to as ‘one of the finest pieces of water, within an
inclosure, that this Kingdom produces’. This was intended for a
boating lake, and sure enough, in 1768, Sir Samuel Hellier of
The Wodehouse boasted: ‘The man who made my Boat is now
making one very Elegant indeed to cost abt £200 for Mr. Giffard
of Chillington’. 
By contrast, at nearby Trentham, also open to the public, Earl

Gower was naturalising his estate without Brown’s help. In 1747,
he joined two straight canals to form a lake and replaced his
tightly formal gardens with an open lawn. Following the earl’s
death, Brown’s 1759 ‘Plan for the Intended Alterations’ at
Trentham contained suggestions for perfecting the newly
transformed scene.
Brown was surrounded by a whole generation of ‘natural’

landscapists, both amateur and professional. These included his
contemporaries John Davenport and Nathaniel Richmond, and
two of his previous assistants, Francis Richardson and Adam
Mickle. At Ingestre, now a conference centre, an estate map of
1789 records the completed Staffordshire parkland as it was
redesigned for the 2nd Viscount Chetwynd. 
But it is far from clear which parts of Brown’s 1756 plan, if any,

were carried out by the man himself. For by 1770, his former
pupil William Emes had taken over the commission, and his
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Brown’s signature minimalist landscape at Berrington Hall, Herefordshire.
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alterations were not nearly as sweeping. 
At Tixall, the lone Gatehouse survives to command views

across the Arcadian fields laid out by Brown for Thomas Clifford.
Fisherwick, long since lost to woodland, housed the Marquess of
Donegall’s fashionable pleasure grounds and Palladian house,
where the entire landscape and building were designed by Brown
in 1766. 
In addition, three other Staffordshire commissions may or may

not be by Brown: Lord Stafford’s leafy private estate at
Swynnerton Hall, Patshull Park, now a golf club, and the park at
Himley Hall. Swynnerton has been attributed to Brown on the
basis of an undated plan, on the reverse of which a different hand
has scrawled ‘Capability Browne’.  Less survives at Patshull, for
which Brown was paid £52.10s for ‘a general Plan for the Place,
& Journies’. 
Himley, off the A449 due west of Dudley, is perhaps the most

intriguing site of all, for here Brown created a vertiginous
picturesque circuit walk along the wooded sandstone ridge to the
west of the house. Its relative wildness endures in sharp contrast to
his typically manicured aesthetic. 

Warwickshire
Brown’s contributions to Warwickshire, with one exception, were
almost entirely minimalist, laid out in the expansive style that has
become synonymous with his name. Newnham Paddox, one of his
earliest commissions for the 5th Earl of Denbigh, is predictably
smooth, the curvaceous lakes and Palladian façade now rejuvenated
by an eclectic range of modern sculpture. 
A more lucrative project was Warwick, where the 8th Baron

Brooke seized the opportunity presented him by an advantageous
marriage to restore his decaying castle and its grounds. Brown’s
work there spanned thirteen
years, although most of his
improvements have been
subsumed by later landscaping
campaigns and modern
attractions.  
More exciting was his 1751

survey for Lord Guernsey at
Packington Hall in the Forest of
Arden, privately owned but open
occasionally under the National
Gardens Scheme. Here Brown
proposed a Grotto-Cascade,
complete with Arcadian figures
and shadowy rock-work caves.
This was sited, if it ever existed
at all, at the junction of two
lakes, Great Pool and Hall Pool. 
At the south-east corner of

the National Trust’s Charlecote
Park, where the Wellesbourne
Brook meets the Avon, Brown
built a second cascade a decade

CAPABILITY BROWN AND THE ENGLISH LANDSCAPE GARDEN

later for Colonel George Lucy. But by that time his star was in the
ascendant, leaving the colonel to grumble from Bath: ‘Mr. Browne,
who everybody wants, hath not yet made his appearance here’.
Brown, battling to keep up with his escalating projects and endless
journeying, could do nothing but grovel: ‘You may depend that
everything shall be put to right’.
Elsewhere in the county, the 6th Baron Craven also struggled to

entice Brown to Coombe Abbey, now a country-house hotel,
pleading: ‘I hope you will not leave Combe til you have made a
plan and estimate’. Horace Walpole was left dissatisfied with the
work at Ragley, writing: ‘Browne has improved both the ground
and the water, though not quite to perfection’. Even less survives at
Edgbaston, although the golf club does retain the lake and
woodland areas. 
At Compton Verney Art Gallery, however, the cedars of Lebanon

and meandering serpentine paths Brown created in the shrubbery
for John Verney can still be enjoyed.  Sited just off the Fosse Way
near Kineton and begun around 1768, Compton Verney was
Brown’s final undertaking in the county. It is also his most elusive.
The Ice House, Chapel and now demolished Doric Orangery are
definitely his but the authorship of the Upper Bridge with guardian
sphinxes remains a mystery. Was it by Brown? Or Adam, who was
on site at the time and had designed a similar bridge for Kedleston
Hall in Derbyshire?
.

Brown Landscapes – or not?  
Despite Brown’s recent overexposure in the garden history world,
riddles remain to be solved. In the West Midlands alone, at least
three more sites court controversy. For example, on 26 October
1764, Brown received a large payment from ‘Ludford’. Was this
John Ludford of Ansley Hall in Warwickshire, for whom William
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Brown exploited Chatsworth’s dramatic site on the banks of the River Derwent, Derbyshire.
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Chambers designed a Chinese Temple in 1767?  
In Staffordshire, both Enville and Shugborough have laid claim

to his vision. There is no concrete evidence Brown worked at
Enville for Lord Stamford, although some scholars believe the
so-called ‘Shenstone Plan’ of c. 1754 is too sophisticated to be
the work of the gardener after which it is named. We do know
Stamford was a great supporter of Brown’s emerging landscape
style, signing the 1758 petition to grant him a position in the
Royal Gardens. 
Shugborough, planned out by Thomas Anson, is even more

tenuous an attribution, based partly on an ambiguous entry in
Brown’s accounts for 1 February 1763: ‘By do recd [Ansons] bill
on Colebrooke 50.00.00’. Unfortunately for this argument,
Michael Cousins has pointed out the name could equally well
read ‘Atkins’ or ‘Allen’, particularly as Thomas banked with
Henson-Brown & Co, and not with Colebrooke. At
Shugborough, as is so often the case, the landscape has been
attributed to Brown on the basis that he was working nearby,
at Tixall and Fisherwick, and had connections with Thomas’s
brother, Admiral George Anson.
.

Brown Today
Brown’s commissions across the country varied from skilful
adaptation to sole innovation and his phenomenal success was
due to his ability to capitalise on a rising trend for increased
naturalism. It is our responsibility to his fellow gardeners and
tastemakers to treat every attribution with care, rather than
automatic acceptance.  For ultimately, ascertaining what, if
anything, Brown did – and why – at such sites would prove the
best possible legacy to the tercentenary celebrations. That, and an
increased appreciation of not only his, but all designed landscapes. l

Dr Laura Mayer’s article on Brown’s transformation of Alnwick Castle won
the 2010 Garden History Society essay prize, and her book, Capability Brown
and the English Landscape Garden, was published in June 2011 by Shire.
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The cedars of Lebanon and meandering serpentine paths can still be seen at Compton Verney in Warwickshire.
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