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Lancelot “Capability” Brown’s Riverside Landscape at Nuneham Courtenay in Oxford:
Mason’s Flower Garden, Heveningham Hall Garden, and Nuneham House Garden

MATSUDAIRA Keiichi*

Abstract

This paper considers Lancelot “Capability” Brown’s riverside landscape at Nuneham Courtenay in
Oxford and puts it within the context of a growing mega trend for the English natural landscape garden
in the second half of the eighteenth century. Particular attention must be given to I. the 1st Earl of
Harcourt’s natural landscape garden and the 2nd Earl of Harcourt’s flower garden, II. the walled garden
at Heveningham Hall garden, and III. Brown’s riverside landscape at Nuneham House garden. These
remarks would contribute to understanding of Brown’s work on creating the riverside landscape at

Nuneham Courtenay.
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It may well, incidentally, have been
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Capability’s friendship with Mainwaring
that led to his friendship with Mason, the
poet-gardener who sprang to his defense
against Chambers with Heroic Epistle, for
Mason himself was another of the
professor’s circle of friends. It is possible
that Capability first met him at Church
Stretton. (Hyams 80)
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The whole scene is so idyllic and seemingly
uncontrived that as Whitehead pointed out
in “The Late Improvements at Nuneham?”, it
is difficult to see which is Brown and which
nature. (Batey 23)
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The ground was well-drained and only
needed minor contouring to achieve its
‘capability” Moreover the River Thames
wound gently in the valley below, naturally
creating a similar effect to the many
serpentine lakes he had built elsewhere.
(Bolton 127)
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In a backwater of the Thames by a rustic
bridge to the island, a thatched lock-keeper’s
cottage provided picturesque charm and
refreshment. (Batey 23)
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In the more extensive area he was thwarted
by the grumbles of neighbouring landowners
in his wish to make a river run parallel with
the main carriage drive. Eventually he
created a narrow, irregular lake, filled by
springs discovered in the grounds, and
spanned this by an isthmus of trees instead
of the more conventional bridge. (Clifford 41)
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The walled garden was originally shown on
Brown’s plan, but without the serpentine

crinkle-crankle wall in mellow

eighteenth-century brick, a feature not

typical of Brown. (Bolton 129)
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The shrubbery between the North terrace

and the church encloses William Mason’s

flower-garden, described by him in Book 4 of

the poem ‘The English Garden’. (Batey 25)
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4 Detail of Capability Brown’s Plan of 1779

1 Brown’s Riverside Landscape at Nuneham for The Second Earl Harcourt in The Flowering of
Courtenay in Oxford. Personal photograph by The Landscape Garden (Philadelphia: Univ. of
author, 2012. Pennsylvania Press, 1999) 321.

2 Second Earl of Harcourt’s Flower Garden, 5 William Mason Flower Garden, map from
watercolor from 7The Flower Garden at Nuneham Masons Garden Today in Mavis Batey,
Courtenay, Oxfordshire; in Mary Keen, The Nuneham Courtenay Oxfordshire (Abingdon:
Glory of The English Garden (London: Barie & The Abbey Press, 1979) n.p.

Jenkins, 1989) 89.

6 A Section from Brown's Plans for The River,

3 First Earl of Harcourt’s Landscape Garden, drawing from Heveningham; in Dorothy Stroud,
oil on canvas from Paul Sandby, Nuneham from Capability Brown (London: Country Life Ltd,
the Lock Morning, c. 1760, in Paul Sandby- 1965) 204.

Picturing Britain, A Bincentenary Exhibition
(London: Royal Academy of Arts, 2009) 202.
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7 Plans for The Grounds near The House,
drawing from Heveningham; in Dorothy Stroud,
Capability Brown (London: Country Life Ltd,
1965) 204.

8 Heveningham House Garden, mezzotint
from A Contemporary Engraving of The House
and Park; in Dorothy Stroud, Capability Brown
(London: Country Life Ltd, 1965) 205.

9 Nuneham Courtenay, c¢. 1780, painting

from Paul Sadby; in Dorothy Stroud, Capability
Brown (London: Country Life Ltd, 1965) 206.
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