Wild Irish Sage
On a recent spring evening,
the landscape designer Mary
Reynolds greeted admirers
in West Cork, Ireland, looking like one of the nature
spirits that inspire her work.
She wore a flower-covered
green dress, her auburn hair
still damp and tousled from a
dip in a forest pool. “I needed
to immerse myself, to feel all
those watery plants under
my feet,” she confided. Then
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she turned to chat with an
elderly man in Gaelic.
Throughout Europe, the
ebullient Reynolds is famous
for upending the gardening establishment with her
subversive designs. A biopic
based on her life, Dare to Be
Wild, won an audience prize
at the Dublin International
Film Festival last year. Her
new book, The Garden Awakening, sold out on Amazon
UK the day of its release.
“She’s really onto something,” says the Irish rock star
Glen Hansard (best known
for the movie Once). “We
must nurture the wildness
within us and see the beauty
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“The land connects with
us in ways we don’t always
understand,” says Reynolds.

in the wildness without.”
Reynolds wasn’t always
so wild. When she began
designing gardens two decades ago, she was willing
to create nearly anything a
client wanted. “It could’ve
been Japanese or Italian,”
she says. “It could’ve been
a Versailles garden in a
20-square-meter space.”
Then one night in 2001, she
dreamed she was a crow
flying over an ancient forest. When she woke up, the
message seemed clear: “I
shouldn’t be making any

more pretty gardens.”
After that, Reynolds focused on evoking mystical
Irish landscapes. In 2002,
at the age of just 28, she won
a gold medal at the prestigious Chelsea Flower Show.
Improbably, she beat Prince
Charles and other luminaries
with an entry that included
weeds, rabbit droppings and
giant stone thrones. The BBC
and RTÉ invited her to film
garden makeovers, and the
British government commissioned a garden at Royal
Kew. She drew inspiration
for that work from the W.B.
Yeats poem “The Stolen
Child”: A path led visitors
onto a moss-covered island
shaped like a sleeping fairy
woman. “Fairies, to me, embody the spirit of the land,”
she says. “I wanted to lead
people back to that place.”
Not everyone responded
enthusiastically. “Some people at Chelsea said, ‘God, this
is like a Celtic Disneyland,’”
Reynolds recalls. A Dublin
newspaper derided her for
“Paddywhackery”—suggesting she’d created the garden
equivalent of Lucky Charms.
But her work has profound meaning in a country where the Penal Laws
long forbade Catholics from
owning land. Ireland’s most
celebrated gardens were English-designed, with sweeping lawns, manicured hedges
and meticulous knots
of roses. Reynolds
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With weeds, critters
and Celtic symbols,
Mary Reynolds is
trying to change what
it means to garden

