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Why gardens—and plants—matter

BY BARBARA Paca

When I was studying for a BLA at the University of Oregon, I 1emembe1 being some-

' what shocked at a professors indifference to plantb, and the emphas1s on pavmcr over”

and “low maintenance.” (1 I was keenly interested in creating and preserving gardens.
This, I was told, was “not really landscape architecture.” While my colleagues were

praized for planning park-
ing lots and corporate of-
fice parks, my work was
considered somewhat re-
actionary and elitist.

Now the fleid is march-
ing forward in an ever-
expanding fashion. Yet
many basic skills integral
to our profession are no
longer receiving the atten-
tion they deserve. They
need to be relearned be-
fore we can progress.
With grave predictions
being made regarding the
environment and increas-
ing pressures on open
space, landscape archi-
tects need to know more
about plants and their
requirements, especially
trees. Now more than
ever, we need to be in a
position to create feasible
landscapes with environ-
mentally responsible solu-
tions to the problems of
maintenance.

For example, it seems
reasonadble to require
landscape architects to
read drawings compeient-
ly. We also need to be con-
versant in horticulture
and have a basic knowl-
edge of botanical names.
Not knowing the names of
plants, let alone their
growing habits, impedes
our ability te plan a suc-
cessful landscape design.

Many architects and en-
gineers consult with land-
scape architects falsely
assuming that we only
prepare planting plans—
“shrubbing up” a building
or softening the edges of
an urban plaza. It's ivonic
to discover that many of
us are now incapable of
gven this simple task. As

s~ Too often,

% to the method of foun-

James Urban, ASLA, has
said, “If architects had as
many roofs leak as land-
scape architects plant
trees that die, they would

ve out of business.”
land- <=
scape architects stick

dation planting that
uses trees and shrubs
to create dense screens
rather than define the
edges of outdoor rooms.
Unfortunately, this type
of design calls for a very
limited range of plants. [n
turn, nurseries provide
only a few varieties of
plants to meet demand.
Coming back full circle
landscape architects then
select inferior species or
specimens from the
limited palette, lead-
ing to unsound plant-
ings destined to perish. |
el

== Another curious wrin-

kle is the landscape archi-
tect’s desperute wish to be
regarded as “profession-
al"—that is, unwilling to
get their hands dirty—
completely divorced from
the hands-on world of
pruners, shovels and gum
boots. The National Park
Service's Charles Birn-
baum, ASLA, points out
that the ftirst landscape
gardeners to shift to the
more professional status
of “landscape architect”
were  Andrew  Jackson
Downing and Alexander
Parmenticr. Both were ac-
complished gardeners and
proud owners of leading
nurseries.

For both historical and
environmental reasons,
landscape architects need
to recapture an intimate

understanding of plants. A
wide spectrum of plants is
one hallmark of a great
garden. Conversely, mono-

cultures are unstable.
The infestation of one in-
sect can devastate an en-
tire forest; the hemlock
woolly adelgid, for exam-
ple, now threatens the fu-
ture of Eastern hemlocks.
We must know how to
create healthy, balanced
landseapes.

Landscape architects
might ask, “Who nceds
gurd‘ens, anyway?" There
are historical answers. In

the thoughtful selection of

plants, the landseape ar-
chitect can bring the in-
habitants of a site closer to
nature. Traditionally, gar-
dens have provided a set-
ting for higher thought. [n
antiquity, the exhedra

garden existed as a place
to walk while discussing
the finer points of philoso-
phy. During the Middle
Ages, a profound rever-
ence for nature had
strong religious conno-
tations. The cloister gar-
den harbored prayer and
meditation. By the 1Sth
century, gardens such
as Stowe in England
could subtly express po-
litical ideals. Al of this oe-
curred through a sophisti-
cated use of plants, which
dominated the landscape
plan and enhanced the to-
pography, as well as stat-
ues and buildings.
[ first became involved
in gardening and historic
preservation  because
there [ found women
role models. 3t. Clair
Wright, former chair of
the Historic Annapolis
Foundation and one of the
great garden preserva-
tionists in this country, in-
fluenced me at an early
age. Aware of the histori-
cal importance of plants,
she believes that beautiful
landscapes result from a
disciplined union of classi-
cal design principles and
the practices of horticul-
ture and plant husbhandry.
Perhaps, too, my inter-
est in plants originates
from the notion, for better
or for worse, that women
were skillful plant han-
dlers—muost likely because
they were shut out from
moere technical training,
such as in agriculture, ar-
chitecture and engineer-
ing. According to Mac
Griswold, the garden au-
thor, the first of the
American {emale “profes-

consisted of the
trio of Marian Coffin,
Beatrix Farrand and
Ellen Shipman. A found-
ing member of the ASLA,
Farrand had a vast knowl-
edge of horticulture. She
wrote the plant book for
Dumbarton Qaks, one of
the great books on long-
term garden maintenance.
The tendency to associate
women with planting con-
tinues, and is well illus-
trated by the work of such
disparate designers as
Lynden Miller and Is-
abelle Green, ASLA.

[ am learning the need
to broaden, not limit, my
education. [ studied art
history, and as a resuit
gained an understanding
of gardens as art forms.
While working toward a
doctorate at Princeton
University, | find myself,
oddly enough, working for
arboriculturists, learning
the most mundane details
of landscape maintenance:
This strange duality is
providing me with a more
pragmatic approach to
landscape architecture
and a sense of equilibrium
in my theoretical work.

Strengthening the weak
links in the field will main-
tain the viability of our
profession. A knowledge
of horticulture, in addi-
tion to responsible stew-
ardship of the land, must
be on our agenda if we
are to ensure our profes-
sional role in the preser-

sionals”

vation and re-creation of

the environment. =
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