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— INTRODUCTION —


PLANTING DESIGN FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY


Plants are increasingly being recognized as a vital part of our urban and domestic environments, not just a luxury or an unnecessary – if pleasant – bit of decoration. It has long been established, for example, that the mere view of plants through a window has a beneficial effect on the human psyche, and that plants can play an important role in cleaning and purifying the air of buildings and built-up environments.
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Gardening, whether on the most intimate private level or the most extensive and public, involves an appreciation of and involvement with the natural world. For many people, plants may be their only point of contact with nature apart from feeling the effects of the weather. Private gardens offer the opportunity for personal choices to be made about what plants to grow and how to manage them, while designers of civic landscapes have always had the responsibility of serving the wider public interest. There is, however, a new and additional agenda for gardeners, both private and public: sustainability and the support of biodiversity. Sustainability demands that we minimize irreplaceable inputs in gardening and reduce harmful outputs, while the support of biodiversity brings a demand for wildlife-friendly planting and practices.


The use of long-lived perennials in conjunction with woody plants – the approach Piet Oudolf and I, Noel Kingsbury, have always supported – genuinely offers improved sustainability and support for biodiversity. Reducing the amount of regularly mown lawn and the unnecessary trimming of woody plants for unclear motives is surely a step forward. Creating rich garden habitats offers natural beauty close at hand, provides resources and homes for wildlife, and improves the sustainability of management.


Deciding what plants to use and how to arrange them is covered by the field of planting design, which brings together a combination of technical knowledge and artistic vision. This book looks at some of the recent trends within planting design, and is aimed primarily at home gardeners, garden design and maintenance professionals, and landscape architects. It has important lessons for others, such as architects, who do not use plants directly but often have to situate their work in close proximity to them, or ecologists, whose profession does not involve much design but who increasingly have a role to play in the creation and management of designed plantings.


While the role of plants – and therefore planting design – is well established in the domestic garden, and is indeed absolutely crucial to its aesthetic and functional success, it has not been so well established in landscape design. Or perhaps more accurately, plants have often played a minor role in urban landscape design. Historically, for centuries the only plants used in cities were avenue trees; the nineteenth century saw the growth of urban parks, the late twentieth a much wider use of plants in urban areas – a practice to a large extent pioneered in the Netherlands. Now, however, the use of plants is increasing, particularly that of perennials and ornamental grasses, requiring greater access to technical information about plant establishment and management, and to ideas about the visual aspects of their use. It is perhaps worth looking at these new trends.
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The former nursery at Piet and Anja Oudolf’s at Hummelo in the Netherlands. It is now a boldly experimental area where robust perennials grow amidst a sown mix of wild pasture grasses along with various spontaneously arriving species. Only time will tell how it will work out. The pale mauve-blue is Aster ‘Little Carlow’, the dark red Eupatorium maculatum ‘Riesenschirm’.
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A randomized perennial mix designed by Nigel Dunnett at Sandvik Tools, Warwickshire (2007), designed to capture and hold water during periods of high rainfall and so prevent flooding. The dark purple is Aster novi-belgii ‘Purple Dome’.


Green roofs


While green roofs have captured the public imagination, the technology involved in their construction is also being used in many other situations, often not immediately recognisable as roofs. Increasingly, high-density urban environments are creating artificial growing situations which require soil or artificial soil-like substrates above impermeable surfaces. An example of such a green roof which is not a green roof might be Chicago’s Lurie Garden – built over a parking garage.


Green roofs are often categorized by the use to which they are put: extensive roofs are functional and usually have a shallow substrate; intensive are more likely to be roof gardens with conventional planting; semi-intensive ones are somewhere between and are developed for their visual appeal as well as functionality. Extensive and semi-intensive roofs tend to be planted up with plant ‘communities’ – combinations of plants selected for the conditions which coexist well and survive with minimal maintenance, often species from dry meadow habitats. In this sense there is a real distinction between these and conventional plantings, where plants are placed individually.


Water management


A major environmental problem in cities concerns the management of water, especially the control of excessive run-off during storms, which can cause flooding and associated pollution. Sustainable urban drainage schemes (SUDS) are designed to capture water, and either store it or release it slowly into the water table or streams or allow it to be evaporated back into the atmosphere. Domestic gardeners in some cities are encouraged to develop rain gardens where the same objectives are reached, with no drainage water leaving the property and the minimum amount of irrigation water brought in. Green roofs, with their capacity to store rain as it lands, often play a role in integrated SUDS. SUDS often involve swales – detention basins where water can be held temporarily before slow release into natural drainage systems. Often these are planted up with a carefully selected vegetation, usually locally native species which can survive periodic inundation but dry conditions too. More ornamental planting combinations are, however, also possible. Again, the emphasis is on mixtures of species.
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This swale, designed by Nigel Dunnett for London’s Olympic Park, illustrates well a basic concept of sustainable drainage schemes. Drainage water is collected in the lowest part of the site and allowed to drain slowly into the water table, with only the excess being taken off site. A diverse community of British native plant species are used; clearly visible are white Leucanthemum vulgare and pink Lythrum salicaria.


Biofiltration


Biofiltration is the reduction of polluting chemicals in the environment through the use of plants. Street trees, green roofs and living walls are all examples of plant life which can be effective at trapping dust, and breaking down complex hydrocarbons (often known as Volatile Organic Compounds – VOCs) into harmless CO2 and water. Plants differ in their ability to break down specific VOCs, so combinations are often more effective than just one species.


A more targeted biofiltration technique is in the idea of the natural swimming pool, developed in Germany, where plants act in conjunction with beneficial bacteria to break down or trap nitrogen and phosphorus compounds, so denying nutrients to disease-causing bacteria. The plants used are often grown as a mixed community, as different species have different roles to play in a complex set of biochemical reactions.


Spontaneous vegetation


Post-industrial societies often leave behind large areas of wasteland: abandoned industrial facilities, railways, mines, military training grounds and the like. These are often overrun with plants with remarkable speed, bringing home to us very forcefully how rapidly and thoroughly nature can recover lost ground and heal polluted and damaged environments. Such places often develop a fascinating and unique flora, a combination of locally native species, weeds and escaped garden plants. So often ‘redevelopment’ means the destruction of these unique plant communities. Recent years have seen a more positive interpretation of these places; led by Germany, areas of post-industrial wasteland are being managed more respectfully and creatively to preserve something of their special character.


One of the most famous examples of such plant conquest of abandoned land is the New York City High Line, an elevated freight railway line last used in the 1960s. The last part of the line was closed in 1980. Its redevelopment as a park had to involve complete rebuilding so the flora was lost, but Piet Oudolf’s collaboration with landscape architects James Corner Field Operations is intended to evoke the wild feeling of the old High Line. The remarkable success of the project is now inspiring other projects in the USA, and highlighting the importance of post-industrial landscapes. 


What is striking about many of these new and distinctly technological and engineering approaches to planting is that communities of multiple species are being used – relatively stable groups of plants which can be managed altogether as a unit. This is part of the zeitgeist of contemporary planting design – a slow move away from precise individual plant placement to combinations of species, designing and planting something which is greater than the sum of the parts, developing a vegetation rather than planting a mass of individuals.


Key to the idea of combinations of plants is the intermingling, mixing or blending of species, as opposed to the use of blocks or groups. This creates an effect which is visually more complex and naturalistic. This also means that there is more interaction between plants, and so more competition – as a consequence there is a need for a greater knowledge of ecological issues or at least a greater awareness of long-term performance.


This book aims to explore the new emerging planting design based on intermingling combinations. It is centered around the work of Piet Oudolf, a Dutch landscape designer who works on private and public commissions in northern Europe and North America. It also includes some material about other practitioners working with plant combinations in several different countries: landscape architects, academic researchers and public space managers. I – Noel Kingsbury – have written the text, but this has been very much a joint project between Piet and myself, so for most of this book I am writing on behalf of both of us. Chapter four, ‘Long-term Plant Performance’, however, has been the result of research as part of a doctoral thesis with the Department of Landscape at Sheffield University followed by some further formal research work; consequently, I have written this with my voice.


What unites the two of us is our passion for and close involvement with plants. Just as the best potters have an intuitive understanding of clays and glazes and master cabinet makers a deep feeling for every type of wood they use, skilled planting designers have a knowledge of the plants that make up their repertoire. Piet’s work as a designer is based on 35 years of not just using plants in designs but growing them himself and, from 1982 to 2010, running a nursery with his wife, Anja. I have a background in nursery work myself (albeit for a very much shorter period) – there is nothing like it for gaining an intimate knowledge of how plants behave, what they do and when they do it, and – crucially – what goes on underground: how roots behave. The knowledge needed to propagate plants and then grow them on is that of plant performance – such experience is then invaluable for understanding how they will perform over many years. This surely is a major part of the Oudolf success story.


It is helpful to think about the material in this book as covering two gradients: from macro to micro and from order to spontaneity. The first chapter, ‘Planting – The Big Picture’, looks at the context of plantings and the gradient from order to spontaneity. The second chapter, ‘Grouping Plants’, considers the middle level: how plants can be put together in different ways. This is very much about Piet’s work, for he is a true designer, in contrast to many professionals whose work is also featured in the book, who could perhaps be better described as ecological engineers. Piet’s plants are precisely placed, and indeed much of this chapter is given over to a study of his planting plans. Over time, his plants may move about – which is fine – but the intention is that such changes will only very slowly degrade the original design concept.


Chapter three, ‘Combining Plants’, comes down to a lower level, looking at combination and juxtaposition: why one plant looks good next to another, how combinations can be made to look good at particular times of year, why one grouping may change with time faster than another. I pay particular attention to plant ‘architecture’ – their shape and structure. This chapter will be of most interest and use to the new gardener or designer and to those with only small spaces. Chapter four on performance looks at issues crucial to the long-term survival and spread of perennial plants, but also at death and disappearance. Such issues are vital to understand, not just for the ongoing management of plantings but also at the planning stage.


A fifth chapter covers the work of others who are at the naturalistic cutting-edge in planting design. Whereas Piet’s work can be seen as an artistically stylised version of natural habitats, most other practitioners in the field are more concerned with a randomizing of individual plants from a carefully researched selection. The term ‘ecological engineers’ describes their approach, which combines a technical knowledge of plant performance with visual appeal to create relatively stable and highly decorative plant communities.


Garden and landscape making is increasingly becoming a globalized business. There was a time when the vast majority of ornamental or amenity plant growing happened in the cool temperate climates of north-west Europe, North America, their southerly Mediterranean climate fringes and Japan. Anything done beyond these areas tended to be quite ‘colonial’ and derivative in character. This is now changing. As the so-called emerging markets generate more resources for public and private garden making, immense new possibilities are opening up. One is for the ongoing development of garden traditions which became stalled – either through cultural decline or the impact of imperialism – notably Islamic, Chinese and Thai. Another is working with plant palettes which have never before been utilized in design.


This latter approach, the use of novel plants, is tremendously exciting. Much garden design in non-industrial or emerging economies in the past has used a limited flora, repeated all over the world across appropriate climate zones; the monotony of endlessly meeting bougainvilleas, yuccas and Ficus benjamina wherever you travel in the tropics is deeply disappointing. The garden, landscape and nursery professions are now increasingly turning to their own floras rather than this global lowest common denominator mix. The reasons are many: a desire to celebrate regional diversity, patriotism, a wish to support biodiversity, and a need for species which are guaranteed to survive the onslaught of difficult local climates.


One example illustrates how this process can work. Amalia Robredo is a garden designer who practices on the coast of Uruguay, an area with a number of interesting plant communities, now seriously endangered by development. Over the last few years she has systematically made herbarium specimens, got them identified by botanists at the University of Montevideo, collected seed, grown and trialled plants in her garden, persuaded local nurseries to start growing them, and then used them in projects. For a coastal climate, with frequent high-velocity and desiccating winds and sandy soils, the use of such plants makes sense, as well as replacing lost habitat and encouraging people locally to value their environment. For us there will be further advantages, as new species adaptable to other climates make their way into global commerce – not as in the past as species introduced directly from the wild, but already tried and tested by local nurseries and gardeners. Piet’s work in the United States and his collaboration with native plant specialists such as Roy Diblik of Northwind Perennials in Wisconsin have already contributed to a growing interest in North American perennials among garden and landscape professionals in central and northern Europe.


Practitioners in this field tend to be very collegiate. We swap ideas, images and plants. We may produce very different results but share many of the fundamental beliefs, which are also being increasingly shared by others beyond our field, both amateur and professional. We are all passionate about wild plants and wild plant communities, and about the need for gardeners and landscape professionals to create environments which support biodiversity as well as nourishing the human spirit. This book will inspire, encourage and enable others to join us.


We live in interesting times for planting design. There are a great many areas where the integration of plants with architecture and the wider urban fabric is taking plants beyond their merely ornamental or amenity use. Planting design has long been something of a ‘Cinderella’ within landscape design, and even in the booming profession of garden design it enjoys surprisingly little discussion. Now landscape architects and designers are paying it more attention, and with a growing acceptance of the need for plants to be woven more deeply into the fabric of our lives, I hope this book will make its contribution.
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A spontaneous meadow garden at Carrie Furnace, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, with spikes of Echium vulgare particularly prominent. Post-industrial landscapes can be remarkably biodiverse and even beautiful. Landscape consultant Rick Darke is involved with managing this abandoned industrial area, describing his role as ‘to identify the useful components of the existing spontaneous vegetation on the site and ways of integrating this in the eventual designs  . . . which will have the historic ironworks at the core of mixed-used residential, professional, retail and trailways development.’
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The Salvia and Achillea planting at Hermannshof, Weinheim, in Germany’s Rhine Valley, is an example of a naturalistic planting designed for color and structure and to thrive on dry alkaline soils. The blue-purples are seedlings of Salvia nemorosa and S. ×superba cultivars, the blue a hybrid of Veronica longifolia. The tall yellow is Verbascum speciosum, a self-seeding biennial. In the foreground is grass Festuca mairei from the Atlas Mountains in north-west Africa, where the climate is similar to regions with steppe or short-grass prairie habitats.
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Amalia Robredo in Uruguay is one of the pioneering plant-oriented designers using locally native species for the first time in their regions. The wild flora of the Uruguayan coast has many attractive plant species. Here the grass Andropogon lindmanii grows alongside silver Achyroline satureoides.
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A green roof on the Uruguayan coast designed by Karina Hogg, with planting by Amalia Robredo uses a mix of native (recently introduced into cultivation) and non-native species. Conditions are extreme with salt spray and exposure; the substrate is 5–7 centimeters. The silver is a native sand dune species, Senecio crassiflorus; the yellow daisy is a rare local endemic, Grindelia orientalis; the blue is Plectranthus neochilus. The grass in the foreground is locally native Stipa filifolia.
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With the High Line now so popular, many other communities are looking at abandoned rail lines as potential public spaces. Like many former industrial sites, their poor and sometimes polluted substrate, which hardly earns the name of ‘soil’, is actually very good for encouraging a wide range of plants; it is a counter-intuitive fact of ecology that stressful environments often support more species diversity than fertile ones. Here, in Reading, Pennsylvania, garden escapes Macleaya cordata and a species of Verbascum are prominent. In other locations rare natives may find a niche.
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The design for New York City’s High Line was intended to evoke the spontaneous vegetation of the old abandoned railway line. Here, in October, are seedheads of the grass Sporobolus heterolepis and Eupatorium maculatum ‘Gateway’ alongside the yellow flowers of Rudbeckia subtomentosa.
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Chicago’s Lurie Garden, part of the Millenium Park project, opened in 2004, is an example of a new kind of urban public garden. It is in fact a giant green roof, as it is built over a parking garage, yet reads as part of a ground-level landscape. Offering a stylized version of the Midwest prairie, its combination of native and introduced perennials and grasses is symbolic of a blend of nature and culture. Such a blend is easily understood by city dwellers, some of whom will be tempted to find out more about wildflowers and so be drawn into wider issues of conservation and biodiversity.
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Perennials self-seeding at Pensthorpe.





— ONE —


PLANTING – THE BIG PICTURE


Traditionally, the way plants were organized in parks and gardens reflected a culture that liked to order and discipline nature. Contemporary planting design is not only freer, but also seeks to reflect nature. It also addresses our concerns about how we garden sustainably and in partnership with nature.
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Even someone who takes the quickest glance at a wild or semi-natural habitat will see that it is a blend of different plant species. Someone who has no interest in wild plants and lives most of their life in a city standing in front of an average field in spring or early summer – by which we mean a traditional low-intensity pasture or hay meadow – will rapidly appreciate that several different kinds of wildflower are present, and that they are all mixed up. Ask them to pay a bit more attention to the grass, and they will soon appreciate that more than one kind can be seen; some in the field form obvious tussocks, others which appear to be spreading on to some bare ground are particularly fine, whereas still others just seem to form an even-textured mass. The flowering plants present (in Europe, most likely to be meadow buttercup, Ranunculus acris, and red clover, Trifolium pratense) are scattered all over the field but not evenly – clearly in places the concentration of flowers is greater than in others. Areas of abandoned agricultural or other land can be even better sites to appreciate this complexity of plant life. In much of North America the diversity can often be visually very impressive, particularly later in the growing season, with a range of grasses, wildflowers and wildflower seedheads scattered across a wide area.
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Early spring is a very good time to appreciate the layout of perennial combinations. In the planting above (top) species are in blocks – although most designers would not plant out in straight lines like this (carried out here by the New York City parks authority). The planting above (bottom) shows a more naturalistic intermingled style (on the High Line) – blocks may still be used, but they are more likely to bleed into each other and some plants are more scattered.






BLOCK OR BLEND?


Looking at a semi-natural grassland is a good place to start thinking about the visual qualities of natural plant communities. Similar patterns occur in woodland, but we famously cannot see the wood for the trees and a good vantage point can be hard to find. Thinking about what we are looking at, it is helpful to focus on the following qualities:




	Intermingling – a wildflower meadow where all the buttercups are neatly organized into one patch, the clover in another and the thistles in another is plainly absurd. Plant communities are very obviously made up of densely intermingled species.


	 Diversity – the range of species varies greatly from one sort of community to another, but in most cases there is more diversity than meets the eye. The more you look, the more you see, particularly in grassland habitats.


	 Complexity – imagine trying to count the number of species, let alone the number of individual plants, in a square meter of a field. Part of the problem is the sheer intensity of the intermingled relationships of the plants present.


	 Change – complexity is not evenly distributed. Walking through a grassland (North American prairie is the best for this) reveals a constant shift in the distribution of species, or even their presence or absence.


	 Coherence – despite the mind-boggling complexity of the plant distribution, there is an overall sense of unity. Standing back so that the whole can be appreciated, the presence of many thousands of individuals is resolved into something much clearer, the awareness of a ground-mass of greens (or perhaps browns at the end of the year) and a scattering of color (or again at the end of the year, seedhead forms). This simplicity and clarity among complexity gives a sense of coherence. It is perhaps this, more than anything else, which enables us to see real beauty in wild plant communities.


	 Distinction – particularly effective at creating a sense of coherence are those species which rise above the mass: not necessarily literally, but in standing out, either through their color, form, height or mass. The European meadow buttercups do this fairly quietly (they achieve their impact through sheer quantity), but other species in different environments may do so more dramatically. The most effective are those which combine color and form/height, such as the magnificent sight of hundreds of spikes of flowers of Baptisia alba (white wild indigo) rising above the grasses in an early summer meadow prairie.
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A prairie in flower is a good place to appreciate the patterns of plant distribution. Here several grasses stand out through their form, pale purple Physostegia virginiana and cream Parthenium integrifolium through their color, and gray Amorpha canescens through both color and form. The scattered and intermingled mixing of the species here is very typical of wild plant communities. This is Shoe Factory Road Prairie, Illinois, very near Chicago’s O’Hare Airport, in August.
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Seedheads of Echinacea pallida indicate a loose group of the plant in prairie on a sand and gravel moraine at Glacial Park, Illinois, in September. Such occasional scattering can be dramatic and is easily replicated in cultivation. In the background a colony of Rhus typhina can be seen slowly colonizing the grassland – this small tree is used on New York City’s High Line, where annual pruning prevents it spreading too much.





MODERNIST MONOCULTURES – PLANTING IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY


We are all familiar with most cultivated plants being grown in blocks. Arable farming does it on a huge scale, and the sight of a Brueghel painting of medieval peasants harvesting wheat reveals that it has always been so, only the size of the field varying with time and place. A great deal of the landscape planting with which we are familiar is composed of blocks, usually of shrubs, while much of the conventional advice about gardens of the average suburban size was to plant in groups of odd numbers. This convention of monocultural block planting is very much a creation of the twentieth century.


The dominance of the monocultural block as the basic unit of planting in public landscapes and to a lesser (and, needless to say, smaller) extent in private gardens can possibly be seen as a way of simplifying the cost of labor. Much nineteenth-century planting was very complex, requiring considerable time and skill to design and maintain. More informal planting styles which were developed by designers such as the English Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932) used drifts – elongated blocks which were soft at the edges and allowed plant partnerships to be seen and appreciated from a variety of angles. Informality and simplification can be seen as the two dominant but linked trends throughout the twentieth century. Organically shaped blocks of perennials in post-war German public planting and much larger blocks with a clear link to mid-century abstract painting in the work of the Brazilian Roberto Burle Marx (1909–1994) illustrate the influence of modernism. Landscape shrubs in blocks in public places were widely used in the Netherlands in the 1960s, a trend in the landscape profession which proved very influential.


Modernism offered a rationale for the simplification and informality of much twentieth-century planting design. It failed to convince everybody, however. From the 1970s onwards, more ecologically focussed gardeners began to promote the use of native plant species and the idea of the garden as a biodiversity preserve – a Dutch group dedicated to these aims took the name Oase (oasis). This same period saw the maturing of a movement in Germany dedicated to creating plantings in public spaces through the development of a naturalistic and wildlife-friendly style. This German style, which has come to be known as Lebensbereich (habitat), is most chiefly associated with Professor Richard Hansen of Weihenstephan, a complex of trial gardens, research institutes and a university north of Munich; its roots lie in a plant ecology science strongly focussed on the study of plant communities. The most recent developments in this perennial-based planting style are on the creation of randomized planting mixes, which are discussed later in this book.
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This garden in western Ireland (2006) uses block planting. However, plant groups are repeated so there is a strong sense of rhythm and unity; here, in July, these include Veronicastrum virginicum (center), Sedum ‘Red Cauli’ (right foreground), Molinia ‘Moorhexe’ (center foreground) and Helenium ‘Moerheim Beauty’ (right). In addition, clumps of the very tall grass Stipa gigantea stand above the rest of the planting and help tie it together.
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Repeated single-species blocks of grass Deschampsia cespitosa ‘Goldtau’ create great impact on the large scale at Berne Park, Bottrop, Germany (2010). In the foreground, mixes give more interest; here are grass Sesleria autumnalis and Sedum ‘Matrona’. This is August.





One plant, one place – advantages and disadvantages of the monocultural block


The single-species block may be dated, but it should not be written off. It has an undeniably simple graphic quality which may often be regarded as valuable, particularly by professionals working in public environments. In private gardens and other intimate settings, its simplicity may be an advantage as a counterpoint to complex perennial-based planting schemes. In fact, its real value may lie as a counterpoint to the very focus of this book: intermingled plantings may not always be strong on structure, or they may lack structure at certain times of year; the use of firm monocultural blocks may create an exciting creative tension.


In situations where maintenance is limited by lack of time or skill, the advantage of monocultural blocks is very clear, as anything which looks different can be weeded out. This is particularly useful in the case of grasses. Many of us who have been busily promoting naturalistic planting and grasses over the years have been brought up short by situations where carefully chosen specimens are dug out or sprayed with herbicide because inexperienced or badly briefed staff have mistaken them for weed grasses. The unfortunate fact is that, early in the year, even many gardeners who are familiar with grasses can sometimes find it difficult to know which is a desired and which a weed grass. However, by putting grasses into monocultural blocks, it is much easier to avoid such tragedies.


For the most part, however, unless there are clear design, practical or functional reasons for block planting, we would strongly urge gardeners and designers to do their best to move away from this outdated and unimaginative style. In private gardens it simply acts as a deterrent to developing more creative planting schemes, while in the public realm it is little more than a crutch for those in the landscape profession who have for far too long treated plants as green cement. The exception might be the dramatically big block planting, which can have real design impact, but that is another story.


There are more important and more objective arguments against block planting than that it is boring and out of date, however. One is that, like a great actor drunk in the bar after a performance, a whole mass of one plant can look very dreary when it has finished performing. The fact that only a relatively limited number of perennials in the short to medium height range look at all respectable after flowering has meant that a few species tend to be seen again and again. One of the great advantages of Gertrude Jekyll’s drifts was that it made it much easier to hold on to a form of block, but by stretching them out she made it easier to hide plants with a ‘past the sell-by date’ look.
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The advantage of intermingling plants over block planting is that random close juxtapositions of species are created. As autumn blurs into winter, these will revolve around the silhouettes, textures and forms of plants. Here, in a dry prairie planting at Hermannshof in Germany, grasses (with Nassella tenuissima prominent) combine with perennial seedheads (the dark heads are Echinacea pallida and E. paradoxa). The grayish seedheads to the right are subshrub Amorpha canescens.
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Chance, or serendipity, should always be allowed to play a part in garden design, and even perhaps in the public landscape too. Here, an unexpected ‘meadow’ has sprouted over the years in between the paving blocks of a terrace on the south side of the Oudolf family house. Grass Nassella tenuissima, a short-lived but strongly seeding species, has germinated alongside purple-blue and pink seedling forms of Salvia pratensis, while the questing roots of Euphorbia cyparissias have sent up shoots between the pavers.





GETTING THE BLEND RIGHT – THE ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF INTERMINGLING


Moving from planting in blocks to blending, intermingling or mixing – all three words can be used interchangeably – is a major shift in planting design. A working definition would be to say that a ‘pure’ blend is a complete mixture of individuals of all the species used in a given area. This should not be too much of a challenge for gardeners and designers with good plant knowledge. For some time now, the idea of ‘plant combinations’ has been an important driver for creativity among both designers and amateur gardeners. A really good combination should have an electric quality about it – two or more plants where a particular complementary relationship of color or form sends the sparks flying. The reality is that these combinations are relatively few. Instead, a great many others are good but not outstanding – particularly useful are those more low-key combinations which look good over a long period. Simply taking a good combination and then repeating it is the first step in developing an effective intermingled or mixed planting. While two plants together can be dramatic, as a design concept it lacks depth and rarely looks good all year round. Combining four or five plants can create a simple mix, which if chosen well can provide interest for much of the year.


Here, where we discuss intermingled plantings, it is important to emphasize that there are two very different approaches. One is to carefully research a blend and then use it over large areas, either mixing the component plants at random or repeating a designed block, in the way that a mosaicist or tiler laying out a series of small modular units repeats it again and again to create a pattern. There is an analogy with a tea or whisky blender who works intensively on a small quantity of a blend, with an eye to mass production of their eventual choice. Such a planting blend can then be reproduced in two ways, one as literally mass production, with the mix being used anywhere conditions are suitable. Alternatively, it might only be used for one project: a site-specific mix. The other approach is not to randomize or repeat modules but to design in the location of every plant, to intermingle different combinations in different places, so allowing there to be small groups, repetitions at various frequencies and subtle transition effects.


To summarize, there are three approaches to blended planting here:




	 randomized mix, planted or sown


	 modular repetition


	 designed intermingling.





Of course, there are also ‘halfway houses’ such as blurring the edges of block planting or randomly scattering different species through a block planting.


Any gardener will quickly be able to suggest that sowing a seed mix is one way to achieve an appearance of randomness. Indeed, this is the approach which James Hitchmough of the University of Sheffield uses. The ‘Mixed Planting’ and ‘Integrated Planting’ systems developed in Germany and Switzerland aim to achieve a similar effect by using young plants. Modular repetition is technically difficult to achieve but is possible, and could in theory be used to create some highly effective plant juxtapositions.


Blended plantings are undoubtedly very beautiful and highly effective visually. This alone is an important reason for using them. They also have the advantage that it is possible to easily mix together species which flower or perform at different seasons. They are also forgiving of weed infiltration. As a general rule, the more ordered a planting is, the more problematic weeds are – one weed in a highly geometric bed of summer annuals stands out like a beacon. In wilder, more naturalistic planting styles, occasional weeds stand out less, while intermingled styles have the greatest capacity to absorb intruders. In fact, it is possible to take a pragmatic view and allow some spontaneously occurring species to survive and spread within the planting.


Finally, the advantage of the cost of mixed planting styles, or to be more precise randomized or sown plantings, needs to be considered. One of the reasons for the development of the German and Swiss planting mixes was to reduce the costs of large areas of planting for local government, garden shows and other public sites. The idea is that a mix is developed using careful plant selection, with both practical and aesthetic criteria, and so the design cost is all absorbed at the beginning as a one-off. Anyone can then buy the mix for as many hundred square meters as necessary, with seed or plant costs potentially carrying a percentage royalty for the original design team. The decision of the garden or landscape designer is limited to specifying which mix to use. Design costs are therefore minimized.


It is now time to consider the disadvantages of mixed planting styles. The widespread use of a limited number of planting mixes could rapidly turn them into clichés, much as sedum roofs have become. The fact that commercial nurseries are now marketing planting mixes could well result in a situation where a bold innovation, followed by a mass usage, will then become a boring lowest common denominator. The biodiversity value of such plantings could be good, but to earn popularity with the human element of the landscape – who, after all, select and pay for them – they must also offer visual quality. It is to be hoped that randomized plantings will be an area of continuous research and development, so that new combinations will constantly offer change and novelty. Commercially developed randomized planting mixes may be tailored to particular habitats, but these can only ever be crude approximations to the existing conditions where they are used. They are in no sense ‘site-specific’.
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