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Plant Landscape Changing over Time
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Abstract / Within a day or a year, during the life cycle of individual plants
and the evolving process of the whole plant community, temporal changes
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of plant landscape have been taking place. Such changes are reflected not
only in the plants per se, but also the spatial characteristics formed by the
plants. This interview concentrates on the changes of plant landscape, and
introduces planting design guidelines according to these changes, addressing
the wrong understanding of plant landscape
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The colorful autumnal scenery in temperate regions
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Unlike static, built architecture, gardens change with

time. What aspects of the garden do you think best

reflect the changes in time?

Li DONG (DONG hereafter): Undoubtedly gardens
change with time. On the one hand, the elements that
form the gardens can change with time — water freezes
and then melts. On the other hand, weather is also
part of the garden landscape. For example, sun, shade,
wind, and rain make possible the moonlight in the pine
trees, the scattering and crisscrossing shadows, and rain
falling on leaves.

Of course, among the factors controllable by
designers, plants have the richest and the most obvious
changes. Some plants’ characters could express the time
of day, such as the short-lived epiphyllum (Epiphyllum
oxypetalum), the hibiscus (Hibiscus syriacus) that
blooms at dawn and falls at dusk, and the noon flower
(Pentapetes phoenicea) that just blooms at noon.
Some flowers bloom only in special meteorological
conditions. For example, moss rose (Portulaca
grandiflora) comes out in sunny days and closes when
it is overcast.

We are more familiar with seasonal changes in
plants. “Seasonal aspect” — that refers to the seasonal
changes of landscape — mainly refer to the changes of
plants. North China is mostly within a temperate zone
characterized by four distinct seasons — the flowering
spring, the green summer, the yellow autumn (Fig. 1),
and the bleak winter.

The changes of life can be seen in the cycle
of individual plants. For example, Chinese pines
(Pinus tabuliformis) are plump when they are young,
but vigorous when they are old. Plants, like other
organisms, have finite life spans. Some can be as short
as several decades, such as polar trees, while others
can be thousands of years old, such as pine, cypress
and ginkgo (Ginkgo biloba). Because each specific
species has its own life cycle, as time goes by, the

appearance of the community will change. As time

passes, plant species replace other plant species within
ecological communities, leading to over all changes
in the landscape. In this sense, within a day or a year,
during the life cycle of individual plants and the
ecological processes of entire plant communities bring
rich changes to landscapes. Such changes are reflected
not only in the plants per se, but also the spatial
characteristics formed by the plant’s growth.

In addition to the changes of plants per se, habitat,
which is formed mainly by plants, bring changes of
other organisms throughout the seasons. In spring when
a variety of flowers are in bloom, the arrival of bees and
butterflies creates beautiful scenery. At the same time,
their fruits and other organs of plants provide food for
many birds. Even in the bleak winter, we also could
meet the moving scene of life. When winter comes, |
like to go out and find bird’s nests in the trees. At that
time, when the trees are bare, the nests can be clearly
seen. When I find a nest, I find the landscape of birds

hovering and chirping above the nests (Fig. 2).

Since plant communities experience some level of

constant succession, how can landscape architects begin

to consider these periods of change?

DONG: For most contemporary designs, the plant
communities designed by landscape architects are
“climax community” in specific conditions of sites —
because what the landscape designers are seeking for
are landscapes that have the best effects and last for the
longest period. In reality, not all the plants used are in
mature state; most plants are still saplings and seedlings
from the nursery beds. As a result, while designing, we
need to understand how these saplings and seedlings
will grow up over time, and ensure enough room
for their growth. At the same time, plants grow at
different speeds. If there are several different types of
heliophilous plants in a community, one species grows
at a faster rate than others, the faster species will block

sunlight from reaching slower growing plants, leading
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to even slower growth or death. To guarantee the best
combination of plants, landscape architects have to

know the growth characteristics of each plant selected.

How can we balance the need for instant landscapes and

the time needed for plants to grow?

DONG: People always hope for the best results from
the very beginning, and this is why transplanting big
trees is so popular. The act of transplanting can cause
serious damage to the original living environment
of the tree. And overall survival rate of transplanted
trees is very low. The process almost always affects
the tree’s overall lifespan. More often than not, the
transplanted trees die, or we need take a long time to
maintain these trees. Generally, it is a huge waste of
resources. Since the beginning of Chinese economic
reform and opening-up, urban development has been at
a constant, high speed in China. Real estate developers
and government officials hope for instant landscapes.
In many cases, the pursuit of a quick turn around
disregards economic and ecological costs in favor of
instant and short-term landscapes. We need to change
this trend by being completely aware of the time it
takes for plants to grow and landscapes to form.
Although it is not always possible to achieve the
best results immediately after the trees are planted, we
can adopt some techniques to improve this process.
For example, we can plant more small trees where
big trees are needed. As they grow, some can be
removed to allow for proper spacing. Of course, this
method depends on the nature of the project and the
characteristics of the field and the site conditions.
It is a different attitude than the currently popular
close plantings to achieve photographic, short-term
results. Another technique is to plant both fast and
slow growing trees. Fast-growing trees can create
rich landscapes in a relatively short time. However,
generally, the faster a tree grows, the shorter its

lifetime. On the flip side, by the time the fast growing
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The pure landscape of aspen forest in winter

Through the winter pretection, Euonymus japonicus hedges have a very
decline apperance.

trees begin to die, the slow growing trees may have
reached a stable state. Finally, we need to put more
energy into cultivating big saplings. With improved
cultivating measures, they can be better adapted for
new environments and hopefully survive for longer
periods. We can rename these trees “big samplings”.
Combined with container nurseries, new landscape
vegetation does not have to be restricted by growing
seasons, a practice that will reduce cost and loss during

transplanting.

You mentioned the winter in northern China is bleak.

Large research funds and human resources have been

invested into the introduction of southern plants to

north — for example, the introduction of broad-leafed

evergreens to Beijing. What is your opinion on this?

DONG: Bleak is a negative word, but a bleak landscape
is characteristic of winter in a northern zone. | do not
think it is a good idea to introduce a lot of evergreen
broad-leaf plants from the southern area to the north;

they are specially not appropriate to be used largely in
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the public green spaces without considering the cold
climate. In many northern cities, we often see trees,
such as Euonymus japonicus, Buxus microphylla,
and Ligustrum x vicaryi, covered in cloth during
the winter. | once asked some maintenance workers
about this practice, and learned these protective
materials are usually thrown away after one use,
rather than being recycled. This investment of labor
and materials is a waste of economic resources, as
well as a source of environmental pollution. When
shrouded, these plants do not contribute ecologically
and their visual appearance is undesirable (Fig. 3).
What is the point?

The introduction of evergreen broad-leaved plants
to the north was once supported by the onset of global
warming. However, as global warming does not mean a
consistence and steady warming trend for everywhere,
what we can expect are more and more unpredictable
local climatic disasters. For example, the low tem-
perature disaster in China’s Yunnan Province not only
caused damages to local flower production, but also
adversely affected a large amount of local vegetation.
When facing unpredictable local natural disasters,
native species are usually better adapted to local
conditions. Of course, in small urban environments with
good site conditions and mild microclimates, species
diversity is good, especially for creating richly designed
landscapes. However, the found site conditions should
not be forgotten.

Dense shrubs, such as boxwood, are planted not
only because they provide a green tint during winter,
but because until deciduous shrubs or perennial herbs,
they do not expose the bare earth surface. Our industry
needs to find a technical way to address the aesthetics
of bare earth during the winter. For example, can we
develop new materials, perhaps made of agricultural
or forestry waste, to cover the ground? Besides, it is an
important planting method in traditional gardens in the
north to use zonal conifers, and today we can also use

these plants.

What planting methods do you think should be adopted

for winter landscapes in northern climates?

DONG: | do not think winter in the north is mono-
tonous. Yes, it is cold, but it is only after trees lose
their leaves that we receive more sufficient winter
sunlight, which is necessary to fulfill local social needs.
Only in winter, after the leaves have fallen can the
branching structure be fully understood, as well as the
colors and texture of their bark. It is not right to say
that there is no vegetation to be enjoyed in the winter.
Charm is found in the tall, white trunks of polar trees
(Populus tomentosa), bird nests in branches (Fig. 2),
the bizarre twigs of Chinese pagoda tree (Sophora
japonica ‘Pendula’), the bright colors of the red-twig
dogwood (Cornus alba, Fig. 4) and the Japanese rose
(Kerria japonica), the remaining fruit of the Amur
honeysuckle (Lonicera maackii), the inflorescence and
infructescence (Fig. 5) swinging in the wind, and the
frozen lotuses on the water. Landscape architects need
to design for all season and guide the public through

the vegetative beauty offered throughout the year.
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The bright twigs of Cornus alba in winter

In winter, reed marsh is the paradise for wild ducks.
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