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Abstract
The field of landscape architecture is currently undergoing a notable transformation in planting de-
sign styles, driven by the imperative to create resilient and sustainable landscapes capable of adap-
ting to climate change. New approaches to planting design have become a fundamental element in 
the regeneration of urban spaces, as evidenced by prominent projects such as the High Line in New 
York and the Lurie Garden in Chicago. To investigate this phenomenon, this paper conducts a review 
of the literature, aiming to analyse the historical evolution of planting styles. Furthermore, it pre-
sents a series of case studies from the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Russia, highlighting 
the positive impact of designed plant communities on urban landscapes. Drawing upon the findin-
gs from the literature review and case studies, this paper concludes by discussing future directions 
and current issues in planting design.

Il campo dell’architettura del paesaggio sta attualmente subendo una notevole trasformazione 
negli stili di progettazione, guidato dall’imperativo di creare paesaggi resilienti e sostenibili in 
grado di adattarsi ai cambiamenti climatici. Nuovi approcci alla progettazione delle piante sono 
diventati elemento fondamentale nella rigenerazione degli spazi urbani, come testimoniano 
progetti di spicco quali la High Line a New York e il Lurie Garden a Chicago. Per indagare questo 
fenomeno, il presente articolo conduce una revisione della letteratura, con l’obiettivo di analizzare 
l’evoluzione storica degli stili di impianto. Inoltre, presenta una serie di casi di studio provenienti 
dal Regno Unito, dai Paesi Bassi e dalla Russia, evidenziando l’impatto positivo delle comunità 
vegetali progettate sui paesaggi urbani. Basandosi sui risultati della revisione della letteratura 
e dei casi di studio, l’articolo si chiude discutendo le direzioni future e le questioni attuali nella 
progettazione delle piantagioni.
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Landscape architecture, Designed plant communities, Naturalistic planting, Resilient landscapes, 
Urban regeneration.
Architettura del paesaggio, Comunità vegetali progettate, Piantumazione naturalistica, Paesaggi 
resilienti, Rigenerazione urbana.

Transforming contemporary public urban 
spaces with planting design.  
Shifting from monocultural planting blocks  
to naturalistic plant communities
Alessio Russo
School of Architecture and Built Environment, Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane (AU)
alessio.russo@qut.edu.au 

mailto:alessio.russo@qut.edu.au


R
usso

111

In recent years, planting design has experienced a 

profound transformation, driven by climate change, 

biodiversity loss, and the growing scarcity of irrepla-

ceable inputs like water and fertilisers. The need to 

minimise harmful outputs like pesticides and waste 

plastic, and the demand for resilient and sustainable 

landscapes are also significant factors driving this 

change (Kingsbury, Takacs, 2022). This metamorpho-

sis is evident in the burgeoning adoption of practices 

like xeriscaping, which emphasises the utilisation of 

low-water plants (Walker, 1991). At a municipal level, 

a global shift is underway in urban green space ma-

nagement, with cities embracing ‘No Mow’ policies 

to encourage natural growth and promote biodiver-

sity, a concept often referred to as ‘re-wilding’ (Maso-

od, Russo, 2023).

These trends align with the European Green Deal, the 

European Biodiversity Strategy, and the outcomes of 

Biodiversity COP 15, all of which underscore the impor-

tance of reintegrating nature into our lives, particular-

ly in urban environments. This reintegration is further 

bolstered by tree planting campaigns, as several na-

tions and cities across the globe have made delibera-

te pledges to provide high-quality green infrastructu-

re and increase tree cover (Russo, Chan, Cirella, 2021). 

A notable example is the National Recovery and Resi-

lience Plan (NRRP) in Italy, which has allocated finan-

cial resources for the planting of approximately 6.6 

million trees to create urban and peri-urban forests in 

14 metropolitan cities (Pardi et al., 2023). 

In light of these developments, ecological planting 

design and land management strategies offer su-

stainable solutions to address the pressing clima-

te and biodiversity crises (West, Hong, 2020). Seve-

ral countries are actively exploring diverse approa-

ches and developing innovative, evidence-based so-

lutions that promote sustainability. For instance, 

planting designers in Germany have effectively incor-

porated spontaneous vegetation, or wild plants that 

self-sow from neighbouring areas, into public horti-

culture projects, epitomised by the Gleisdreieck and 

Südgelände parks in Berlin (West, Hong, 2020).

This shift away from traditional monocultural plan-

ting blocks in urban landscapes (fig. 1) towards natu-

ralistic styles of planting reflects a global trend. As 

Hodgson (2016) explains, this approach embraces the 

concept of designing plant communities that mimic 

the aesthetic and ecological qualities of wild and se-

mi-wild landscapes.

Modern ecological science is seamlessly integrated 

into the design process through naturalistic planting 

techniques, optimising plant selections for sustaina-

bility while meeting the practical and aesthetic requi-

rements of urban public areas  (Hitchmough, 2008).  

An ecological landscape design approach incorpora-

tes the fundamental horticultural principle of “right 
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plant, right place” and extends it through an ecolo-

gical lens (Beck, 2013, p. 7).  Specifically, the attempt 

is to understand whether the plants thrive naturally 

and the reasons behind their specific habitat prefe-

rences.  When designing landscapes using an ecolo-

gical approach, careful consideration is given to bio-

geographical principles and the environmental condi-

tions that support their growth. 

In recent years, several books have been published 

that present new approaches to plant communi-

ty design (Dunnett, Hitchmough, 2004; Hitchmou-

gh, 2017; Dunnett, 2019; Kingsbury, Takacs, 2022). 

Thomas Rainer and Claudia West’s book Planting in 

a Post-Wild World which offers advice on designing 

plant communities that display resilience in the fa-

ce of climate change, has become well-known in the 

United States (Rainer, West, 2015). However, only a 

limited number of peer-reviewed papers have discus-

sed these approaches (Hitchmough, 2008). Conse-

quently, there is a research gap in understanding the 

evolution of contemporary planting styles and their 

specific impact on urban spaces. Landscape archi-

tects often heavily rely on traditional monocultural 

planting blocks and possess a limited planting pa-

lette. Therefore, it is imperative to comprehend the-

se emerging trends in landscape design, as they ha-

ve the potential to enhance biodiversity within cities.

This paper aims to address this gap by conducting a 

literature review that analyses historical trends and 

contemporary design movements in planting desi-

Fig. 1 - Monocultural planting block with marigold (Tagetes) in Dubai Streetscape. This type of planting design, while aesthetically 
pleasing, lacks the diversity and resilience found in naturalistic styles of planting (photo: Alessio Russo, 2015).
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gn. Additionally, the paper provides an analysis of ca-

se studies (in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 

and Russia) that I have personally visited in recent 

years. These case studies serve as successful exam-

ples of urban regeneration through the implemen-

tation of designed plant communities. This research 

seeks to illustrate the positive effects of the new wild 

aesthetic and its transformative impact on public ur-

ban spaces.

Evolution of planting design: a short historical 

overview

Planting design styles have experienced significant 

evolution over time, influenced by cultural aspects, 

emerging trends, new discoveries, and environmen-

tal considerations.

Throughout the millennia, we have witnessed the 

transformation of various styles. In ancient times, 

planting styles were often characterised by formal, 

symmetrical designs. The earliest gardens in the We-

stern world exemplified a formal aspect driven by 

practical reasons, particularly the need for efficient ir-

rigation (Hobhouse, 2004). These gardens featured 

distinct characteristics, including outer perimeters, 

inner flower beds, and canals arranged in parallel at 

right angles. 

Similarly, the Muslim gardens of Islam exhibited a 

comparable pattern, incorporating elements such 

as water features, fruit trees, and flowers. However, 

these vegetation elements primarily served aesthe-

tic and aromatic purposes, playing a secondary role in 

garden design (Hobhouse, 2004).  The formality sty-

le has evolved over time and has been observed as a 

prominent characteristic in various periods of garden 

design, including Roman gardens, medieval ecclesia-

stical gardens, Renaissance gardens, and Baroque 

gardens (Turner, 2005).

The effect of travel books on the Far East during the 

late 17th and early 18th centuries can be linked to the 

development of an informal garden style, which is 

characterised by the purposeful use of wavy lines ra-

ther than rigid, straight ones (Sellers, 2003). The ei-

ghteenth century saw a shift in English taste away 

from uniformity and towards an artificial naturalism 

that was once more inspired by the Garden of Eden 

(Lennox-Boyd, Perry, Thomas, 2003). In particular, it 

seems that Alexander Pope’s writing had an impact 

on the landscape gardening Romantic movement, 

which was reflected in the works of William Kent, 

Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, and Humphry Repton. 

Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown and his disciples we-

re well-known for creating landscape gardens that 

expressed the essence of the picturesque (Fay, 2023). 

The picturesque arose in the 18th century as an ae-

sthetic category, as characterised by artist and au-

thor William Gilpin (1724-1804), referring to a distinct 

sort of beauty that is pleasing in a picture (Fay, 2023). 

John Claudius Loudon (1783-1843) was a proponent 

of distinctive garden design styles and is credited wi-

th inventing a unique approach to planting design 

known as the ‘gardenesque’ (Turner, 1982). In 1832, 

Loudon introduced the term ‘gardenesque’ to de-

scribe this new style and anticipated its widespread 

adoption in the field of rural art (Turner, 1982).

The gardenesque style emphasised the use of flower 

gardens and specimen plants, allowing gardeners to 

showcase their expertise more effectively than the 

traditional Brownian landscape park style (Leathle-

an, 1995). Loudon believed that the gardenesque sty-

le was well-suited for suburban gardens and could be 

adapted more readily than the picturesque style (Le-

athlean, 1995). His vision involved the arrangement 

of perfectly-grown individual specimens in an order-

ly manner, often with a symmetrical axis, prioritising 

groupings rather than picturesque outlines (Turner, 

1982; Leathlean, 1995).

In colonial countries, the Picturesque and Gardene-

sque styles, as described by Ignatieva and Stewart 

(2009), were widely used, resulting in the creation 

of comparable landscapes in both public and private 

parks and gardens. These landscapes were characte-

rised by lawns as the main element and were further 
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Figg. 2-3 - The new planting scheme at The Barbican Beech Gardens. Figure 2 shows the vegetation in early summer, and Figure 3 
displays it in spring (photos: Alessio Russo, 2023, 2022).
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enhanced by the addition of flowerbeds, groups of 

trees and shrubs, and groves

The idea of planting diverse communities of diffe-

rent species, originating from the observations of 

19th-century plant explorers (Hitchmough, 2017), 

laid the groundwork for a paradigm shift in garde-

ning and landscaping practices. Their recognition of 

the unique assemblages of plants across different 

regions shaped contemporary approaches to urban  

horticulture.

William Robinson (1838-1935), an influential Iri-

sh garden writer, is celebrated as a leading figure in 

the naturalistic movement (Heatherington, Sarge-

ant, 2005). His notable achievements include the 

introduction of the herbaceous border and his fer-

vent support for the wild garden while challenging 

the conventional Victorian formal garden and bed-

ding-out practices (Massingham, 1978). Robinson’s 

understanding of plants’ natural growth patterns 

led him to advocate for grouping plants with simi-

lar needs (Heatherington, Sargeant, 2005). About 

three decades after William Robinson’s initial con-

tributions, the German garden architect Willy Lan-

ge emerged as another promoter of nature gardens 

(Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992).

Although William Robinson and Willy Lange sought 

to present themselves as pioneers in the natural gar-

dening movement, they were not the first to embra-

ce this approach (Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992).

Robinson criticised the monotonous and stereotypi-

cal “bastard Italian garden” and emphasised the im-

portance of designing gardens that harmonised wi-

th their surroundings (Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992, p. 

201). Lange created the idea of “biological aesthetics” 

in garden design after being heavily influenced by the 

scientific developments of his day, particularly the 

works of Humboldt, Darwin, Haeckel, Ostwald, and 

others (Groening, Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992, p. 120). 

Lange was motivated by the advancement of scien-

ce’s understanding of nature and aimed to harmoni-

se aesthetics with the dominant scientific paradigm 

(Groening, Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992).

Lange’s approach to landscape design centred 

around the concept of plant physiognomy, empha-

sising the artistic representation of indigenous plant 

species (i.e., by grouping plants based on their appe-

arance rather than taxonomic relationships) (Groe-

ning, Wolschke-Bulmahn, 1992). Before the outbreak 

of the Second World War, the landscape design scene 

in Britain was significantly influenced by the writin-

gs of William Robinson as well as the prominent con-

tributions of Gertrude Jekyll (1843-1932) (Woudstra, 

2004). Jekyll’s approach to landscape design encom-

passed a strong focus on both horticulture and arti-

stic principles, rather than prioritising ecological con-

siderations (Woudstra, 2004). Although she worked 

within the formal design layout prevalent during the 

Edwardian era, Jekyll distinguished herself by advo-

cating for the extensive use of perennials and pione-

ering their incorporation into less rigid and more na-

turalistic planting schemes (Heatherington, Sarge-

ant, 2005).

In the Netherlands, there was a change in the di-

scourse around garden design throughout the 1920s, 

moving away from romantic and artistic ideals 

towards a more scientifically based approach (Woud-

stra, 2004). A.J. van Laren, the curator of the Amster-

dam Hortus Botanicus, played a key role in introdu-

cing the concept of phytogeographical planting. In 

1907, he critiqued the use of the term “nature style” 

and proposed alternatives like “landscape-like” and 

“free-form layout” (Woudstra, 2004, p. 52)

After the Second World War, ecological planting fa-

ced a decline in some contexts due to its associa-

tion with nationalist ideologies, but the United Sta-

tes and Germany maintained a strong research foun-

dation for ecological restoration (Woudstra, 2004). 

The Netherlands, Sweden, and Great Britain adop-

ted a more liberal approach to ecology and innovati-

ve planting methods (Woudstra, 2004).   Following 

the 1960s debate in the Netherlands about naturali-

stic planting in parks and on ground no longer used 
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Figg. 4-5 - Biodiverse planting 
and corten benches at 
Glassfields in Bristol  
(photos: Alessio Russo, 2023).

Fig. 6 - Glassfields Park  
is an urban wildlife sanctuary  
with ornamental planting and 
native wildflower meadows  
(photo: Alessio Russo, 2023).
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for agriculture, new theories about letting vegeta-

tion grow and evolve emerged (Woudstra, 2004; Lu-

scombe, Scott, 2020). In his vision of what are now 

known as ‘biophilic cities’, Louis Le Roy foresaw the 

prospect of nature invading residential areas (Woud-

stra, 2004; Luscombe, Scott, 2020).

In Germany, Richard Hansen developed his theory of 

planting design called the model of garden habita-

ts (Körner, Bellin-Harder, Huxmann, 2016). Influen-

ced by his work with Tüxen during the war, Hansen 

emphasised site conditions and vegetation adap-

ted to those conditions, using this knowledge in his 

work with perennial plants (Körner, Bellin-Harder, Hu-

xmann, 2016). Hansen’s theory differed from Tüxen 

in that he considered gardens as cultural and desi-

gned spaces, not solely focused on natural plant as-

sociations. Hansen aimed to use plants that fit their 

ecological niche, allowing them to ‘live and survive’ 

with minimal maintenance. He believed that natu-

ral dynamics should be experienced in a mature gar-

den, which he considered the optimal stage of vege-

tation development. Hansen criticised the ecological 

form of the Nature Garden movement, which promo-

ted natural recolonisation of soil, arguing that it led 

to unsightly grass and herb vegetation (Körner, Bel-

lin-Harder, Huxmann, 2016). 

In Italy, prominent figures in the field of twen-

tieth-century planting design include Pietro Por-

cinai and Maria Teresa Parpagliolo (Dumpelmann, 

2002). Porcinai’s travels in Germany exposed him 

to German landscape architecture principles, parti-

cularly those related to ecology and phytosociolo-

gy (Stryker, 2008). During the XII International Hor-

ticulture Congress in 1938, Porcinai met influential fi-

gures, including Seifert, Hermann Mattern, and Ot-

to Valentien. He also attended design classes at the 

Dahlem-Berlin Institute, further enriching his under-

standing of landscape architecture and design prin-

ciples (Stryker, 2008).  Porcinai’s later work in Italy 

merged his practical experiences in Germany with 

the theoretical underpinnings he had adopted, re-

sulting in a unique synthesis of horticultural experti-

se and a comprehensive understanding of ecological 

principles and phytosociology. This synthesis is fur-

ther highlighted by his 1950 publication in the Rivista 

dell’Ortoflorofrutticoltura Italiana, where he empha-

sised the importance of phytosociology in the art of 

garden design. Porcinai’s harmonious blend of know-

ledge and experience drew him to Karl Foerster’s cre-

ative perennial hybrids, as well as the pioneering eco-

logical theories and support for native species cham-

pioned by Lange and Seifert (Stryker, 2008).

Contemporary planting design movements and ap-

proaches

The New Perennial movement, also known as the 

‘Dutch Wave’, is a style of naturalistic plant-driven 

design that takes inspiration from nature and em-

phasises perennial plants. It originated in Holland 

and Germany in the 1970s and 1980s, led by influen-

tial figures like Mien Ruys, Karl Foerster, and Henk 

Gerritsen (Karras, 2023). However, it gained wide-

spread recognition thanks to Dutch garden designer 

Piet Oudolf, who brought this style to the global sta-

ge (Karras, 2023). The movement has gained popu-

larity in recent years, particularly due to Oudolf’s no-

table projects such as the High Line in New York Ci-

ty and Lurie Gardens in Chicago (Melchior, 2020). The 

terms ‘naturalistic planting design’ and ‘new peren-

nial planting’ are frequently used interchangeably, 

suggesting a shared understanding among practitio-

ners (Dunnett, 2019). However, it is important to note 

that contemporary naturalism is a broad concept en-

compassing various approaches and methodologies. 

In his book titled Naturalistic Planting Design, Profes-

sor Dunnett (2019) delineates three distinct ‘strands’ 

within contemporary naturalism: modernistic, tech-

nocratic, and impressionistic.

The modernistic strand, exemplified by Piet Oudol-

f’s work, primarily relies on plant mixes and associa-

tions, with plant form serving as the primary crite-

rion for selection. The arrangement of plants is cha-
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racterised by the use of drifts and intricate intercon-

nections, creating a visually compelling composition 

(Dunnett, 2019). Piet Oudolf’s planting style, deve-

loped in the 1970s, has its roots in Northern Europe 

(Kingsbury, 2014). Drawing inspiration from German 

nurseryman Karl Foerster and the English tradition of 

using masses of perennials in borders. Together with 

his wife Anja, he established a nursery to supply plan-

ts for his design business, as well as cater to private 

gardeners and other designers (Kingsbury, 2014). Ou-

dolf’s style has evolved but maintains some core con-

cepts. He prioritises plants with good structure and 

longevity over vibrant colours, believing that a plant’s 

value lies not only in its flowering phase but also in its 

appearance throughout the growing season, inclu-

ding its seed stage (Kingsbury, 2014). 

Piet Oudolf’s approach to garden design has evol-

ved to incorporate dynamic living processes. In the 

past, Oudolf, like other naturalistic designers, arran-

ged plants in discrete blocks, which appeared inter-

mingled from a distance but were static and over-

simplified up close (Oudolf, Darke, 2017). In 2004, 

Oudolf experimented with a matrix-based design in 

Chicago’s Lurie Garden, which was well-received for 

its dynamism (Oudolf, Darke, 2017). When invited to 

join the High Line design team, Oudolf decided to 

adapt matrix design on a larger scale. The result is a 

series of gardens that appear spontaneous and dy-

namic because they are designed to evolve over ti-

me (Oudolf, Darke, 2017). The gardens combine local-

ly adapted, long-lived plants in layered associations, 

drawing inspiration from wild communities without 

replicating them exactly. This approach embraces na-

turalisation and allows the plantings to change gra-

Fig. 7 - Planting scheme at Orlysquare in Amsterdam (photo: Alessio Russo, 2019).
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dually as different species respond to shifting condi-

tions, such as changing levels of shade from trees or 

new buildings (Oudolf, Darke, 2017).

The technocratic approach can be understood as the 

incorporation of scientific ecological principles with 

the horticultural practice of cultivating plants in de-

signed and managed environments, referred to as 

ecological horticulture (Dunnett, 2019). Technocra-

tic naturalism emphasises rigorous scientific mea-

surement, extensive record-keeping, experimental 

trials, and the classification of plants into various 

ecological categories to inform design decisions. A 

central principle of this approach is the prioritisation 

of ecological compatibility as the primary factor dri-

ving plant selection. Moreover, it involves using ‘re-

ference’ natural or semi-natural plant communities 

as the foundation for designing analogous commu-

nities  (Dunnett, 2019). Technocratic naturalism is 

closely linked to the German tradition of contempo-

rary naturalistic planting design (Dunnett, 2019). In 

Germany, this approach developed through the con-

tributions of Professor Cassian Schmidt and his re-

search conducted at Hermannshof (Schmidt, Sch-

mitz, Guzzon, 2021). Professor Schmidt drew in-

spiration from plant-geographical design and the 

methodology outlined in Richard Hansen’s influen-

tial publication, Perennials and their habitats in gar-

dens and green spaces.  Building upon these founda-

tions, Schmidt devised a plant sociology approach 

that places a heightened emphasis on the dynamic 

nature of plant communities, coexistence among 

species, and the occurrence of random fluctuations, 

diverging from Hansen’s approach (Schmidt, Sch-

mitz, Guzzon, 2021).

Fig. 8 - Planting scheme at Orlysquare in Amsterdam (photo: Alessio Russo, 2019).
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In the United Kingdom, Professors James Hitchmou-

gh and Nigel Dunnett from Sheffield University spe-

arheaded the ‘Sheffield School Approach’, which fal-

ls within the technocratic category (Dunnett, Hitch-

mough, 2004; Hitchmough, 2008; Dunnett, 2019). 

This approach focuses on establishing sown, natura-

listic urban plantings using a combination of native 

and non-native species. The desired outcome is a na-

turalistic aesthetic characterised by random distribu-

tion patterns achieved through on-site seed sowing. 

This approach differs from intentional and clustered 

plantings commonly observed in American projects, 

exemplified by the work of Piet Oudolf and Oehme 

and Van Sweden (Alizadeh, Hitchmough, 2019; Dun-

nett, 2019). 

The literature highlights the existence of divergent 

perspectives regarding plant selection in urban envi-

ronments. The Native Plant Movement, in contrast to 

the approach adopted by James Hitchmough and Ni-

gel Dunnett, offers an alternative viewpoint. While 

the Native Plant Movement strongly emphasises the 

preference for indigenous plant species, Hitchmough 

and Dunnett also acknowledge the potential benefi-

ts of incorporating non-native plants into naturalistic 

urban plantings.

The emergence of the Native Plant Movement can 

be seen as a response to the Nativist trends obser-

ved in Conservation Biology, which has led to a bias 

among environmentalists against alien species (Pe-

retti, 1998). This movement places particular empha-

sis on utilising indigenous plant species, which are 

native to specific geographic regions, in urban land-

scape projects (Peretti, 1998).

Lastly, impressionistic naturalism encompasses 

an artistic approach that explores plant combina-

tions and associations, guided by an understan-

ding of colour relationships (Dunnett, 2019). Pro-

minent designers such as Dan Pearson, Sarah Pri-

ce, and Tom Stuart-Smith practice this approa-

ch, utilising a contemporary ecological sensibility 

(Dunnett, 2019).

Revitalising contemporary urban landscapes: 

examining the influence of planting design through 

case studies in the UK, the Netherlands, and Russia

In this section, various contemporary projects in-

volving planting design in public urban spaces were 

analysed through the method of case studies and si-

te visits. The selected projects in three countries - the 

UK (London and Bristol), the Netherlands (Amster-

dam), and Russia (Moscow) - were examined for the 

positive impact of designed plant communities on 

the regeneration of these areas.

The first case study, The Barbican Beech Gardens, 

is an influential project located in London, UK. 

The Barbican is a distinguished arts and conferen-

ce complex that includes residential units. Con-

structed in the 1970s, it has gained recognition for 

its iconic Brutalist architecture and its innovative 

concept of a self-contained ‘urban village’ which in-

telligently separates residential and public spaces 

(Dunnett, 2019).

Initially, the Barbican Beech Gardens featured a tradi-

tional planting scheme characterised by the presen-

ce of large trees, shrubs, lawns, and seasonal bed-

ding. These elements were watered using drinkable 

water. However, a transformative design by Profes-

sor Dunnett has brought about a shift towards a mo-

re sustainable and naturalistic approach, deviating 

from the traditional monocultural blocks with meti-

culously trimmed lawns. The previous roof gardens 

demanded extensive maintenance and irrigation. 

However, in 2015, after the roofs were re-waterproo-

fed, Professor Nigel Dunnett introduced new plantin-

gs based on his design (Dunnett, 2019).

The new planting scheme at The Barbican Beech Gar-

dens focuses on three main ‘Designed Plant Commu-

nities’ suitable for different microclimates on the si-

te, based on sun exposure. These communities in-

clude steppe plantings for full sun areas, shrub step-

pe plantings that combine perennials, grasses, and 

low-density shrubs for multi-layered plantings, and 

light woodland plantings for part-shade areas whe-
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re trees can grow. The aim is to create continuous wa-

ves of colour throughout the year, with specific plant 

species repeated across the entire site to maximise 

impact. The design incorporates layers of plants, wi-

th naturalistic swathes of perennials and grasses fra-

med by multi-stemmed trees and shrubs, providing 

a three-dimensional framework (figg. 2-3) (Dunnett, 

2019). The integration of the naturalistic planting ap-

proach harmonises effectively with the distinctive 

Brutalist architecture (Dunnett, 2019).

Glassfields1 in Bristol is a project by B|D Landscape 

Architects, commissioned by RLAM for the develop-

ment of a meanwhile park. Located in close proximi-

ty to Temple Meads railway station, the park was de-

signed to be in place for at least three years and ai-

med to reintroduce nature to the brownfield site. The 

planting scheme includes native wildflower mea-

dows, ornamental planting, tree planting, and wildli-

fe stations (figg. 4-6). Visitors are guided by wayfin-

ding features and pathways to a central event space 

that was inspired by glassblowing and bottle making.  

The park serves as an urban wildlife sanctuary, pro-

viding numerous ecosystem services and enhancing 

the wellbeing of visitors.

Orlysquare in Amsterdam2, developed by the City of 

Amsterdam and the Department of Environmen-

tal Planning and Sustainability, transformed a for-

mer parking space into a green and sustainable pu-

blic square. The design is inspired by the native flo-

ra and fauna of the Brettenzone, featuring plants like 

June berries, hawthorn, and purple moor grass. The 

planting design includes wildflower meadows with 

small trees, botanical roses, grasses, perennials, and 

bulbs, with 60% of the herbaceous plants being or-

namental grasses (figg. 7-8). The square’s landsca-

pe also serves a functional purpose by making it rain-

proof, utilising a special construction of moisturising 

underground panels. This allows the plants to grow 

in just 30cm of soil. The square attracts people and 

animals while providing a visually appealing and fra-

grant landscape.

Zaryadye Park3, located in Moscow, Russia, stands as 

a testament to the innovative concept of Wild Urba-

nism, seamlessly blending elements of nature and 

man-made structures to create a distinctive and con-

trasting experience within the city’s landscape. This 

exceptional project serves not only as a symbol of 

urban regeneration but also as a prime example of 

recycling in the field of landscape architecture.

Situated within the renowned Boulevard Ring, 

Zaryadye Park holds the distinction of being the first 

park constructed in this area. It serves as a cultural 

attraction and a vital link within Moscow’s pedestrian 

zones, facilitating dialogue and exploration of Rus-

sia’s rich history, natural heritage, scientific advan-

cements, artistic expressions, and the prospects of 

both Moscow and the entire nation.

In 2013, an international competition was held to so-

licit landscape and architectural design concepts for 

the Zaryadye park zone, aiming to create a state-of-

the-art park on the site of the obsolete Rossiya Ho-

tel. The winning proposal was submitted by an inter-

national consortium that included architects from 

the prestigious New York firm Diller Scofidio + Ren-

fro and landscape architects from Hargreaves Asso-

ciates.

The park’s layout captures the essence of wild urba-

nism through a harmonic blending of various plant 

communities and architectural types.  It encom-

passes four distinct landscape zones: forest (inclu-

ding mixed, coniferous, coastal, and birch grove are-

as), steppe, meadow, and northern landscapes. Ea-

ch zone boasts a unique soil composition and hosts 

a botanical collection sourced from various regions of 

Russia. Zaryadye Park features an impressive array 

of flora, comprising 760 trees, 7,000 shrubs, 860,000 

perennials, and 150,000 annual plants (figg. 9-10).

Among the park’s botanical treasures are several ra-

re and exceptional species, including dwarf pines, 

dwarf birches, spear grass, arctic raspberry, and va-

rious willows. Furthermore, the park’s botanical col-

lection encompasses plants listed in the Moscow Red 
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List, such as thyme, Solomon’s seal, lily of the valley, 

amethyst sea holly, globeflower, and maiden pink.

Discussion and conclusions

The integration of ecological principles into city desi-

gn and planning is not merely a passing trend or ae-

sthetic preference; it is an urgent imperative for cre-

ating resilient, sustainable, and liveable urban envi-

ronments (Russo, Cirella, 2020). This paper presen-

ts several case studies that exemplify new planting 

schemes implemented with an ecological approach, 

emphasising their positive influence on urban rege-

neration and placemaking.

Traditional urban landscapes have often prioritised 

aesthetics and functionality over ecological conside-

rations, resulting in sterile, monocultural spaces that 

fail to nurture biodiversity or provide ecosystem ser-

vices. In contrast, ecological planting schemes em-

brace a holistic approach, incorporating a deep under-

standing of ecological principles to create dynamic, 

biodiverse landscapes that enhance both the aesthe-

tic and functional aspects of urban spaces.

The literature presents conflicting opinions on the 

use of native species, with some advocating for their 

central role in ecological landscape design. However, 

the topic is still being debated, and its definition is 

ambiguous (Berthon, Thomas, Bekessy, 2021). The 

case studies discussed in this paper also highlight the 

use of native species. For example, Zaryadye Park in 

Moscow utilised not only local species from the Mo-

scow region but also plants from various regions of 

Russia. This particular case illustrates the ambigui-

ty surrounding the concept of ‘nativeness’ in the con-

text of urban planting (Berthon, Thomas, Bekessy, 

2021). 

In urban greening initiatives, it is necessary to define 

Fig. 9 - Diverse plant communities thriving at Zaryadye Park in Moscow, Russia (photo:  Alessio Russo, 2018).
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native species or native plant communities more pre-

cisely. It is important to clarify whether “native” me-

ans species that are indigenous to a country or a par-

ticular area, and whether native planting plans need 

to carefully follow provenance.

While native plants are more likely to increase bio-

diversity in urban green spaces (Berthon, Thomas, 

Bekessy, 2021), they may be more vulnerable to cli-

mate change. The case studies presented in this pa-

per not only provide evidence-based design principles 

for incorporating ecological planting systems into ur-

ban regeneration projects but also represent exam-

ples of biodiversity-positive design in cities. The-

se schemes enhance the visual appeal of urban spa-

ces and provide valuable habitat for a variety of wil-

dlife, contributing to urban biodiversity conserva-

tion. Additionally, the regeneration of urban environ-

ments through designed plant communities has the 

potential to conserve endemic species in urban are-

as. Apart from their aesthetic and ecological benefi-

ts, innovative planting systems can also offer econo-

mic advantages by reducing maintenance costs and 

water requirements. However, despite these poten-

tial benefits, the widespread adoption of ecological 

planting design, particularly in urban areas, remains 

limited (Tian, 2022). This constraint is evident in the 

most common planting methods in the United Sta-

tes, such as monocultural block planting for stor-

mwater management and habitat creation, which 

often fail to achieve the desired levels of biodiversity 

and ecosystem function (West, Hong, 2020).

While the case studies presented in this paper pri-

marily focus on European contexts, future research 

should broaden its scope to encompass a diverse ran-

ge of geographical locations. In conclusion, it is im-

portant to understand people’s perceptions and de-

Fig. 10 - Diverse plant communities thriving at Zaryadye Park in Moscow, Russia (photo:  Alessio Russo, 2018).
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mands surrounding these new planting systems, no-

tably the concept of ‘Wild aesthetics’ in various parts 

of the world. Acceptance and use of urban meadow 

vegetation, for example, are determined by how peo-

ple perceive and respond to such spaces (Southon et 

al., 2017). As a result, it is critical to involve the pu-

blic in the design of urban meadows so that they are 

viewed as useful and appreciated spaces. Education 

and community outreach efforts can help to raise 

knowledge of the ecological benefits of urban mea-

dows and debunk myths about their look and mana-

gement. By creating a new aesthetic perception and 

using planting systems inspired by ecological crite-
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