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Ng Sek San designed
Mao Marilyn (above) for
the Singapore Garden

Designer Patrick Blanc
brings the garden
indoors at Club Med’s
offices in Paris

HEN IT COMES to architecture, green
is the new black, with architects
now focused on designing buildings
that are energy-efficient, have a low
carbon footprint and are environmen-
tally sustainable. But a few visionaries
are taking green to another level, creat-
ing living walls as well as roofs with trees,
shrubs and vines that serve as screens,
insulators, living “oxygenators” and, most
importantly, eye candy for stressed-out resi-
dents of concrete jungles.

French botanist and landscape architect Patrick
Blanc has been called “the undisputed master of
the vertically planted garden”. Obsessed with the
idea of greening tight urban spaces, Blanc designed
a system using a metal frame, PVC, felt, hydropon-
ics and hardy plants to create virtual green walls.
His landmark work, which resembles painterly

e tapestries of foliage and flowering plants, can be
jﬁiﬁmﬁ;ﬁmi&?}?gﬁ found all over the world — from his home city of
E%il’ ;VI Boianin Paris to London, Tokyo and beyond.

Blanc began with interior living walls, such as
the one in Club Med’s offices in Paris, but now
concentrates on outdoor creations, such as
the eight-storey living wall he created for the
Athenaeum Hotel in London.
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BHClub Medit A E3| nowledge of the plants he selects; Blanc says 1
ANERTEE (SLXM) plants are chosen correctly they do not need to be

replaced and require care perhaps three or four
times a year.

Malaysia’s foremost landscape architect, Ng Sek
San, is an ardent follower of Blanc’s approach,
adapting it to what he describes as a “more third
world, less technical” system. Of Blanc, Ng says:
“He is an amazing botanist who truly understands
habitats and growing environments all over the
world and has transferred his intense knowledge
into artificial urban settings.”

Ng tends to concentrate his work in Kuala
Lumpur, where he is based and where his living
walls and roofs are popular, but he has expanded
his reach to projects in Singapore, Indonesia and
New Zealand, where he initially studied and
worked. His recent vertical favourite is Lot 10
Rooftop in Kuala Lumpur.

Ng's V-shaped steel or concrete planters provide
a more substantial growth media and “minimises
the chances of failure due to poor maintenance”.
He says he draws inspiration from the landscape
of his childhood: Ipoh’s plant-covered vertical
limestone oulcrops. “Although these are very
harsh growth environments with little soil media,
they are filled with a diverse variety of plants
which have adapted themselves to grow on these
surfaces and provide important inspiration and
reference when introducing greenery in canyon-
like urban environments.”

Ng uses about 8o species referenced from those
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Felt and a metal

frame secure the
vertical wall at Musée
du Quai Branly (above)
designed by Patrick
Blanc (below)

Patrick Blanc ('FE)
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Musée du Quai Branly
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growing in Ipoh or the Batu caves; among his
favourites are monstera and other philodendrons
and bougainvillea, especially at higher levels. Most
of his vertical gardens are about six storeys but
recently he started work on a 10-storey garden.
“There is really no limit on how high one could
go as long as maintenance access is provided
and irrigation and drainage can reach the vertical
planters,” he says.

Ng sees his green walls as part of an evolutionary
process. “I want the surviving fittest to be joined
by new plants introduced by wind and bird drop-
pings. My hope is that the wall will take on a life
of its own with little or no interference from the
gardeners, save for water and the occasional burst
of fertiliser.”

His innovative, pivoted vertical planters designed
for the National Parks Board of Singapore are being
used for flower and vegetable gardens in public
housing in the city state. “In
most high-rise balconies sun-
light is one-sided: plants fac-
ing the outside do very well
but those facing in, because of
the lack of direct sunlight, suf-
fer,” he says. “Rotating planters
ensure plants do well on both
sides and double as screens to
regulate the amount of light
into the apartments.”

Vertical gardens are not an entirely new concept.
In the early 199o0s, the late Geoffrey Bawa, one
of Asia’s most revered architects, applied vertical
planting to the 152-room Heritance Kandalama
Hotel, located in Central Sri Lanka’s dry zone. Pro-
fessor David Robson, an architecture historian and
Bawa’s biographer, believes that Kandalama was
one of the very first examples of a successful verti-
cal garden. “The amazing part is that it has been
flourishing for almost 20 years,” he says.

Bawa used roof gardens and planting frame-
works — timber battens laid on pre-cast beams —to
shade the facade, reducing the building’s cooling
load and camouflaging it in its surroundings.
“Only the rooms have air conditioners. All the
circulation and reception areas are open and this
is indeed an achievement, particularly in harsh,
dry-zone conditions,” Robson says.

Bawa’s work has influenced Laki Senanayake,
a well-known artist, sculptor and landscape
architect who worked with Bawa, creating
sculpture and art for his projects. The Sri
Lankan says he started to think about gar-
dens when he was working on presentation
drawings for Bawa’s buildings on which “I
drew detailed drawings of trees and foliage,
usually to hide unresolved areas”.

Senanayake is a master at establishing the
transition from building to garden, avoid-
ing sharp contrasts between darker interiors

Photos. Musde du Quai Branly: Hemis/ImagineChina
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and strong sunlit exteriors. He usually uses vine-
covered pergolas and large root-balled trees, some
up to six metres tall that branch laterally, which he
often grows himself. These are placed as close to
the building as possible and, with careful pruning,
he creates views between layers of branching. He
says this technique “keeps direct sunlight away
from large glass windows and facilitates a cool
flow of air through the building”.

Now he is developing living buildings, a concept
he describes as bio-architecture. Located in his
sculpture garden Diyabubula, in Dambulla, his
house was built by pulling together two parallel

rows of 77.5-metre-tall living areca palms to form
an A-frame structure; corrugated sheet metal and
coconut leaf thatch form the roof. The house con-
stantly changes, as Senanayake improves a view
or realigns rooms and even toilets. “I believe this
is the next level of green — buildings made from
living trees,” he says.

Despite the initial high costs and the need for a
long-term commitment to maintenance, the work
started by visionaries such as Blanc, Ng and Sena-
nayake will hopefully take root in future urban
landscapes, making them green in every sense
of the word. W
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Get close to nature at
Heritance Kandalama
Hotel (above)
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