intheslry
Gardens

garden
intheworld.
tothelargestvertical
home
isabouttobecome
Paris
hasbeenperfectingthe
abotanistwho
Blanc,
ofPatrick
Itisthebrainchild
howhe
HetellslauraSpinney
plants
onwallsfor40years.
artofgrowing
gardening
ofvertical
andtechniques
thetricks
developed
lsthat greenalgaegrowingunder
yourfingernails?
No, I've iust come from my latest
vertical garden, which covers the
administrative and researchbuilding of
the new Museum of First Arts here in
Paris.I've been removing deadleaves.
Youturn down a lot of requeststo
createverticalgardens.Whydid you
acceptthis one?
The museum, which opens in zoo6,
is about diversity in human creation.
I wanted to respondby showing the
diversity of creation in the plant world.
That in itselfwas a tall order.I haveused
15,oooplants from r5o speciestaken
from North America,Europe,
the Himalayas,China and jaPan.
Howdoyoufeel,watchingthem glow?
They're my babies! I was very afraid
for them at one point, becausethe
watering system stopPedworking,
but they seemto be growing well.
In a couple of months theYwill be
spectacular.
Youhavegreenhighlightsin yourhair,anda
junglewith birdsand lizardsin yourhouse.
with plantsbegin?
Howdid this obsession
As a kid of 8 I had aquariain mY
bedroom at my parents'home outside
Paris.I read in a German fish-keeping
iournal that it was good for fish to have
plants in their aquaria,to act asfilters
and to provide them with a naturallooking ecosystem.SoI added aquatic
plants such asphilodendra and
cryptocorynes, and quicklY became
more interested in them. The problem
of finding the optimum conditions for
the plants wasfar more subtle and
complex than for the fish. In the end
my philodendra outgrew the aquarium,
so I had to invent a watering system
inwhich I pumped water out of the
! aquarium, through the suPPort
E structuremadeofglasswoolthatl
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wasborn had erectedfor the plants,and then
Patrick
Blanc
back to the aquarium.
and
in Paris
in 1953
madehisfirsttripto
thetropicalrainforests Andsothe verticalgardenwas born?
That's how it started, but I gradually
and
of Malaysia
refined it, and the system I patented in
at 19.
Thailand
r988 was more sophisticated.Now I
In1988hepatented
cover a wall with a light metal frame,
for
thetechnique
growingvertiæl
leaving an air gap between the wall and
gardens
the frame. A PVCsheetgoesoverthe top
thathehad
of the frame, and then I staple a layer of
starteddeveloping
special polyamide felt to the PVC.
asa child,anda year
The felt is irrigated, and it plays the part
laterhetooka
in botanical of humus and mossescoveringa rock.
doctorate
It sucksup water by capillary action and
in Paris,
sciences
retainsit, supplying the plants that I
writinghisthesis
then plant into holes in the felt.
ontheplantsofthe
Think of epiphytes in a forest, the
tropicalrainforest
plants that grow on other plants. They
floor.ln 1994he
hisvertical havetheir roots superficiallyembedded
introduced
gardens
in tree trunks. It's the samefor plants
to the
Festival growing on rocks. I simply tried to
lnternational
recreatethat superficial way of life.
at
of Gardens
Chaumont-sur-loiIe.
Didit takeoff?
Afterthat
Yes!First, I made vertical gardens in my
started
commissions
own home, then in my friends'homes.
to pourin. Heisa
at the French In 1994I was invited to show mY work
scientist
at the International FestivalofGardens
nationalresearch
(CNRS)
in Paris, at Chaumont-sur-Loire in Franceand it
agency
was a hit. After that, many people asked
andônexperton
plants me to make plant walls for them.
shade-dwelling
of tropicalforests.His At first it was private clients, then
architects,companies,bigger and
bookonthesubject
wonhimtheFrench biggerproiects.When I wasin mY
bedroom at my parents'house,I never
in 2003.
PrixVirgile
dreamedI would one day coversuch
Iargesurfaces.
Hasit madeyou rich?
I earn a lot, so I should be very rich,
but I'm not very good at managing mY
money. For the last two months I have
employed an accountant,so PerhaPs
things will improve now.
Whendid youseeyourfirsttropical
rainforest?
In 1972,when I was 19,I went with mY

parents and a friend to the forests of
Thailand and Malaysia. We stayedin
huts in a national park - the same
national park, in fact, in which two
peoplewere mauled to deathby tigers
in 1998.But in r97zthere wasbarely
any tourism in the area and we were
unawareofthe danger.ThereI sawthe
plants I grew at home, that mY mother
and I usedto go and seein exhibitions
in Paris.AII the time I was nurturing
them in my bedroom, I never knew
they grew naturally on tree trunks,
rocks and in small rivers in the
rainforest.
andyoutendto think
Thinkofthe rainforest
oftoweringtrunksdrapedin vines.
the
Butyouweredrawnto the understorey,
plantsgrowingjust abovetheground.Why?
I agreeit soundslessglamorous.
But with a tree you're alwaysguessing:
you can't seethe canoPY,You don't
know how far the roots extend.
It's different with a small plant. You can
seeall the organs- the stem,the ieaves,
the fruit - you can understand the
whole biology.For me, treesaremerely
protection for theseplants,their
habitat and support. They are more like
pillars of concrete than living things.
Howdoyoudivideyourtime between
yourscience
andyourart?
I'm a researcherfirst and foremost,but
I fund most of my expeditions myself.
I travel all over the world, making my
plant walls,and asfar aspossibleI build
my researchinto those trips. Soafter
three days'work in Tokyo last autumn
I was able to spend ro daYsin the
forestsofsouthern Iapan.And last
week while I was making a TV
programme in Socotra,an island in
the Indian Oceanthat belongsto the
Republic of Yemen,I managed to fit
in some tesearchtoo. Socotrais a
fascinatingplace.It is mainly desert
and shrubland, and it has some highly
specialised,plant species,z5o ofwhich
are only found there.
place'
canbea dangerous
Therainforest
Haveyou had anycloseshaves?
I've had most of the tropical diseases.
CNRS,the Frenchnational research
agency,has a researchstation in
Nouraguesin FrenchGuiana,where I go
often. Once I was in the forest there
photographing a small fern. I parted the
leavesand 5 centimetresbeneathmy )
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alwaysthe biggest, most powerful plant
that wins. For instance, a larger plant
has larger seeds,which fall to the
ground and germinate right there.
Their weight means they slide to the
bottom of any slope.But a smaller plant
has lighter seeds,and theseare more
Iikely to come to rest higher uP the
slope,or on a rock.By virtue ofbeing
smaller and lighter, they exploit a niche
that is inaccessibleto the bigger plant.
You'rewritinganotherbool(now.
Whatis it about?
It's an essayreally,a comparisonof
plant. animal and humanbehaviour.
i'll giv" you a.r example. Something
Iike what I haveiust describedalso
happens in animals. Peoplehave
studied monkeys and found that it
isn't always the alpha male that
inseminatesthe femalesof a trooP,
becauie he is too busy being dominant
and looking out for everyone.Often the
smaller, peripheral males find more
chancesto mate, having fewer other
responsibilities. You could call that a
form ofcreativity too.
Whatabouthumans- canwe learn
anythingfromthe plantsofthe
understorey?
Well this will certainlybe seenas
provocative, but in my new book I argue
that globalisationis the enemYof
human diversity.
How?
In zo yearsof study I've realisedthat
these plants cohabit peacefully,they
handswas a speciesofBofhroPs,one
ofthe deadliesttypes ofviPer. It
didn't move. Snakesin the rainforest
don't move when disturbed because
unlike savannah snakesthey can't
sensea footfall. Another time I was
wading down a small river and I
reachedfor a branch that was in fact
another poisonoussnake.I sawit iust
in time. But adventures?I don't know.
I'm still alive.
you aboutthe plants
Whatfascinates
ofthe understorey?
Their endlesscreativity. Becausethey
have to adapt to the environment in
which they live, becausethey cannot
move to another place,theY are
necessarilyvery inventive. Plants in the
understorey receiveon averageonly
r per cent ofthe Iight that hits the
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canopy. Energy is in short supply, but
building woody stems demands a lot of
"Thefe afe plantS
energy. It involves the transformation
plants
have
of sugars,and some ofthese
that gfOWCIOSS
come up with ingenious waYsaround
llS
tO
", Wàteffa
:-,;:-----.^
this. There are plants growing close to
wn05e srcms a re
waterfalls, for instance, whose stems
filled with watef
are filled with water instead of wood.
The water gives them rigidity and they
inStgadOfWOOd.
saveon energy, so they can continue to
Thg Watef giVgS
;.', ---, -; ,?- .,;
grow fast. It's just one of many creative
tnemrl8|01Ïy'
morphological solutionstheseplants
have come up with.

-

Soyou canhaveeccentricplantsjustas
you canhaveeccentlicpeople?
In the sensethat there is no single
morphological responseto a given
environment, but many, many
different responses,yes.But more
importantly, I've learned that it isn't

fl:ï"ffiJ;i'J.i'"'ff
ffflï."f;
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plants,including plants of other
species.That way they don't overlap
and they all get their shareof the
limitedlight.whenlightbecomesmore
plentiful, that,swhen competition kicks
in, becausethe differentiaiin growth
ratesincreases,and the faster-growing
speciesblock out the smaller ones'
That's bad for biodiversity. Now,
imaginethelightweresÉaredmore
equallYbetween the canoPYand the
understorey - the rainforest equivalent
of globalisation, perhaps. That would
be good for competition on the forest
floor, but the more dominant sPecies
would win out, while the weaker ones
would fade awaY'Result?Lossof
diversity. I'm afraid something similar
could happento those human cultures
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that havebecomeadaptedto surviving
with limited resources.

Washington
diary

Doyoufind the plantsyoustudybeautiful?
Oh there is great beauty down there.
Wherelight is scarce,plants can't afford
to havetheir leavesoverlap eachother.
Thereare mechanismsto do with the
transmission and reflection of light
that regulatethe positioning ofleaves
in spaceasthey grow.The situation
can evenarise- I've seenit in French
Guiana- in which you havetwo plants
ofdifferent speciesentwined, and their
leavesform a singlecrown without
overlappingeachother. This needto
avoid superpositiondrives a kind of
regularity of design- an axial or lateral
symmetry - that I find very beautiful.
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Whyareyourfingernails
solong?
They'vebeen long sinceI was a child.
As a boy I lovedEdith Piaf,the singer,
and shehad very long nails, so in part
it is a homage to her.
Don'ttheygetin the way?
Lastweek.in Socotra.I had to climb
rocks,and the peopleworking with me
said,but you'll neverbe able to climb
with those nails. I told them no
problem,if they breakthey break.
They will grow again.I havebeen
involved in a project in west Africa to
study the forest canopy from rafts that
are placedon top of it. That involved
climbing between3o and 4o metres
up a rope.My nailsdon't stop me
reachingdifficult places.
Wouldyoulivein thejungle?
No. I like to be in the forest but I prefer
to live in a town. I'm a human being,
not a plant.
What'sthe next project?
While I was in Tokyo last year, working
on an installation at the Museum of
ContemporaryArt, a man approached
me and askedme to coverhis building.
His building is 7o storeyshigh, which is
around r5o metres.Soat the top it is
windy, while lower down it is more
protected,and I will haveto choosemy
plants and position them accordingly.
That will be quite a challenge.
lsthereanyvertical
limitto whatyou
cando?
No,becausemy sysl"emis very light.
Youcould say,the sky'sthe limit. rW
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THERE's
an old sayingthat people
who likesausage
shouldnotwatch
how it is made.In Washington,
cynicalpolicywonkssaythe same
aboutpeoplewho likelegislation.
Certainlyanybodycommittedto
rationalthoughtwill experience
a
certainqueasiness
at the sightof
legislatorstwisting scienceto fit
their Procrustean
bedsof political
or religiousideology.
Andwhereideologycannotwin
out overscience,
moneycertainly
can.Congressional
supportforthe
"big science"projectl(nownasthe
lnternationalSpaceStationisstrong
not onlybecause
the ISSmight
deliverfantasticscientific
dividends- a prospect
evenardent

HNIGMA
IStsa

politicians
0ccasionally
usescientists
astheirwhippingboysaswell,
asin geologists
who comeupwith
the "wrong" opinionon whereto
burynuclearwaste
orwhythe
Earth'sclimateischangingand
who is responsible.
Whatscientistsneedto
remember
isthat no matter
whethertheyarecastasheroesor
villains,theywillnot betruly
understood.
Thinkbachtoschool
days.Thekidswhogrewupto be
politicians
arethe sameoneswho
playedon the footballteam,failed
chemistry
and madefun of the
geeksin the science
class.
Youwill
alwaysbean aliento them.
supporters
haveto admitisin the
Still,ifthe process
isendlessly
unforeseeable
future- but because frustratingto the rationalmind,
virtuallyeverystatein the Unionis
it isalsoendlesslyfascinating.
hometo a contractorwho
makes
Somehow
budgetsfor important
somekindofwidgetforthespace
scientificprojectsget passed,
station,therebybringingmoney
somehowimportantresearch
is
andjobsto legislators'
home
allowedto go fonruarddespite
districts.
Andifthat is not enough,
religiousobjections,
somehowthe
the aerospace
industryisalways
USscientific
enterprise,
largely
happytocontributeto a legislator's fundedbythefederalgovernment,
favouritecharity.
remainsthe enrryof the world.
Whatpoliticians
in Washington
Overthedecadethatwe have
get in returnforfundingscience
and beenwritingthis column,we have
technology
areposterchildren,
triedto sharesomeof the silliness
heroesusually,asin NÆAengineers andsomeof the triumphsof the
who buildshinymachines
with the
American scientific process.
American
flag pastedall overthem, Wepromiseto reportbackwhenwe
or medicalresearchers
who
seethe trulyegregious
orthetruly
sequence
the humangenome.
commendable.
Byeuntilthen. ,$$'
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