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INTRODUCTION

As a way of guiding the transition from landscape architec-
tural idea to built reality, a landscape architect designs and
draws for each project a set of details that show how it will
be put together.

How does the landscape architect know if these details
will achieve the desired result? Will the project that they
represent go together easily and economically? Will it drain?
Will plant material thrive? Will the details look good with one
another and with the overall form and space of the project?
Will the details grow old gracefully, and will it last for the
requisite period of time? There are many more questions of
similar importance.

The experienced landscape architect does not leave the
answers to chance. Each detail, no matter how special or
unprecedented, is designed in conformance with universal,
timeless patterns that, given competent execution on the con-
struction site, virtually guarantee satisfactory performance.
These detail patterns are the subject of this book.

Detail patterns are elemental fragments that are present
in all successful details. They represent an accumulation
of centuries of wisdom about what works in site construc-
tion and what does not. Many of the patterns are firmly
grounded in scientific theory. Others are based just as solidly
on common sense and the realities of human performance.
The experienced landscape architect employs all these pat-
terns automatically, as if by instinct, when designing details.
The patterns provide a framework and a vocabulary to the
concepts that underlie “good detailing.”

Good detailing is an opportunity to advance the concepts,
symbols, and aesthetic themes of the basic design. The detail
patterns can be used to edit the schematic design, celebrating
its strengths and eliminating features that are not contributing
to the central ideas. The patterns clarify the issues relevant to
a particular detail but avoid stating what the solution should
be. They are meant to provoke the designer to discover many
possible solutions, and to provide a clear process through
which each can be assessed.

Details are rarely designed from scratch, a pure response
to a situation, as if it never existed before. More often, we
build upon precedents. The landscape architect uses the
detail patterns as a reliable means of analyzing and under-
standing existing details. They are helpful in reviewing one’s

own work, in checking the work of other detailers in the
office, in judging the quality of manufactured building com-
ponents, and in diagnosing problems in existing landscapes.
The absence of attention to a particular detail pattern, or
the presence of a feature that contradicts a pattern, usually
indicates a problem or a potential problem that should be
corrected.

The detail patterns are straightforward and easy to
learn. There are fewer than a hundred of them. Each is
irreducibly simple. The first section of this book introduces
each of the patterns in turn, explains it, and illustrates
several instances of its use. Each pattern is given a simple
descriptive name and a graphical icon to assist in its mem-
orization.

The patterns are arranged in three main groups: Aes-
thetics, Function, and Constructibility, corresponding to the
three major concerns of the detailer. Under each of these
groupings, the patterns are further categorized by similarity
of intent. The first category of patterns under Function, for
example, is Controlling Water Movement, comprising eleven
detail patterns that offer a complete strategy for accom-
plishing this important task.

The second portion of the book demonstrates the use of
the detail patterns during the process of designing the details
of three different landscapes: a plaza, a rooftop, and a resi-
dence.

The book closes with an annotated listing of publications
recommended for the detailer's own reference shelf and a list
of websites of particular interest. Exercises for self-study or
classroom use are also provided.

The many sketches and drawings are intended to be
illustrative of the elements and natural phenomena being
addressed. They are not working drawings. Some informa-
tion has been intentionally deleted or added to make the
drawings effective instructional tools. For instance, anchors
securing a masonry veneer to the backup are drawn in these
sections, whereas they might only be identified in specifica-
tions or only in a large-scale detail in a set of working draw-
ings produced in an office.

It is assumed that the reader has a general background in
the materials and methods of site construction and is familiar
with the conventions of landscape architectural drawing.
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SECTION

1
AESTHETICS

landscape should please the eye. Its details play a large role in this important function. Every

truly great landscape has great details: details that contribute to the aesthetic themes of the
site, that complement one another, and that create beauty out of the ordinary materials and neces-
sities of construction. A landscape with a splendid thematic idea can fail as landscape architecture
if it has poor details: details that are badly matched to its primary aesthetic, that do not relate
strongly to one another, or that fail to lift their materials above the ordinary.

The detail patterns that relate to aesthetics are few in number, but each is powerful, far-
reaching, and requires greater effort and insight to implement than any of the patterns relating
to function and constructibility. The foremost aesthetic requirement for detailing is that all of the
details of a landscape should contribute to its formal and spatial theme. Aesthetics drive what

one should detail as well as how that detail will be developed.That development is based in ideas.

Without strong and clear design ideas, the detailer's work is much more difficult. There is little
basis for deciding how to configure a detail. Should the space feel enclosed, or expansive? What
elements are the most important and which ones are subordinate? Should the joints between
materials accentuate their differences or downplay them? Aesthetic features of individual details
should be as appealing in future years as when they were built. These requirements are developed
in the following detail patterns:

Contributive Details (p. 5)
Timeless Features (p.7)

Details may be elaborated to feature certain inherent characteristics, or they may be decora-
tive for purely visual effect:

Hierarchy of Refinement (p.8)

Intensification and Ornamentation (p. 10)
Active Details and Recessive Details (p. 12)
Continuous and Discontinuous Details (p. 14)

SECTION 1 =
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Lastly, details may be developed whose role is solely to unify and give order to the visual com-
position of landscape elements that otherwise might seem disjointed or unrelated. This role is
introduced in the following patterns:

Formal Transitions (p. 15)
Composing the Detail (p. 17)

These eight patterns serve to focus the detailer’s attention on some important aesthetic issues
that arise in detailing. They constitute a small part of a much larger field of study, visual composi-
tion that will amply repay as much time as the detailer can devote to its study.

The body of built landscape from antiquity to the present provides evidence of the importance
of the link between art and craft. Classical Greeks originated the notion of techne, derived from the
Greek verb tikto, meaning to produce. This term means the simultaneous existence of both art and
craft, deliberately avoiding distinction between the two.

Landscape architectural details can convey to the observer in literal terms the facts about the
formand how itis made.They can also reveal what s latent within the form—features so subtle that
they are not consciously noticed by the casual observer.In these patterns, the term“aesthetics” will
be used to describe features that recognize the inextricable link between art and craft, between
the ideal and the circumstantial, between the concept and its tangible embodiment. In landscape
architectural detailing, ideas must be made real.

The detailer is challenged to find solutions that solve the specific technical requirements of
a given detail, while also showing affinity with the landscape’s central aesthetic themes. Some
details may seem to have no solutions, others may have many. The best solutions are functional,
convey meaning, and reward the senses.

Although the emphasis in this section is on the visual qualities of a landscape and its details,
the detailer should always look for opportunities to delight the other human senses. Tactile
qualities of materials are important: the feel of decomposed granite underfoot; the shiny pre-
cision of a stainless steel and glass railing; deep, luxurious cushions on a bench; or the rough
texture of a split stone wall. Auditory qualities are also vital: Should a particular space seem
hushed and quiet? Should it be vast and echoey? Should one’s footsteps resound throughout a
space, or would it be more appropriate for one to tread softly, as if floating noiselessly? Would it
enhance the users experience if one heard the sounds of splashing water, of birdsongs, of wind
in trees, or of children chattering, in lieu of traffic noise? And consider the opportunities for
olfactory delight in a landscape: the fragrance of thyme underfoot, the perfume of flowers, the
freshness of mown grass, the moist breezes off a pond.Once again, the designers of the greatest
landscapes have considered these possibilities and have often used them to their advantage.
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CHAPTER . Aesthetics

All of the details of a landscape should
contribute to its formal and spatial
theme. They support and embellish the
main design ideas in a landscape.

1. Many details are associated with a
style. The style may be the incidental
byproduct of practical actions, as might
be found in good vernacular design, or the
intentional expression of a particular body
of work such as the California Modern-
ists of the 1950s and 1960s. The flowing
concrete patios and walls, redwood decks
and fences all contributed to the “look”
of the modern gardens of that time. They
were a departure from the symmetry and
ornament of the Beaux Arts that preceded
it, and the detailing complimented the
new aesthetic. Styles in landscape archi-
tecture are not always as well defined as
in architecture, but the aesthetic sensibili-
ties of a time are reflected in landscape
architecture as well as the other arts.

2. Insimilar fashion we can analyze the
details associated with any landscape
architectural style: Baroque landscapes,
which used highly finished materials
with ornate profiles that were unified
in balanced symmetrical compositions
directly contrasted with Contemporary
design, where elements may instead
juxtapose machined and unprocessed
materials in asymmetrical unresolved
compositions with overlapping forms.

Contributive Details

A. Plaza with Landforms

Landforms

3. Every designer of landscapes works
in his or her own manner or style. It may
not have a name, but it has a consistent
personality, sensibility, or a guiding ethic.
This personality or ethic stems from an
approach to space, form, light, color, and
to details. The style of the details must
be integral with the style of the land-
scape. As a designer’s manner evolves
and changes with each project, so must
the details. The details must contribute

their proportional share to the character
and content of the landscape. For some
landscape architects, a particular mate-
rial or detail is the seed from which the
landscape’s design grows. Even if not
the source of the central design concept,
details are the voice of the concept, the
means through which the concept is
expressed. They are evident in the ear-
liest conceptual drawings and must be
developed as the design evolves. >

SECTION 1 ™ AESTHETICS 5



4. A landscape'’s details should be all
of a family. It will not do to copy one
detail from one source, another detail
from another, and patch together a set
of details that function well but bear
no visible resemblance to one another.
The designer should develop a matched
set of the most important details as
an ongoing part of the overall design
process. This set of key dertails should
then serve to guide the preparation of
every other visible detail in the project.
Details may become related by sharing
a common compositional approach,
which may be evident in their propor-
tions, materiality, alignment, and orien-
tation.

5. Dissimilar elements and architec-
tural palettes can also be joined. Special
attention must be given to their tech-
nical and compositional compatibility.
One paving pattern may spill out over
another. The details of the edges are
the key to expressing either a low-key
harmonious transition or to accentuate
the tension and drama of the contrast
between two different patterns and
forms. Landforms marching across a
plaza should have an edge detail that
makes it clear that the landforms are
dominant and overlapping the plaza
below as opposed to rising up from
below (see A and B). |
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) P%o9y0 ﬁ

Flush transition

Overlapped form

Undercut form
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Details embody all that we know from
the past, they respond to the certainty
of the present, and they will serve
an unknown future. They should be
designed with this broad time frame in
mind, not focused too narrowly on the
present.

1. Nothing grows wearisome faster
than a trendy detail or material treat-
ment. The longer the life expectancy of
the project, the more timeless its mate-
rials and details should be. It is usually
inappropriate to detail a park or institu-
tional landscape which will have a long
life in the public realm, in the fleeting
fashion of the day. However, it may be
appropriate to do so in a hotel or retail
project that will be continually reno-
vated to stay new, or for an individual’s
garden where the aesthetic expression
is personal and specific to the changing
preferences of the owner. Well-designed
details, made using durable materials
and installed using appropriate work-
manship, have a timeless quality.

2. Timeless details are more likely to be
understood and appreciated by people

Timeless Features

in the future, much as good literature or
music is appreciated by successive gen-
erations in a culture. A landscape with
well-proportioned forms and spaces, a
logical plan, and meaningful and well-
made details will live a long time, almost
certainly longer than the initial program.
Owners in the future will become the
landscape’s stewards, maintaining it,
introducing new elements with care, and
being respectful of its basic ordering prin-
ciples. Such landscapes should not be
made with features that become aestheti-
cally obsolete in a short period of time.

3. To be timeless, a detail does not
need to have been done previously, or
selected from a catalog of stock solu-
tions. Innovation remains essential.
New details and materials will always
be part of a landscape architect’s work.
New details should be based on sound
compositional principles, contribute to
the overall themes of the design, have
a grasp of the relevant physical phe-
nomena, and should not waste human
or material resources, If this is done, the
details will likely achieve this timeless

quality.

4. The means of production and “best
practices” du jour often become a
date stamp on the project. As industry
introduces new materials and pro-
cesses, or as new methods of construc-
tion are introduced at the construction
site, eager designers explore their
technical and aesthetic possibilities.
Each designer nudges the envelope
of authentic insights regarding the
new material or process. Initial uses
of new materials and tools are often
ersatz imitations of their predecessors.
Insight follows imitation: plastic was
first used to imitate ivory products,
such as billiard balls and piano keys;
only later were the unique possibili-
ties (and limitations) of plastics dis-
covered. As light sources have become
smaller and more energy-efficient, the
design of light fixtures has expanded
the range of lighting options tremen-
dously. Detailers should actively par-
ticipate in the exploration of new
materials and construction processes,
striving to distinguish between formal
possibilities that are timeless and those
that are merely today’s fashion. |
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When designing a project, landscape
architects usually establish a hierarchy
of importance for spaces and elements,
reflecting the importance of each part
of the landscape in relation to the other
parts. The level of refinement of dertails
within the project should be consistent
with this hierarchy.

1. Important spaces are often finished
and detailed more lavishly or specially
than other spaces of lesser stature. The
front entrance of an office building is
more extensively detailed than the
loading dock. Plazas and squares are
more refined than the pathways leading
to them.

2. Details that will be viewed at close
range are generally more refined than
those that will be seen from far away
and may also be designed for tactile
olfactory qualities. The details of pedes-
trian ways are inherently more intricate
than of vehicular ways, acknowledging
differences in distance and speed of the
viewer.

3. In elements with layered forms of
construction, the visible outer surfaces
are typically detailed with much more
refinement than those that are con-
cealed within the assembly, where only

8 PART | m DETAIL PATTERNS

Hierarchy of Refinement

¥
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Bolard  Dnrking
fountain

Low
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A. Family of Details
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Trash
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Berch Fence

technical issues are relevant. A con-
crete block backer wall that supports a
veneer of brick or stucco need not be
aesthetically pleasing because it will be
concealed by a visible outer finish. See
progressive finish, p. 180.

4. No detail should fail to meet its
functional obligations and all details
must be constructible, but the degree
of refinement may vary in order to
enhance the detail's symbolic or expe-
riential content. Some details are to
be celebrated in the landscape, while
others are quietly competent, func-

tional but simple. Resources that are
conserved in making the routine details
are then available for the special ones.
Pathways paved with asphalt and
edged with simple concrete curbs can
subsidize an intersection with stone
pavement and decorative curbing.

5. Differences between details should
be thought of as variations on a basic
theme. This will make all the details
part of a family, and will make it
easier for the observer to detect the
intended relationship between them
(see A).



6. At one time, refined building mate-
rials were wrought from raw materials;
stone details were carved from rough
blocks; a squared wood column was
laboriously shaped from a log with
an adze and plane from a log. High
refinement was the mark of a skilled
craftsperson, bestowing honor and
respect to the artifact. With injection-
molded plastics, aluminum extrusions,
and computer-controlled laser cutters,
we can now produce precise, refined
pieces with unprecedented ease. We
may ask: How much precision and
refinement is enough? If every surface
and detail is equally refined, none is
more important than another. Meaning
is diminished when there is no differ-
entiation of refinement. Architectural
philosopher John Ruskin advocated in
his Stones of Venice, first published in
1851-53: “There should be no refine-
ment of execution where there is no
thought, for that is slave’s work, unre-
deemed. Rather choose rough work to
smooth work so only the practical pur-
pose be answered, and never imagine

T Cast or machined T

columns

| Split stone columns /

B. Refined and Rough Hewn Trellis Detailing

there is reason to be proud of anything
that may be accomplished by patience
and sandpaper.” Our attraction to
precision, crisp details, and smooth
surfaces may be a vestige of the pre-
industrial and predigital ages, when
the means of production made such
refinements rare and expensive. Many
times it is the rough and un-machined
elements that are now expensive and
rare. A site element can be detailed

utilizing machined or rough hewn
material such as the trellis above. The
effect of the material choice is inte-
gral to the design. The detailer should
continue to reserve the most special,
custom-made details for the most
important elements in the landscape,
and make other details in a manner
consistent in quality and cost with
their level of importance (see B). W
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