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ciTyGreen interviews dr. patrick blanc. Just 

returned from his overseas expedition in borneo, 

the celebrated botanist and green master was 

already packing for a new trip to South africa. 

despite his fully packed agenda, dr. blanc 

exhibited keen interest and extreme patience in 

receiving the interview. ciTyGreen brings you 

the details.

CG: CITYGREEN

DB: Dr. Blanc

CG: We are looking forward to hearing your 

speech at the International Skyrise Greenery 

Conference in Singapore. Is this going to be 

your first visit to our tropical city?

DB: i made my first trip to the rainforests of 

Southeast asia when i was 19. The region is 

incredibly rich in terms of biodiversity.  Singa-

pore is a regular place for my observations and 

i am always fascinated by the diversity of plants 

in the bukit Timah nature reserve or macritchie 

reservoir. i remember in 1991, as a young 

researcher, i was delighted to find a native 

species of aquatic plant at bukit Timah, officially 

named 10 years later and safekept in the Singa-

pore botanic Gardens herbarium. Today, i am 

glad to share my experience at the conference 

in a familiar environment!

CG: As a scientist, you are living out a passion 

for the rainforest understories. What is so 

interesting about this arcane world, previously 

disregarded by the research?

DB: as a researcher for the national centre of 

Scientific research, i study the many strategies 

developed by plants to live in harsh environ-

ments, poor in light, water or nutrients.  in the 

understorey of tropical forests, plants receive as 

little as 1% of the sunlight, resulting in a paradox-

ical explosion of biodiversity! plants have devel-

oped countless techniques to adapt, which we 

only start to understand. in the more exposed 

situations, such as the forest edges, the dazzling 

light generates hyperactivity and a tough 

competition among the flora and fauna, leading 

to a reduction of biodiversity.  perhaps there is 

something that humans can learn about it, when 

imagination makes it possible to live in harmony 

with limited resources. 

CG: You are also an artist in the spotlights of 

green architecture. Where is the connection 

between your research and vertical greenery?

DB: i have created the vertical Garden (mur 

végétal) to reintroduce nature in the city. This 

concept is derived from the many observa-

tions i have made in natural places.  a scientific 

approach is essential for designing the whole 

system and for selecting the plant species suita-

ble for each peculiar location.

CG: Do you mean that the origin of the plants 

has significance in your compositions?

DB: my emphasis is on choosing the right plant 

for the right location, to reduce the problems of 

maintenance. yes, i preferably use native plants 

because they are perfectly adapted to the local 

climatic conditions. This approach is critical in 

the harsh environments i have experimented 

in Qatar, the canary islands or california. in 

temperate countries, i would use plants from 

different continents, but similar biotope. The 

most important is to develop vegetal diversity 

inside ecological unity. For indoor works, condi-

tions are similar around the world, and i use a 

broad palette of tropical plants. in Singapore, i 

would use native plants from the malay 

ThE hoRIZoNTaL IS fINIShEd – IT’S foR uS. BuT ThE VERTICaL 
IS STILL To CoNquER! gREEN waLLS REINTRoduCE NaTuRE  
IN ThE CITY, VERTICaLLY, makINg good uSE of LoST aNd  
LEfToVER SpaCES wIThouT affECTINg humaN aCTIVITIES. 

oppoSiTe  athenaeum hotel, london, 2009.  

Tallest Garden in britain, the living Wall of the  

athenaeum hotel stretches from ground level to  

the 10th floor penthouse suite.

beloW pont Juvénal, aix-en-provence, 2008. 



56 INTERvIEws
botanist and Green visionary: Up Close with dr. Patrick blanc

peninsula and if need be, extend my source 

to other Southeast asian countries. The real 

challenge is to find the right supplier, the right 

nursery propagating these native species in the  

right way.

CG: Are indoor compositions sustainable, 

considering the dry environment of air-condi-

tioned buildings?

DB: my vertical Garden can be implemented 

indoor and outdoor, in any climatic environ-

ment! plants growing on indoor walls naturally 

transpire, creating a layer of humidity between 

the living Wall and the dry ambient air.  after a 

while, the garden generates its own ecosystem 

and balance. indoor, it is important to assess 

the available light and air movement at different 

location of the wall. plants are chosen accord-

ingly. even though i favour shade dwelling 

plants, artificial light is often necessary. 

CG: Your Living Wall doesn’t use soil at all! How 

many species can survive in these conditions?

DB: Soil is merely nothing more than a mechanic 

support. only water and dissolved miner-

als are essential to plants, together with light 

and carbon dioxide to conduct photosynthesis. 

Wherever water is available all year long – as in 

tropical forests or in temperate mountain forests 

– plants can grow on rocks, tree trunks, and 

slopes free-of-ground. in peninsular malaysia for 

instance, among the 8,000 species recorded, 

2,500 species grow without any soil!

CG: You can use up to 200 or even 300 plant 

species on the same wall. Do more species 

require more maintenance?

DB: There is a common misconception about 

diversity and maintenance. using many appro-

priate species actually increase biodiver-

sity and reduce maintenance: fewer diseases, 

fewer parasites, and increased possibilities in 

terms of design. people feel the nature when 

they comment my compositions. it is because 

i use a lot of different species. my walls require 

minimum maintenance, twice to three times 

a year only. Trimming is generally an annual 

event. Some plants germinate on other parts 

of the wall carried by the wind, the gravity 

or the birds. i just ask my clients to let nature  

take over. 

CG: Is the Vertical Garden sustainable? What 

about the water issue?

DB: once installed, a vertical Garden is more 

self-sufficient than a traditional horizontal 

garden. an automated system waters the plants 

from top to bottom. it’s very much like in nature, 

when the water runs down the rocks and cliffs. 

There is no loss of water: all water drained at the 

bottom of the watering system is re-used. no 

soil means no percolation, therefore no wastage. 

Water can also be recycled from the air-condi-

tioning system of the building like in my installa-

tion at melbourne central.

CG: What is your approach, step by step, to 

create a Vertical Garden?

DB: First of all, it is essential to choose the right 

plant species for the right place, and a botan-

ical scientific background is much better than 

a technical or management background! i 

study the environment of the wall and i choose 

understorey plants for shady locations like the 

ground level of narrow streets and tall build-

ings. in urban canyons lined with skyscraper, i 

have to consider the additional wind, overheat-

ing and poor air quality. For interior air-condi-

tioned environment, i do consider the lower  

air humidity. 

Sadly, architectural arrangement is often 

overviewed in vertical greenery. it should be 

worked out upstream. design and implemen-

tation should allow each leaf to catch the 

maximum amount of light. To prevent compe-

tition, i always put together the species with 

similar growth and energetic needs. They are 

distributed on the vegetal Wall according to the 

quantity of heat, moisture and light available at 

different levels. i keep for the top the plants that 

love sun, withstand wind and the drop in temper-

ature during night and the cold season. i pay 

attention to the texture and form of the leaves. 

curvy leaves give the best effect. i prefer leaves 

to flowers and i avoid species like trailing vines, 

as they become messy and too hard to maintain. 

i also consider colour blending from a distance. 

progressively, the wall will establish its own 

way of life. i let nature take over! With a proper 

initial setting, the wall can last indefinitely with 

minimum maintenance. 

CG: Cities are growing taller. Is there a limit to 

the height of a Vegetal Wall?

DB: The height of the buildings is not a problem. 

at high levels, the wind has to be considered. 

but unlike miami and hong Kong, there are 

no typhoons in Singapore! in a windy city like 

Sydney i am currently working with Jean nouvel 

to wrap a 180-metre high facade with large 

panels of 20 metres by 7 metres. With proper 

study, there is no limit to a vegetal Wall!

CG: It has been quite long since you first 

created the Vertical Garden. In your opinion, 

have the different technologies improved 

significantly?

DB: i fine-tuned the vegetal Wall during my 

studies as a botanist, after several years of 

experimentation. i have tested for about 40 

years many of the methods proposed today 

in the market. So far, i am still attached to the 

technique i finally developed about 25 years 

ago, which simply mirrors what happen in the 

nature, on the rock face of a waterfall or on the 

bark of a host bough. it is the most effective in 

terms of investment, weight and maintenance.

CG: Can you share your insights on what 

vertical greenery can do for a city-state like 

Singapore?

DB: as Singapore is running out of space, verti-

cality is a new frontier to explore. The horizon-

tal is finished— it’s for us. but the vertical is still 

to conquer! Green walls reintroduce nature in 

the city, vertically, making good use of lost and 

leftover spaces without affecting human activi-

ties. after over 20 years of implementation in 

temperate and tropical climates, vegetal Walls 

have proven their ability to organise themselves 

perfectly, creating life, art and beauty, provid-

ing shelter for biodiversity, saving energy and 

purifying air in the city! i am very confident that 

vertical greenery has a promising future in the 

Garden city.
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leFT Green Symphony at  

Taipei concert hall, Taipei, 2007.
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pLaNTS gRowINg oN INdooR waLLS NaTuRaLLY TRaNSpIRE, 
CREaTINg a LaYER of humIdITY BETwEEN ThE LIVINg waLL 
aNd ThE dRY amBIENT aIR.  afTER a whILE, ThE gaRdEN 
gENERaTES ITS owN ECoSYSTEm aNd BaLaNCE. 

beloW  caixaForum, madrid, 2008. designed by 

studio herzog & de meuron, the former power station 

in the heart of madrid has been converted into a 

lively cultural center. The 24-metre high vertical 

Garden on the plaza offers a striking contrast with 

the rusted iron top of the restored building. 
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Dr. Blanc is the inventor of the Vegetal Wall and undisputed master of vertically-planted gardens. 

He spearheaded a world trend and interest with his masterpieces. Botanist, Doctor of Science and 

Director of Research at the esteemed French National Centre of Scientific Research (CNRS), he has 

dedicated over 30 years to shade-dwelling plants of tropical forests. His work is regularly honoured 

with prestigious prizes, including the Academy of Sciences Award in 1993. 

Dr. Blanc has completed over 250 projects in public and private spaces with the most renowned 

architects. His indoor and outdoor installations have transformed otherwise mundane struc-

tures into green works of living art. They overgrow the vertical surfaces of Fondation Cartier and 

the Quai Branly Museum in Paris, the Marithé & Francois Girbaud boutique in Manhattan, Caixa 

Forum in Madrid, the Siam Paragon mall in Bangkok and the Museum of Contemporary Art in  

Kanazawa, Japan. 

leFT  dr. blanc at work: climbing Tepui Kukenan in venezuela. 

le mur végétal, or vegetal Wall, is soilless and 

composes of three parts: a metal frame, a pvc 

layer and a felt. The metal frame is hung on a 

wall or can be self-standing, and the waterproof 

pvc sheet (about one centimetre thick) is riv-

eted to this metal frame. This is followed by the 

felt layer, which is stapled onto the pvc. The felt 

offers support to the roots. it is soaked by capil-

lary action with a nutrient solution flowing down 

the vegetal Wall by gravity. The whole weight of 

his ‘vertical Garden’, including plants and metal 

frame, is estimated to be less than 30 kilograms 

per square-metre. The vegetal Wall is protected 

in particular by copyright. 

 

assisting professor Francis hallé in 1989, dr. 

blanc coordinated the first expedition of radeau 

des cimes in the remote amazon rainforest. The 

international group of scientists studied the 

unexplored biodiversity of the canopy from a 

giant inflatable raft conveyed by air dirigible to 

the top of the trees, 40 metres above ground. 

in this luscious, oversize, all-colour book, dr. blanc 

explains how to create green walls using more 

than 1,000 plants, drawing on his observation of 

natural milieus, his technique of growing on verti-

cal surfaces, his savoir faire and his passion for 

plants. (publisher: W. W. norton & co.)

musée du Quai branly  radeau des cimes book cover

The veGeTal wall a rafT in The canopy The verTical Garden:  
from naTure To The ciTy




