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 The buzzword of 2007 was sustainability and I suspect that this concept will continue to have 
impact on the world of design in 2008.   In addition, lifestyles have changed.  Few people today have the 
time or energy for high-maintenance gardens but they still want beauty in their lives.  The old principles 
and practices of gardening, such as rototilling, are being re-examined and new or mostly unknown 
plants are being introduced, many of which are averse to high levels of fertilization. 

One of the recent publications to deal with this subject is The Self-Sustaining Garden: The Guide to 
Matrix Planting by Peter Thompson.  He asserts that if gardeners would follow the model of wildflowers, 
combining plants into self-governing communities, the plants will do the hard work , thus entailing less 
maintenance and the use of fewer chemicals.   

 Self-governing communities shelter and protect the plants within them while excluding 
outsiders.  The plants within self-governing communities grow within the limits of the available 
resources, e.g.water, and have similar needs.  Their relationships are based on competition through 
which they establish a balanced community, the genera within each community are fairly predictable, 
and the communities are both persistent and stable. 

 People frequently say that their landscapes are so small that there is only one situation but 
every landscape has at least two of the following: sun, shade, exposed, sheltered, well-drained, very 
moist, or very dry.  If plants are then chosen for the appropriate site, i.e., using the principles of matrix 
planning, success will be ensured.  Thompson contends that garden plants are innately wild plants and 
that the principles of matrix planting can be applied to any garden setting.  The key is in the planning 
rather than the maintenance as is frequently the case in many gardens.  If plants occupy the ground and 
the space above it, no room will be left for weeds and if the design is well-done, the garden will be both 
beautiful and sensitive to the space. 

 Unlike traditional mixed borders, plant communities are structured.  Some of the plants are the 
prominent backbones of the garden while others unobtrusively fill space.  Some are visible for most of 
the growing season while others are a focal point dong a particular season but then go dormant.  All are 
essential to the success and the ambiance of the garden.   

There are three basic elements of matrix planting: the plant mix, time, and competition.  Some 
experimentation with the mix will be necessary in order to ascertain which plants are compatible with 
the site. The second element is time ς time for the plants to mature and form their inter-related 
communities that on based on mutually balanced matrices of roots, stems, leaves, etc.  The third crucial 
element is competition, the mechanism that will eliminate incompatible or unsuitable plants.  This 


