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EASY TO MAKE TOPIARY

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener 

Trees and vines have been pruned and shaped since ancient times, but the Romans were the first to sculpt plants into the living art form known as topiary. One of the first references to topiary was recorded by Pliny the Elder (23-79A.D.) who traced the invention of this art form to Cnaius Matius, a friend of Julius Caesar. Early designs were often classical geometric shapes and archways, although country estates of well-to-do Romans occasionally exhibited elaborate hunting scenes and fleets of tall ships clipped from cypress trees.

The fall of the Roman Empire marked a halt to interest in topiary. The art form was rediscovered during the European Renaissance and once again garden flower beds were laid out in intricate geometric patterns edged with manicured boxwood and myrtle. Knot gardens, intertwining lines of contrasting, low-clipped herbs, decorated kitchen gardens.

The Dutch introduced whimsy to topiary, adorning their gardens with every conceivable animal and bird as well as plant sculptures of tables, chairs, and pottery. William and Mary, natives of Holland who reigned in England from 1688 to 1702, spread the joy of topiary across the countryside. Soon flocks of whimsical birds, elaborate hunting scenes, and a hodgepodge of amusing shapes adorned vast estates as well as tiny cottage gardens. For a brief period in the early 18th century, topiary fell out of favor, deemed as too artificial. The Victorians soon revived the art form, taking it to new heights of expression.

In the United States, perhaps the most amazing examples of topiary can be found at Walt Disney World in Orlando. Rotund dancing hippos, sea serpents, parades of elephants, and animated Mickey and Minnie topiaries greet park visitors, providing whimsical backgrounds for thousands of family photos. A legion of Disney gardeners prune, clip, water, fertilize and fuss over these sculptures to keep them in tip top shape.

There are basically two types of topiary - shrub and sphagnum. Shrub topiaries can be free form or trained to a lightweight frame. Combinations of plants can be incorporated into shrub topiary for special effects, such as the impression of clothes on a character figure.

Shrub topiaries are often large and require several years of shearing to take shape. Once planted, they are rarely moved. Sphagnum topiaries, on the other hand, are portable, lightweight, and require much less time to ready for display. Several companies now produce prefabricated wire frames in many shapes and styles for use in topiary art. Some even come filled with sphagnum moss ready for planting. Creeping vines such as fig or ivy can be plugged into the moss at different sites, with new growth pinned and trimmed to cover the form.

A simple Christmas topiary can be made from potted rosemary, pruning the small shrub into the form of a Christmas tree. “Temporary” topiaries can also be made by cutting a form from floral foam, and thoroughly moistening it, then pressing in flowers stems or small branches from fine-leafed shrubs to cover the figure. Set on a waterproof tray, it’s a unique party or holiday centerpiece. You don’t necessarily need dancing hippos in your yard to share the joys of topiary. Try something small to start and who knows…. Rockport might become the topiary capital of Texas!

The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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