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Landscape architecture is a relatively modern profession. Only in the last two centuries has the 

title been used (Saniga, 2012, pp. 7- 8). Cultural traditions are associated with its practices and, 

depending on the ethnicity of the project, place and financial endorsement behind the design, 

these influences add dynamics to the final design and visual elements. Early European colonists 

in Australia were heavily influenced by English (and European) approaches to garden design 

(Vernon, 1997, p. 3) and used an array of exotic plants within cities and gardens. John Claudius 

Loudon, an early European designer, introduced Gardenesque theory which influenced the 

development of horticulture and landscape gardening in Australia.  

“Gardenesque design aimed to make a designed landscape undeniably a work of 

art. In order to achieve this goal, the designed garden needed to be clearly 

different from the natural environments in which it was set” (Saniga, 2012, p. 12).  

This contrasted with the ‘picturesque’ style which incorporated design principles within natural 

elements of the landscape (Saniga, 2012, p. 7; Morris, 2004, p. 16). For the early settlers, a 

reference to their homeland was highly sought after. The use of native plants was not 

considered desirable, nor was it known how to use them in terms of design and aesthetics 

(Forsyth, 2006, p. 8). This only served to encourage the clearing of native vegetation from the 

land.  It was, therefore, the use of native plants in competition with exotic that challenged the 

status quo and set Australian landscape designers apart. Two standout examples for innovative 

and collaborative practice within the Australian history of landscape architecture/design were 
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the marriage partnership of Walter Burley Griffin (1876-1937) and Marion Mahony Griffin 

(1871-1961), and Edna Walling’s (1895- 1973) association with Ellis Stones (1895- 1975).  

 

Walter and Marion Griffin, both trained architects, won the design competition for Canberra in 

1912 (Fig. 1), and subsequently moved to Australia from Chicago in 1914 to help oversee the 

development. This project signified the first large-scale landscape architectural work in Australia 

(Saniga, 2012, p. 35). Walter’s training in architecture also involved aspects of forestry and 

landscape gardening (Saniga, 2012, p. 36) and he drew inspiration from Frederick Law Olmsted, 

often named as the ‘founder’ of landscape architecture (Vernon, 1997, p. 7; Forsyth, 2006, p. 

191). Walter became renowned for his ability to understand nature’s relationship with 

buildings, suburbs and cities, and to find a balance between these elements (Johnson, 1977, p. 

26). In contrast, Marion displayed her talents in her drawings (Fig. 2) (Johnson, 1977, p. 12). She 

was the second woman to graduate from her course and her study of the beaux-arts model 

carried her artistic training into a professional career (Vernon, 1997, p. 36). Walter’s reputation 

was greatly influenced by Marion on all aspects of their pursuits which led to their marriage in 

1911. It was perhaps her collaboration with Walter that led to his rise to fame after their 

marriage (Birmingham, 2006, p. 98). With the inspirations of recreational groups, scientific 

communities, and professional affiliations, the Griffins formed their conceptions of landscape 

development and the use of native vegetation (Vernon, 1997, p. 6). Whilst it was Marion who 

initiated the bid for the Canberra project (Gonzalez, 2018, p. 29 & 41A translation; Decker, 

2018, para. 5), both Walter and Marion carried their involvement in environmental pursuits, 

both from a recreational and conservational standpoint, into the work they commenced in 

Australia. 

 

 

It was here in Australia that they used their knowledge of landscapes and sciences to advocate 

for native plant rehabilitation to impart a theme of landscape beauty. Through their 

collaborative practice, Walter and Marion Griffin began to give more focus and passion to the 

existing landscape and advocate for the use of native flora in Australian landscape design 

(Vernon, 1997, pp. 15- 19, 24; Saniga, 2012, p. 37) using it in nature reserves (Freestone & 

Nichols, 2003, pp. 3- 17) as well as in ornamental applications such as through the use of trees 

in streetscapes (National Capital Authority, 2004, p. 35). The Griffins were showing what 

landscape architecture could be through “connecting nation and landscape” (Saniga, 1997, p. 

37) and thus explored the “notion of an Australian design ethos” (Saniga, 1997, p. 37). While 
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their design for Canberra was of notable quality in terms of “setting the city into the landscape” 

(Wensing, 2013, p. 229) the outcome did not fully line up with original plans due to bureaucracy 

issues and can only be seen as a case study in its proposed design as only partial elements are 

seen today (Saniga, 1997, p. 37). From concept to full outcome, the best example of their 

collaborative work can now be found in Castlecrag, New South Wales. 

 

 

Castlecrag was on the development front in Sydney when purchased by Walter Griffin on behalf 

of the Greater Sydney Development Association in 1920 (Johnson, 1977, p. 82). Walter became 

the managing director and it aligned with his search to find suitable locations that were not 

already cleared to enable his vision of “man living in and with his landscape” (Johnson, 1977, p. 

81). His experience both in America and Australia was shaping landscape architecture on the 

town planning level. Walter’s disgust of land clearing contrasted with his vision, that is, that 

“the bush is domesticated rather than decimated… the indigenous rocks, shrubs, and trees form 

a complete picturesque garden setting better than any substitute that could be introduced or 

constructed” (Mirmohamadi, 2011, p. 133-134). Walter was becoming a representative for the 

repair for damaged landscapes (Mirmohamadi, 2011, p. 133). That Marion shared Walter’s 

views was also evident on most of the Griffins’ projects, the implication was of a ‘duet 

production’ (Birmingham, 2006, p. 91), though her efforts were notable in Castlecrag’s 

development (Johnson, 1977, p. 126).  

 

 

Their “passion for the Australian flora” (Vernon, 1997, p. 12) is especially clear in the 

conspicuous use of eucalyptus, which embellished their designs within town planning and 

gardens. These were chosen for aesthetics moreso than ecological applications (Vernon, 1997, 

pp. 12- 13). Skilled in her drawing and design renderings, Marion was able to envision the 

seasonal colours and tones that the native flora would convey (Vernon, 1997, p. 11), and her 

talents in this area possibly helped to win the competition for Canberra (Birmingham, 2006, p. 

91) as well as other project designs. Castlecrag was a development that “halt(ed) the march of 

spreading, damaging suburbia on the foreshore” (Mirmohamadi, 2011, p. 133). To further 

enhance and acknowledge the pre-existing environment, Walter and Marion regenerated the 

local flora in the region, propagating additional vegetation (Mirmohamadi, 2011, p. 134).  
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In addition to the use of native flora within Castlecrag, the use of the topography in conjunction 

with the infrastructure to design the layout added aesthetic value (Gonzalez, 2018, pp. 30-31 & 

41B translation). Castlecrag’s environment included steep hillside skirting the waterways, 

characterised by sandstone crags which would also become the materials used for the housing 

(Fig. 3) (Johnson, 1977, p. 84). The design for the area by the Griffins allowed a flow along with 

the levels of terrain, situating the roads and housing to work within these elements; the road 

worked with the levels and each house was accessible from this road. (Fig. 4) (Gonzalez, 2018, 

p. 30 & 41B translation). Added to this is the use of pathways that interconnect the housings to 

bring social aspects to the vision (Gonzalez, 2018, pp. 30- 31 & 41B translation). Donald Leslie 

Johnson wrote: 

“Castlecrag is in the best tradition of residential development. It is not superblock 

and does not use cul-de-sacs exclusively, but the emphasis on segregation of 

pedestrian and vehicular traffic, and homes orientated to the internal recreation 

spaces is explicit in the plan” (Johnson, 1977, p. 84).  

The overall concept was to make construction “a reflection of the value of the nature from 

which it arises” (Gonzalez, 2018, p. 32 & 41C translation). Castlecrag was “an alternative to the 

traditional residential model” (Gonzalez, 2018, pp. 35- 36 & 41D translation) and would become 

“the philosophy and political thoughts of Walter and Marion Griffin… in life at Castlecrag” 

(Johnson, 1977, p. 84). 

 

 

Further developing the use of native plantings in Australia and in a similar time, Edna Walling, 

who trained as a horticulturist and deemed herself a landscape designer, although on one 

project, titled herself as ‘landscape architect’ (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, pp. 4-5), explored the 

use of native plants in backyard garden design. Walling focused on designing “grand domestic 

residential developments” (Saniga, 1997, p. 35) with the influence of the Arts and Crafts 

movement. Her Burnley Horticulture College training taught English and European traditions for 

garden designs (Forsyth, 2006, p. 8; Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. xii) and was newly opened to 

women (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. xi; Forsyth, 2006, p. 8), who found new ground as 

professionals. Through her training, she would become a renowned artist in her drawings (Fig. 

5) (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. x). It was mainly towards the 1950s and beyond that Walling’s 

passion for Australian native plants grew (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. 131), with Walling even 
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admitting herself “how little I knew that I was to live to appreciate native plants so much” 

(Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. xi). Before this time, she would use a combination of exotic and 

native but always advocated for keeping natives where possible. Walling’s writings were to 

influence landscape design through the early 20th century especially in South Australia (Jones, 

1997, p. 39). Walling went further to help make recommendations for natives to be used in 

places such as beside roadsides (Watts, 1991, p. 116), parks and open spaces, trying to build a 

sense of the “landscape of the distant past” (Dyson, 2016, p. 56).  

 

 

She collaborated with people like Ellis Stone who partnered with her to do the stone works (Fig. 

6). Ellis was a carpenter, turned stoneworker from Walling's recommendations (Dixon & 

Churchill, 1998, p. 71) who went on to make a career as a landscape designer (Dixon & 

Churchill, 1998, p. 71) and gained a reputation as an innovator of “the bush garden style” 

(Treib, 2002, p. 255) as he “wanted to make gardens that reminded people of nature and to 

bring a flavour of nature to the cities” (Latreille, 2002, para. 3). Specifically, his selection of 

weathered rocks in gardens to “embrace a living past bound up with the present” (Dyson, 2016, 

p. 55-56), mixed with his admiration to incorporate native plantings as well (Pipitone, 2002, 

para. 7). Ellis further went on to advocate for environmental and native vegetation protection 

within urban spaces on the same professional level of town planners and engineers, helping to 

create the Australian Institute of Landscape Architects (AILA) (Saniga, 1997, p. 177 & 179). 

Together they fought to make spaces that made a “sense of continuity between past and 

present” (Dyson, 2016, p. 56).  Edna and Ellis’ collaborations influenced each other, and 

together with other designers helped steer their innovative designs to become one of the more 

prominent names in landscape design in Australia even today. One of their best collaborative 

projects which set precedence for Australian landscape design was Olinda, Victoria. 

 

 

The garden of Miss Hughes-Jones in Olinda in 1939 was to demonstrate design implications for 

landscape design for the future (Watts, 1991, p. 100). In particular, the pool design made by the 

pair “was a significant departure from swimming pools of that era” (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. 

123) (Fig. 7). The pool, located at the bottom of a steep, lush mountain slope is surrounded by 

mature trees, tree ferns, bracken and mossy boulders. “The intention was a coexistence with 

the landscape, an acceptance of modified wilderness above romantic association” (Treib, 2002, 

p. 243). The pool was constructed with engineer’s advice but within Ellis Stone’s stonework, and 
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was designed to “sit where a swimming pool should”, away from the house to be a reward for 

“fun and adventure of planning an expedition for a swim” (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. 123). It 

was surrounded by native flora to give the right atmosphere for this ambition. This was an 

example of the ‘bush garden’ style that would become popular in Australia over the next few 

decades (Treib, 2002, p. 243). 

 

 

It seems unimaginable in the present to not have the iconic elements of the Australian bush 

setting included within landscape design and architecture. And yet, this is the same 

preconception the Griffins, Walling and Stones shared in their time. The diverse and subtle 

forms, textures and colours of the Australian environment have come to be known worldwide, 

but even now eucalyptus trees are used as an exotic species in other countries. Today, 

excluding native flora due to a sense of symbolism, patriotism and aesthetic preference seems 

unconventional. It is due to these pioneers of not only a new industry but of a counter-cultural 

shift that confronted the status quo and shown advantages from the aesthetic to ecological. 

The future of Australian design can now be redefined in its adaptation of identity through our 

unique landscape.   
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Figure 1: Marion Mahony Griffin, Federal Capital Competition City and Environs Plan (1912).  

Drawing in ink, watercolour, gouache and gold oil paint on linen. Retrieved from: 

https://www.griffinsociety.org/griffin_gallery/federal-capital-competition-city-and-environs-

plan/  

https://www.griffinsociety.org/griffin_gallery/federal-capital-competition-city-and-environs-plan/
https://www.griffinsociety.org/griffin_gallery/federal-capital-competition-city-and-environs-plan/
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Figure 2: Marion Mahony Griffin, Detail of a View from Summit of Mount Ainslie (1912).  

Ink on silk. National Archive of Australia. Retrieved from: 

https://www.classicist.org/articles/marion-mahony-griffin/  

 

Figure 3: Max Dupain. Photograph of Cheong Kong Chong House, Castlecrag (1922). 

(Johnson, 1977, p. 87). 

https://www.classicist.org/articles/marion-mahony-griffin/
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Figure 4: Walter Burley Griffin. Castlecrag, Public Reserve Spaces and Location of Buildings (1921). 

Ink on paper (Johnson, 1977, p. 87). 
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Figure 5: Edna Walling. Informal Swimming Pool for Miss E. Hughes-Jones, at Olinda, Victoria (1939). 

Ink and watercolour paints on paper. Cairnmillar Institute, Hawthorn East, Victoria (Watts, 1991, p. 

100). 
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Figure 6: Ellis Stones. Formal Capped Stone Wall (1935). 

Natural Stones and mortar. Toorak, Victoria (Dixon & Churchill, 1998, p. 71). 
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Figure 7: Ellis Stones and Edna Walling. Informal Swimming Pool for Miss E. Hughes-Jones, at 

Olinda, Victoria (1939). 

Natural stones, concrete, water and plantings. Olinda, Victoria (Watts, 1991, p. 101). 

 

 


