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A well-designed contemporary garden using historic design and plantings.  

 
 
 
 

GUIDELINES FOR SITES/FEATURES 

 
Historic Landscapes 

 
 
Like architectural styles, American landscape styles have 
changed gradually over time, and design periods overlap and 
blend together.  It is often difficult to determine which 
landscape style is most appropriate for a particular property.  
It is best to choose a landscape style that is appropriate for the 
period of a building, and also appropriate within the context 
of the surrounding landscape.  
 
American landscape design may be loosely defined within 
four periods, the Colonial Period, the Natural Style, The 
Victoria Period, and Early Twentieth Century Style. 
 
The Colonial Period, dating from 1620 to 1775, is usually 
characterized by formal geometric patterns and blocks of 
planting beds with paths in between.  Gardens were 
functional; kitchen and herb gardens were a necessity.  People 
had little time or resources for ornamental plantings.  
Landscapes were austere, with grass and trees only.  Often a 
single favorite shrub was planted at the corner of the house.  
Stonewalls or simple wooden fences were common. 
 
The Natural Style also referred to as the English Landscape 
Style or Estate Style, dates from 1776 to 1850.  This period is 
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characterized by rolling grassed landscape with large trees 
placed to frame views.  Park-like landscapes were often 
created with a wilderness of trees.  These landscapes were a 
form of status and were designed for pleasure only.  
Architectural elements such as summer houses and water 
features were common.   
 
The Victorian Period, or the Eclectic Landscape, dates from 
1860 to 1900, when a wide variety of plants were available.  
Foundation plantings and bedding out of annuals, often in 
geometric patterns, became popular.  Gardens contained an 
abundance of statuary and garden ornament.  A wide variety 
of materials were used and garden elements became more 
decorative.  This was a period of eclecticism.  Cast iron fences 
and garden ornaments were popular, although wood fences 
were still popular. 
 
The Early Twentieth Century Style, from 1900 to about 1930, 
was characterized by gardens divided into compartments, or 
spaces defined by plants and other types of garden structures.  
Gardens were often constructed on several levels, with 
terraces and sunken gardens.  English perennial gardens 
became popular, although elements were borrowed from 
French and Italian gardens as well.  Beyond the smaller 
garden spaces there was often a wild or woodland garden, or 
an English landscape garden. 

 

 
        Character-defining trees in the District.
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Good examples of historically accurate foundation treatments for mid 1850s 
houses.    

Plantings 
 
Landscape plantings are an important part of the appearance 
of the District.  Mature trees and plantings contribute 
significantly to the visual quality of a building, its 
surroundings, and the district as a whole.  Mature trees and 
plantings screen many of the properties in the District, while 
others have an open front lawn.  The character-defining 
features of landscape design probably represent the greatest 
amount of change within the District.  Over time the growing 
patterns and life spans of plants, as well as maintenance, all 
contribute to significant changes in the appearance of the 
landscape. 
  
Mature plantings have the same historic value as the buildings 
they surround.  Like historic buildings, plantings require 
maintenance and care to survive.  The same care and attention 
given to historic buildings should be given to historic 
landscapes. 
 
Included in the appendix is a list of suggested plants for use in 
designing and maintaining landscapes within the District.  
 
Recommendations 

 
•    Retain existing trees and plants that help define the 

character of the building and the district. 
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•   Regular maintenance of existing trees and shrub 

plantings is recommended to prevent disease and 
serious die back of character-defining plantings.  

 
•   Install new landscaping that is compatible with its 

surroundings.  Look beyond your site to the 
immediate neighborhood; consider plantings that 
are not only indigenous but that are balanced and 
proportioned to the surroundings. 

 
•  Foundation plantings are not recommended for 

architectural styles prior to ca 1880.  
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