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in the Introduction, there is only little evidence from biological theory
that would make clear the direct impact of the ‘life sciences’ on architec-
ture and design.

There arealso instances when one must question Taylor’s assertions. In
his third chapter, for example, he seems overoptimistic when arguing that
“The appeal to science not only helped residents of Britain’s cities adapt
to their surroundings. It led them to become more valued, productive
and creative members of society as well.” (p. 94). If Taylor’sarguments are
correct, why was there such widespread poverty and unemployment at
the end of the nineteenth century? Here Taylor’s description sounds more
like a description of society of Nowhere in Morris’s novel, but not that
of their Victorian counterparts. Similarly, at times he seems to draw rash
conclusions to serve his own ends. On page 147, for example, Taylor cites
a lengthy passage from Johnson’s Our House and Garden and argues that
it ‘conceptualised the house and the garden as a contiguous whole — an
environment in which human beings need to position themselves’. (p.
147). However, this claim is not supported by the quotation, and this over-
interpretation is, unfortunately, characteristic of The Vital Landscape.

I do not wish, however, to end my review on a too critical note, since
the merits of Taylor’s book outweigh its limitations. 7he Vital Landscape
is an intriguing book in which Taylor argues — not always convincingly
— that the imperative to think about the environment in a methodical
way, to imitate or improve it, had a fundamental impact on architecture
and design and was, at the same time, an important catalyst for social
change. Considering Loudon and the glasshouse from a distinctly envi-
ronmental point of view, 7he Vital Landscape is an important addition to
existing research, following on from Nikolaus Pevsner’s Pioneers of Mod-
ern Design (1936), and Melanie Simo’s Loudon and the Landscape (1988).
Taylor incorporates a plethora of illustrations in order to substantiate his
arguments, and also establishes a welcome sense of continuity by making
comparisons between the nineteenth-century glasshouses and contem-
porary examples, such as the Eden Project in Cornwall, completed in
2001. Although Morris is mentioned only three times, the reader may
take solace from the fact that Taylor addresses themes central to Morris’s
interests and ideas. Owing to its interdisciplinary approach, The Vital
Landscape should appeal not only to historians of design and architecture,
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landscape gardeners, and biologists, butalso to those interested, or work-
ing, in English, Ecocriticsm, and the History of Science and Ideas.

Martin Delveaux.
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