










REVIEWS 

It might be unfair to c ri ticise Taylor for not mentioning Morris more 

often, but surely someone with such a strong interest in the organic and 

architecture as Morris shou ld have played a stronger ro le in the book. 

As 1 have argued in my PhD thesis, Early Green Narratjlm and the Rise 
of Bioregionalism (2004), the principle of o rgan ic unity between house 

and garden, between interior and exterior, can also be applied to 

scott Manor and garden . While Taylor convincingly argues that attitudes 
to nature in the nineteenrh century are 'notable not for the reason that 

people began to think differently about the environment, but that they 

began to think imaginatively about the environment atall ' (p. 14), it seems 
odd that in The Vital Landscape there is no mention of the organic and 

society as described in Nowhere, or any himof 
Morris's ideas on the integration of town and country. It is also surprising 

that Taylor does not mention Ebenezer Howard's garden cities. Howard's 

plan of a new era of decentralisation, in which he envisaged several dus­

ters of towns, lin ked to each other and to a larger Cemre City by a circular 

canal leading to a Central Park, seems central to the ideasoudi ned in The 
Vital Landscape. 

More troubling, perhaps, is Taylor's tendency to be very general and 

unspecific at times. For example, he argues that 'Developments in 
ence, particularly biology, gave philosophers and social reformers rea­

son to believe that living beings were influenced by where and how they 

li ved.' (p. 98). While I do not question the validity of his argument, it 

would be desirable to see exrrac[S from scientific theory which suPPOrt 

this claim. Which developments does he mean exactly: Similarly, Taylor 

argues that 'Contemporary appraisals of the influence of biology on nine­
teenth-centurydesign cite many instances of the organ ic in architecture' 

(p. 124). Agai n, one would wish to be given concrete examples of these 
'many instances' . Much in the same vein, Taylor discusses at lengrh how 

achievements in the life sciences helped the Victorians understand the 

conditions 'in the home', but he never criticaHyexamines this monolithic 

term ' home' and omits to memion the faCt that what he is addressing is 

the bourgeois home. Surely the large majority of industrial workers on ly 
took a peripheral interest in, say, how many spores there were in one cubic 

metre of air in the home? Unfortunately, The Vital Landscape is pervaded 

by general and vague comments. Contrary to whatTaylor promises 
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in the Introduction, there is only little evidence from biological theory 
that wou ld make clear the direct impact of the ' life sciences' on archi tec­
ture and design. 

There are also instanccs when one must question Taylor's assertions. In 
his third chapter, for example, he seemsoveroptimistic when arguing that 
'The appeal to science nor only helped residents of Britain's cities adapt 
to their surroundings. It led them to become more valued , produC[ive 
and creative members of society as well.' (p. 94). If Taylor's arguments are 
COrtect, 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 Nowhcre in Morris's novel, but not that 
of their Victorian coumerpans. Similarly, at times he seems to draw rash 
conclusions to serve his own ends. On page '47, 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 
envi ronment in which human beings need to position themselves' . (p. 
147). However, this claim is not supported by the quolation , and this over­
interpretation is, unfoftunaldy, characteristic of The Vital Laruiscape. 

I do not wish , however, to end my review on a tOO critical note, since 
the merits ofTaylor's book outweigh its limitations. The Vital Landscape 
is an intriguing book in which Taylor argues - not always convincingly 
- that the imperative re 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 fo r social 
change. Considering Loudon and the glasshouse from a distinctly envi­
ronmental point of view, The Vital Landscape is an important addition to 
existing research, fo llowing on from Nikolaus Pevsner's Pioneers a/Mod­
ern Design (1936). and Melanic Simo's Loudon and the Landscape (1988). 
Taylor incorporates a plethora of illustrations in order to substantiate his 
arguments, and also establishes a welcomesenseofconrinuicy by making 
comparisons between the nineteenth-cenrury glasshouses and conrem­
poraryexamples, such as the Eden Project in Cornwall , completed in 
2001. Al though 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 inrerdisciplinary approach, The Vital 
Landscapt should ap peal not on ly to historians of design and architecture, 
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landscape gardeners, and hiologi.m. hur also to those interested, or work­
ing, in English, Ecocriri c.~m . and Ihe History of Science and Ideas. 

Martin Delveaux. 
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