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Figure 4.46  Hillside garden.  From Texas Homes magazine, July 1981, p. 116. 

 

 
Figure 4.47  Hillside formal garden.  From Texas Homes magazine, July 1981, p. 114-115. 
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Figure 4.48  Jack Rabbit Hill.  From Fleming’s portfolios. 

 
 
 
THE SCHLUMBERGER RESIDENCE 
 
 In 1980, Pat Fleming was coaxed from retirement in Kerrville, Texas to design his third 
garden for the Pierre M. Schlumberger family.  Bohnn et. al. comment that this garden 
“demonstrates the evolution of [Fleming’s] sensibility.  Rather than axially framing a tapis vert 
with linear plantings of shrubs and trees, Fleming laid out the Schlumberger garden as a relaxed 
sequence of interlocking spaces, primarily planted or paved in character” (Cite winter 1993).  If 
one examines figures 4.49 and 4.50, one can see the relations of the pool, lawn, and parterre 
spaces as more loosely associated than in other gardens by Fleming.  Please note that in figure 
4.50 the smaller lawn panel was subsequently replaced by the owner with an arbor structure and 
related parterre.   

If one compares this garden to the Scott residence that dates from 1967 (fig. 4.51), one 
can see what Bohnn et. al. refer to.  The Scott residence also involves accommodation of a 
swimming pool into the landscape plan.  In Scott, Fleming frames the pool with plantings on 
either side to enhance the formality and separation of the pool area.  Edges of different garden 
areas are in more rigid alignment with each other.  There is little if any overlap between garden 
elements.  One could make the argument that the layout of the house in the Scott residence is 
more formal with its twin wings that project into the backyard, and it therefore demands a more 
formal response.  By no means does Fleming forego the use of axial relations; he simply 
composes more loosely within the axial framework.   
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Figure 4.49  Schlumberger residence plan.  Drawing by author with data from Smithsonian 

Institution, Archives of American Gardens, C. C. Pat Fleming Collection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4.50  Schlumberger residence.  Composite photo by author. 
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Figure 4.51  Scott residence plan.   

From Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Fleming Collection. 
 

Another example of such an approach in Fleming’s later work presents itself in the 
garden plan for Leslie Elkins in 1988 (fig. 4.52).  There, a similar overlapping of edges occurs in 
the panels of lawn and paving at the northwest corner of the house.  One also sees typical axial 
references to the house’s doors and fenestration.   

These examples represent an evolution of Fleming’s sensibility within the framework of a 
commission for a home with a traditional (or semi-traditional, in the case of the Elkins residence) 
architectural type.  As has been discussed earlier, Fleming did several fully modern commissions 
in which the building’s architecture was modern.  Fleming states that he always believed that a 
garden was in a sense subservient to the house.  It would only make sense that a modern home 
receive a modern garden, and we see that Fleming often remained very faithful to the nature of 
the home’s architecture.  We have witnessed a “tentatively modern” garden that reflects the 
tentative modernism of the house itself in the Straus residence.  There, Fleming takes the cue 
from Staub by minimizing ornamentation without utilizing other modern features such as 
overlapping space.   
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Figure 4.52  Leslie Elkins residence plan. 

From Houston Metropolitan Research Center, Fleming Collection. 
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CHAPTER 5: 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
FLEMING’S DESIGN PHILOSOPHY 
 
 In examining Fleming’s work, it is important to investigate how Fleming approached a 
project.  An examination of his process provides insights into how his designs took form.  
Surveying Fleming’s own articulation of his design beliefs and process provide an additional 
perspective from which to evaluate his designs. 
 
Fleming’s Method 

Fleming likened landscape planning to the planning of a house.  Master planning was 
vitally important to him, and he believed no space was too large or small to be comprehensively 
planned.  Fleming thought a master plan “should provide an arrival area, service and storage 
areas and, very probably, several intimate garden areas.”1  He advocated the division of a 
property into related use areas, which he thought of as rooms.  This philosophy of the layout of a 
garden also reflected the way that Fleming himself lived.  For example, Fleming liked to 
entertain guests in a particular way.  He liked to receive them in a foyer, show them through a 
hallway into a parlor, dine with them in a formal dining room, and then retire with them to a 
drawing room. 

This divisional formality and structured sequence of an evening involving different 
rooms and experiences parallels Fleming’s conception of the experience of a designed landscape.  
A designed landscape was to have different experiences that came from its formal (or sometimes 
informal) division into various rooms.  Fleming also addressed transition in a similar way, 
especially in his formal designs.  Just as Fleming might receive guests in his home through a 
foyer before entering a parlor, Fleming might utilize a garden space as an ante-room or foyer that 
was to precede a major outdoor room.  Such an example exists in the Entrance Court of ELSong 
Garden which was to precede the main Wagnerian Water Garden.  This ante-room concept was 
employed as a transitional element to accept visitors gracefully.  In Fleming’s more modern 
designs, this transitional effect was blurred and therefore somewhat prolonged as spaces flowed 
more freely into one another.    

Fleming’s concern for transition was a way of achieving a comfortable elegance in his 
designs.  He believed that landscapes were to be welcoming, not jarring.  The use of transition 
was a way of preparing people for different experiences.  One can also observe the use of 
transition in the line forms that Fleming used.  He was very fond of addressing corners with the 
use of one of two devices:  notching or scalloping.  If a brick path were to make a ninety-degree 
turn, Fleming might notch or scallop the inner corner—and sometimes the outer corner as well.  
The device served several functions.  It allowed enrichment of the design by adding another level 
of detail.  That detail was also placed at a point where one might be more likely to appreciate it; 
for at a corner, one must necessarily slow one’s pace in order alter direction gracefully.  One can 
appreciate details better when the scenery is not “speeding by.”  The notch or scallop also allows 
for a natural instinct of humans to “cut the corner” when changing direction.  It allows for a 
slightly more rounded path through the corner. 2 

Fleming also compared the different elements of an outdoor room to those of the indoors:  
shrubs assumed a similar massing to that of furnishings; pools and lawns were the rugs; an 
espalier was a wall hanging; and trees or sky were the ceiling.  However, he recognized that 
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important differences existed between the indoors and outdoors.  He asserted that the volumes of 
space dealt with outdoors are generally larger than those of the indoors; therefore, a designer is 
obliged to enlarge the scale of outdoor elements proportionally.   

Light and shade were always important aspects of a Fleming garden, and he was keenly 
aware of the effects they produced.  Outdoors, he says, “the light is stronger[,] and this makes 
outside elements seem somewhat smaller or weaker.”3  This intense lighting condition of the 
outdoors necessitated the use of more emphasis and “appropriate contrasts” outdoors.  For 
instance, if two adjacent plants are receiving strong light, the differences in color between the 
two plants is washed out and reduced.  Therefore, the two plants must be chosen with special 
attention to having contrasting colors, forms, or textures to highlight their differences.  
Otherwise, the planting may read as only a formless vegetative mass.4  He goes further to state 
that shade is necessary for “bring[ing] out details…the edges of a leaf, the shape of a twig.”5  He 
also asserted that shadows were important for achieving perspective, making this aside:  “Late 
afternoon, from 3 to 5 p.m., is the best time of the day for shade and shadows.”6   Seeing linear 
shadows cast upon planiform surfaces, such as lawn or paving, gives subtle information about 
the size and height of garden elements.  

According to Fleming, his planning process always began inside the house and flowed 
outward, with particular attention to the views afforded by windows and doors onto the property.  
Conversely, Fleming advocated treating windows and doors as focal points of interest when 
viewed from outdoors.  Of course, having windows and doors “open to pleasant views” is a 
common notion.  Important sight lines should not focus on unpleasant views.  However, the 
deeper belief at work here is the notion that landscape should be an ordered extension of the 
house.  As Fleming describes, “There should be a sensitive continuity expressed inside and 
outside the house.”7  Reinforcing Fleming’s deference to architecture, he states, “You see, I start 
out assuming the house is the most important part of the garden and that everything in the garden 
should focus attention back to the house.”8  Vistas away from the house, however, were 
important to Fleming as well.  He believed that any deep “vistas within or beyond the property’s 
confines…should be taken advantage of.”  At the same time, Fleming realized the value of 
mystery in concealing some views:  “to be able to see all of an area at a glance is very wrong and 
portrays a lack of imagination and understanding of good design relations.”9 

Fleming’s design philosophies were not only visual.  He was very practical in his 
approach to a site.  He always accommodated functional areas for service, storage, and 
maintenance.  It was important to Fleming to have “a good balance between beauty and 
convenience.”10  He was very careful to ask how the garden owner would provide for 
maintenance.  Fleming wanted to know who was to maintain it:  hired labor or the actual owner?  
How often was the client willing to maintain:  once a week or once a month?11  He notes, “If a 
person is not at all interested in talking about gardening, they tend to like lawns.”12  Fleming 
even claims to have turned away clients who were not interested in working in their garden. 

As to the overall form that a design took, Fleming pointed to two determining factors:  
the owner’s personality and the character of the land.  As the Fleming Planning Associates 
brochure says, “Fleming Planning Associates works closely with its clients, taking the time to 
understand thoroughly the ideas and tastes of each individual.  This requires conferences, 
guidance and understanding; but above all a unique insight into the individual who is expressing 
himself in forms structural and natural….”  The brochure also mentions making the “best use of 
natural features” and “a thoughtful blending of the man-made and the natural.”  The company 
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logo speaks to this also.  It consists of a large Japanese-styled oak growing in front of a classical 
column with a Greek key motif below.13 

In observing client personality, Fleming says, “I trained myself to become aware of how 
my clients lived their lives.  I listened to how they talked to their children, how they carried on 
phone conversations and friendships.  And I’d begin to get a feeling about their lives.  I simply 
created in their image.”14  Fleming saw various components of the garden such as sculpture, 
fountains, and certain plantings as opportunities to give “important character or personality 
expressions to the landscape.”15  Fleming said that he could tell a lot about a person from the 
way the home is furnished and what artwork is there.  Raequel Roberts elaborates on Fleming’s 
belief that outdoor spaces must relate to indoors as well:  “…colors must flow smoothly, and 
textures must harmonize.  A home furnished in chintz and tassels, for example, calls for a garden 
filled with delicate, lacy plants, such as spiraea.  A home with lacquered furniture and black-and-
white tile floors demands a garden with sharper contrasts and plants with cleaner lines”16 

Pat Fleming’s design philosophies may not sound unique; as many of his ideas and 
themes are commonplace today.  However, Griswold counters, “Today, broadleaf evergreen 
gardens in a woodland setting seem uninventive, but in the twenties and thirties they were 
something new in Texas.”17  It is important to note that Fleming began designing works of 
landscape architecture around 1930.  At this point in time, there were few landscape architects in 
the nation, much less in Houston, Texas.  Whereas the basic principles that drove his philosophy 
may not be unique, the way in which he expressed those ideas was distinctive.   
 
Classification 

Fleming’s most recognizable signature is his formal, architectonic spaces that have strong 
links to the architecture of the house.  If one were to compare his formal designs to any particular 
style of landscape architecture, they would most closely resemble the Italianate.  Italianate 
designs form a harmonious bond with Beaux Arts principles.  However, to classify Fleming as a 
formalist would be a gross oversimplification, for his work varied immensely.  In fact, Fleming 
divided his work (and all landscape work) into three classifications: formal, informal, and 
naturalistic.  He expounds on these classifications in a short article written for River Oaks 
Magazine in 1939.  According to Fleming, a “formal” design has its components “arranged in 
geometrical relations, usually with reference to a main axis or central line,” and would have an 
architectonic quality.18  A “naturalistic” design, on the other hand, gives “the impression of some 
fixed instance in the continuous evolutionary changes of nature.”19  It seeks to imitate nature, and 
Fleming acknowledges the artifice inherent in such a recreation of nature.  An “informal” garden, 
however, is one that cannot be classified as formal or naturalistic, involving what Fleming calls 
“a more subtle kind of harmony” or balance, achieved through compositional effects “rather than 
actual symmetry.”20 

In this article written with the homeowner in mind, there are revealing insights into 
Fleming’s thinking.  Fleming’s attempt to classify designed landscapes into the three categories 
shows his struggle to come to terms with new and sometimes disparate ideas in landscape 
architecture.  The order in which Fleming introduces the three classifications is telling.  He first 
describes the “formal” landscape.  This idea is very simple to grasp and was the prevailing idea 
at work behind the Beaux-Arts classical model under which Fleming was educated.  Fleming 
then goes to the opposite end of the spectrum with the “naturalistic” model.  Here, once again, it 
is easy to grasp the idea of a purely aesthetic reproduction of a natural scene.   
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However, what is particularly telling is his mention of the last category, “informal,” and 
how it is described.  Fleming’s first definition of informal is simply something that is neither 
formal nor naturalistic.  He places informal somewhere in the gap left between formal and 
naturalistic, defining it by what it is not.  Fleming struggles to define this category, using more 
abstruse language to describe it, such as “a more subtle type of balance and harmony” or a “play 
of illusions.”21  It is in this category that Fleming struggles with and seeks to come to terms with 
the ideas of modernism.  One might argue that the picturesque or Victorian schools of landscape 
might fit into this “informal” category.  However, upon examination of Fleming’s informal 
landscapes, one could not classify them as picturesque or Victorian.  Clearly, even in his 
informal mode, his landscapes contain a more orderly system of function and composition that 
expressed the ideas of modernism. 

Fleming’s struggle is emblematic of the times and environment from which he came as 
well as his personality.  Fleming was educated in a Beaux-Arts mode during his architectural 
education at The University of Texas.  The classical models in Europe (and particularly in Italy) 
stimulated his interest in landscape.  Fleming also projected an “old guard” conservative image, 
although an artistically-inclined one.  Although Fleming did explore new ideas in his work, he 
was not always quick to embrace them.  Fleming betrays his ambivalent attitude towards 
contemporary art in a typed lecture dated 1970 in which he states, “We are going to make a 
rather wide distinction between arts—a separation of the arts:  [t]he fine arts, or proven arts, and 
the contemporary arts, or unproven arts.  Contemporary art is often quite psychic, and sometimes 
very pleasant.  However, it is often quite ugly, quite shocking, and it remains to be seen how 
long man will accept or revere or respect or protect these expressions of so-called art.”22  One 
can see Fleming’s reticence to embrace contemporary art, or even acknowledge it beyond a 
passing fad.  This skepticism may have carried over into his ideas about modern landscape 
architecture as well.  However, Fleming was not actually at odds with the ideas or principles 
behind modern landscape architecture, for they appear in his later work; he may have simply 
required time to envision these new ideas as relevant to his designs and commissions.  

According to McMinn, Fleming did not identify strongly on a personal level with very 
modern expressions in the arts.23  Therefore, he adopted a vocabulary that he was comfortable 
with to describe his works that leaned more toward modernism, calling them “informal” instead.  
Fleming did learn to adapt to newer trends in landscape design.  Fleming describes the evolution 
of his attitude toward swimming pools:  “I used to really resent swimming pools.  But I began to 
accept them because they’re architectural and, like rugs, part of a larger pattern.  And they can 
reflect light in the most interesting ways.”24 

The same sequential order in which Fleming articulates his three classifications can be 
found in three temporally-sequential treatments of properties along Buffalo Bayou in River 
Oaks:  the Bayou Bend Diana garden (1937-39), the Dogwoods (1938-39), and gardens for 
Leslie Elkins (1988-89).  The Diana garden at Bayou Bend was a formal, axial garden that 
terminated at the statue of Diana before reaching the bayou.  The second garden, the Dogwoods 
(next door to Bayou Bend), was a naturalistic garden set into a ravine that led to the bayou.  The 
third garden (for Leslie Elkins) can be classified in Fleming’s vocabulary as informal.  Its lines 
are not formally symmetrical, nor does it seek to be a reproduction of nature itself.  These three 
treatments of bayou sites testify to the design development of Fleming and his experiments with 
different styles.  The opposite ends of the spectrum (“formal” and “naturalistic”) meet in the 
middle, forming a dialogue which Fleming called “informal.” 
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SUMMATION 
 
 Colonial Revivalism has proved to be a subject than eludes concrete physical description.  
Its heavy reference to history and “appropriateness” to geographic location ground it to the site, 
but form takes a back seat to perception.  Colonial Revivalism is not intended to be a stylistic 
“appliqué,” although it has often become so in its baser forms.  In terms of physical features, 
Colonial Revival gardens seem to be somewhat less hardscape intensive than an Italianate 
garden.  This less intensive state may stem from the fact many Italian villa gardens were built on 
hillsides, which forced them to utilize man-made elements such as retaining walls.  Another 
reason for less hardscapes may be that colonial gardens were simply not as extensive and 
sophisticated.  Early settlers of this country may not have been concerned with extensive 
structures for financial as well as practical reasons.  In fact, Griswold and Weller refer only to 
the use of straight lines, boxwood borders, and perennials as defining physical characteristics.  
Therefore, Colonial Revivalism may be considered more of a psychological construct that deals 
with identity and tradition rather than a particular style.   
 Fleming designed gardens for primarily traditional homes, many of which were Colonial 
Revival.  Bayou Bend has been described as “Latin Colonial.”25  Griswold and Weller write, 
“Although Bayou Bend was certainly not the first of its kind, it consecrated and popularized the 
formula for hundreds of later gardens.”26  Fleming’s designs reflected the restrained lines and 
studied proportions of these homes.  He did so while evoking a “southern” feel, utilizing 
hallmark plants of the southern garden, attuned to the need for shade and breezes.  Griswold and 
Weller write, “Just like white columns, camellias and azaleas stood for Southern conservatism, 
for the antebellum Southern tradition revived and revised to fit the large suburban estate lot.”27  
Fleming was accustomed to the “art” of southern living, and he took cues from his affluent 
upbringing in creating that feel for his clients. 

Fleming created a large variety of work within his lifetime, spanning formal and 
informal, modern and traditional lines.  Fleming’s formal designs were an artful interpretation of 
classical European gardening traditions, modified to suit Houston’s southern setting.  Many of 
his designs can be traced to Beaux-Arts and Italianate principles.  His early training in 
architecture in the Beaux-Arts mode gave him a keen sensitivity of scale, proportion, and detail.  
Coming from an architectural background may have influenced his fundamental opinion that the 
house or building is the most important object in a landscape.  As we see in nearly all projects of 
his, the landscape reflected the character of the architecture.  Of course, the landscape also 
reflected the character of the owner and the surrounding land.   

Coming from a traditional Beaux-Arts background, Fleming did not cringe, however, at 
the whole of modernism.  He was able to embrace it because he was so committed to the 
practicality of some of its principles, such as the primacy of functionality.  Fleming always kept 
in mind practical considerations about how people lived.  He thought about an owner’s capability 
and inclination toward maintenance.  He amply provided for service areas and recreation areas if 
they fit the way a client lived.  Fleming was able to employ modernist designs when the house’s 
architecture merited it.  Similarly, he did not gratuitously engage in modern design, as if 
following the latest trend.  For instance, he would not propose a landscape with limited 
ornamental detailing if the house’s architecture was a traditionally ornamented Georgian style.   

Although Fleming did engage in modern design, he held to certain Beaux-Arts principles 
throughout most of his work, regardless of the overall style.  He almost always related focal 
points and axes to doors or windows of a house, athough symmetry about an axis did not always 
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necessarily follow.  Very few examples exist (such as Southwestern Saving and Loan and the 
pool garden of the Neuhaus residence) where little or no axes are present.  Fleming practiced 
modern principles and created modern designs before he called them by that name.  His 
reference to “informal” designs was really a reference to modernism before it became overtly 
apparent in some of his designs.  This word usage may have reflected an unwillingness to 
identify himself with modern design before it gained a broader base of acceptance in the country 
and, more importantly, in his clientele.  Fleming’s gardens were not, however, mere emulations 
of a particular style.  Some of the strongest attributes of a Fleming garden were its mastery of 
scale and intuitively appropriate layout, regardless of the form it took.  As Newton notes, “…the 
power of simple geometry is independent of ‘historic styles.’”28  Many of Fleming’s gardens fit 
easily into either a formal Beaux-Arts style or into a modernist aesthetic; however, certain works 
seem to incorporate characteristics of both.  It is important to realize that purity of style was not 
always a goal for a Fleming garden.  Certain situations, for whatever reasons, merited a varied 
approach.  Fleming was able to combine and reinterpret modern and classical ideas to create 
original hybrids. 

Fleming was one of the founding members of the profession of landscape architecture in 
Texas.  Without formal landscape architectural education and only a limited architectural one, he 
proceeded to undertake extensive and varied projects.  At a time when Houston was going 
through its “Boomtown” growth, Fleming’s standards of excellence aided in placing Houston on 
the map.  His activities in city planning and in residential gardens beautified the city, helping to 
establish its reputation as a city of culture as opposed to an unrefined backwater.  As Bohnn et. 
al. write, Fleming’s career can be evaluated as “a personal crusade, waged over 50 years, to 
combat the pervasive rawness of Houston and demonstrate with what grace and ease this city 
lends itself to becoming a livable landscape”29 
 Although Fleming’s ideas in his designs may not have been the first of their kind, he did 
bring many ideas to Houston (and Texas) that did not have a long history here.  He was able to 
assemble landscape concepts used elsewhere in the country and adapt them for Houston.  There 
were few examples of residential landscape efforts of a high quality and sophistication when 
Fleming began his practice.  His associations with certain people early in his career helped to 
round his somewhat incomplete education and make him a better landscape architect.  Albert 
Sheppard brought architectural training and technical knowledge that informed the execution of 
Fleming’s designs.  John Staub demonstrated a style attuned to the tastes of wealthy Houstonians 
that Fleming complemented well. 

To attest to his prestige and recognition, the ownership of a Pat Fleming garden ranks just 
as highly in garden circles as having a John Staub home.  His name is still recognized and 
valued.  Fleming strove to give each garden an individuality that was inspired by its setting and 
its owner’s personality.  Fleming’s own personality was in no small part responsible for his 
success.  He portrayed the air of a southern gentleman, as indeed he was.  His personality evoked 
a link to the southern heritage that many wished for in their gardens.  His ability to interact with 
and relate to his clients often enabled the establishment of an emotional rapport that opened their 
personalities to him as inspiration for his designs.  Let us hope that Fleming’s legacy will endure 
as inspiration for future generations. 
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