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f you’re green with garden
envy, or even if you consider yourself pretty plant
proficient, you have much to
learn from Cheryl Corson.
Cheryl, a landscape architect,
recently opened her own design firm on Capitol Hill.
She brings a unique and
multi-disciplined approach to
landscape architecture. Originally from New York City,
she began her career there as
a textile designer and weaver
and sold her accessories at
stores like Saks Fifth Avenue
and Macy’s. She worked in
arts administration for a
while and was Director of the
Art in Public Places Program
for the Colorado Council on
the Arts. Afterwards, Cheryl
earned her Master’s degree in
Landscape Architecture at
Harvard University. She came
to DC in 1994 and worked at
a private firm, as well as for
the National Institute of
Building Sciences, where she
found a special interest in the
promotion and design of out-

door learning environments
and became a certified playground safety inspector. In
addition, she has taught design courses at George Washington University as well as
the University of Maryland.
While working as an arts
administrator, Cheryl came
into contact with many landscape architects in the course
of her work. Having been an
avid gardener herself, she was
inspired by this discipline that
takes design principles and
applies them to outdoor and
indoor environments. Also,
a landscape architect deals
with the “dimension of time”
more than an architect who
only designs buildings:
“When a building is built, it’s
done,” she says, but when a
landscape design is installed,
it is just the beginning. “In
this discipline, it’s necessary
to think months and years into the future: ‘How big will
that oak tree get?’ Because of
this, it [landscape design] is
an inherently optimistic profession . . . putting all of your
best intentions towards things

thriving, growing, being there
for the long term. The client
as well as the designer have a
stake in the future”
Given her background, it’s
not surprising that Cheryl’s
design aesthetic is influenced
by disparate sources. She is
knowledgeable on many subjects and is a natural teacher.
Like all good teachers, Cheryl
makes even a short encounter
an opportunity for learning.
This comes through whether
she’s giving a tour of her own
garden, talking about her interest in horticulture therapy,
or explaining the climate
zones of the United States.
“There is a very strong teaching component to my practice,” she said about her design philosophy. “Design is
an intervention process. I listen to see where on the spectrum of services each project
falls”. And she understands
that clients have different
needs; some want a project
designed and installed with
little or no personal investment required, others, who
are more do-it-yourself types
perhaps only need a few
hours’ consultation to give
them, as Cheryl puts it, “a
push through the door” so
they can realize their goals.
Cheryl doesn’t have a
hard and fast design “style”
or signature, necessarily. She
pulls inspiration from clients’
project spaces as well as the
clients themselves, including
lifestyles and homes—even
the way a client dresses can
give her ideas for individual
projects. “You can find out so
many things from non-verbal
cues, it’s amazing,” she says.
Her influences are as varied
as Beatrix Farrand, the landscape designer of Dumbarton
Oaks in DC, to the Japanese
sculptor Isamu Noguchi, who
designed many outdoor areas
as well as stage sets for the
choreographer Martha Graham. As a result, Cheryl’s
work can be strikingly different from one project to the
next, depending on the client,
budget and environment.
Cheryl has really enjoyed
working with clients on Capitol Hill. Since hardly any
Capitol Hill residents are native to the area, clients here
have different sensibilities
when it comes to gardening
and landscaping. “People

bring predispositions to a
certain ‘plant palette,’” she’s
noticed. For example, “a
Floridian who never grew
up with deciduous trees, or
a client from a tropical place
may expect a profusion of
color, or perhaps scent is really important to them. I enjoy finding out what those
associations are for people
and satisfy them in that regard.” Using this approach,
she hopes to bring her
clients who are far away
from “home” the most
comfort and sensory pleasure possible.
Hill residents are lucky
because not only is DC located on the border of two climate zones, which allows
people to push the limits of
plant variety, but the Hill itself
is a “micro-climate that is very
forgiving.” By this she means
that the blocks of attached
row houses retain and radiate
heat into the soil. Additionally, the wooden fences often
used in backyards retard air
circulation as well. This combination provides a sort of
Mediterranean climate, and as
a result, “the Hill can be pretty exotic.” A fig tree planted,
say, in Montgomery county
would take a lot of work, compared to the little or no maintenance it would require on
the Hill. Because of the large
possibilities on the Hill and
the fact that residents are more
hands-on when it comes to
gardening and landscaping,
Cheryl has found her relationship with Hill clients mutually instructive. She enjoys
the collaborative process and

“If the house two doors
down has a dogwood in
front, you don’t need to plant
a dogwood; let’s think about
another variety.’” This is a
principle used in Japanese
gardens called “borrowed
landscape” and it seems a fitting mindset for Capitol Hill
residential gardens, which,
when taken as a whole, connect to create one large,
beautiful public garden
everyone can enjoy.
the possibilities for long-term
client relationships she has
found here; “perhaps they
don’t have large projects—
usually I give advice, a few
hours consultation or drawings each season and then
they run with it.”
Cheryl’s advice for gardeners on the Hill? Be disciplined. “With small gardens
you can’t be too extravagant;
every inch counts.” This seems
obvious, but who hasn’t gone
to the nursery and been overwhelmed by all the possibilities? Pick out a few things you
like she says, and buy several
of each plant, not one of
everything. “It’s like black
shoes—you can never have
too many pairs, that’s how
people should think about
plants they buy.” Also, it helps
that we all live so close to one
another. If a client is thinking
about what kind of tree to
plant, “I make sure to walk up
and down their block, looking at their neighbors’ yards.

And I’ll say something like:
‘two doors down has a dogwood in front, you don’t
need to plant a dogwood,
let’s think about another variety.’” This is a principle
used in Japanese gardens
called “borrowed landscape” and it seems a fitting
mindset for Capitol Hill residential gardens, which,
when taken as a whole,
connect to create one large,
beautiful public garden
everyone can enjoy.
You don’t have to be a
Rockefeller to hire a landscape architect. Although it
certainly wouldn’t hurt. “It
does take some money,”
Cheryl laughs. But if you
thought it was only for people with huge projects, you’d
be pleasantly surprised. Plan
on spending money on materials and plants, as well as
hourly fees for consultation
and design time. The confidence you’ll gain and the
space you create for yourself
and others to relax and enjoy
will be worth it.
Cheryl Corson can be contacted at Cheryl@cherylcorson.com, 202-547-8579, or at
cherylcorson.com. She offers
design services tailored to a
client's needs: short consultations, schematic or detailed
plans, referrals to installers, or
complete design and construction administration. She
will also be teaching a course
at the national botanic garden
“Landscape Design for
Homeowners” in late January.
More information about the
course is available on her website.
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