
Mastering  the  Art  of
Espalier: 8 Creative Ways to
Shape Your Garden

Have  you  ever  seen  plants  designed  beautifully  in  a  2D
vertical  format  against  a  wall?  That’s  espalier.  This
horticultural technique transforms ordinary fruit trees and
shrubs into living works of art. Through careful attention,
you train plants to grow horizontally and diagonally along
support structures, such as trellises or fences. There are a
surprising number of ways to do this, and it’s an interesting
art  form  to  enjoy  observing,  even  if  you  decide  not  to
practice it in your garden.

5 Eras in the History of Espalier
The history of espalier dates back to ancient civilizations,
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with its origins often attributed to the Egyptians, Romans,
and  later  the  Europeans.  Here’s  a  brief  overview  of  the
history of espalier:

Ancient Egypt
The concept of training plants against walls or trellises can
be traced back to ancient Egypt, where they practiced espalier
with fig trees. Egyptians used this technique to cultivate
fruit trees in limited space, taking advantage of the warmth
of the walls to encourage fruit production.

Roman Empire
The Romans further developed the art of espalier, using it to
grow a variety of fruit trees, including apples and pears.
They  spread  the  practice  throughout  their  empire  and
introduced it to regions like Gaul (modern-day France) and
Britain.

Middle Ages
During the Middle Ages, espalier gained popularity in European
monastic  and  castle  gardens.  The  structured  and  geometric
designs  of  espaliered  trees  fit  well  with  the  formal  and
ornamental gardens of the time. Monks and gardeners refined
the technique, creating intricate patterns and shapes.

Renaissance and Baroque Eras
Espalier reached its zenith during the Renaissance and Baroque
periods  in  Europe.  Elaborate  espalier  designs  adorned  the
gardens of wealthy estates and royal palaces. These designs
featured intricate patterns, such as the palmette and cordon
styles.



Modern Era
With  the  advent  of  modern  horticultural  practices  and
machinery, the popularity of espalier waned in the 19th and
20th centuries. However, it has experienced a resurgence in
recent  years,  driven  by  the  desire  for  space-efficient
gardening and the appreciation of its ornamental and artistic
qualities.

9 Benefits of Espalier
Espalier is a versatile gardening technique that has many
benefits for the garden and gardener. Here are nine:

Space Efficiency
This design allows gardeners to grow fruit trees or ornamental
plants in a 2D format against a wall or support structure.
Therefore, it is ideal for small gardens, urban spaces, or
areas with limited horizontal space. This technique maximizes
the  use  of  vertical  space.  Therefore,  it  is  possible  to
cultivate fruit trees and other plants in confined areas.

Improved Sunlight Exposure
By  training  branches  to  grow  horizontally  or  diagonally,
espalier  ensures  that  leaves  and  fruit  receive  optimal
sunlight.  This  results  in  better  photosynthesis,  increased
fruit ripening, and improved fruit quality.

Enhanced Air Circulation
The open and structured nature of espaliered plants encourages
air circulation, reducing the risk of fungal diseases and
pests. This can lead to healthier and more disease-resistant
trees.



Easier Maintenance and Harvesting
Pruning, thinning, and fruit harvesting become more accessible
with espaliered plants, as the branches are within easy reach.
This simplifies tasks like pruning and picking fruit, reducing
the need for ladders or other equipment.

Aesthetic Appeal
The  trained  plants  can  create  geometric  patterns,  enhance
architectural elements, and serve as attractive living walls.

Artistic Expression
Gardeners and landscapers can use espalier to express their
creativity  and  artistic  sensibilities,  crafting  unique  and
intricate designs with the plants.

Space Organization
Espalier can help organize and structure garden spaces by
defining  boundaries,  creating  partitions,  or  screening  off
undesirable views.

Early Fruit Production
Espaliered fruit trees can often produce fruit earlier than
their  freestanding  counterparts  because  they  receive  more
focused care, including pruning and training.

Temperature Regulation
The  thermal  mass  of  walls  or  structures  against  which
espaliered plants are grown can help regulate temperature,
protecting them from extreme cold or heat.



8 Types of Espalier
There  are  several  different  types  of  espalier,  each
characterized by specific pruning and training techniques that
result in distinct shapes and patterns. Here are some of the
most common types of espalier:

Cordon (Horizontal or Vertical):
In this popular style, a central trunk or leader is trained
vertically,  and  lateral  branches  are  trained  to  grow
horizontally in a single plane. Cordons can be trained either
horizontally  (horizontal  cordon)  or  vertically  (vertical
cordon). Horizontal cordons are often used for apples and
pears, while vertical cordons are suitable for grapes.

Cordon (Diagonal)
Diagonal cordons are similar to horizontal cordons, but the
branches are trained at a diagonal angle rather than being
perfectly horizontal. This style is used for various fruit
trees and can add visual interest to the garden.

Fan Espalier
Fan  espaliers  involve  training  multiple  branches  radiating
outward from a central vertical axis, creating a fan-like
shape. This style is often used for peaches, nectarines, and
cherries.

Palmette
Palmette espaliers resemble the shape of a palm tree with
multiple horizontal arms or tiers, usually with the central
axis kept vertical. There are variations of palmette designs,
including the “U-form” and “V-form,” and this style is often
used for apples, pears, and other fruit trees.
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Belgian Fence
Belgian fence espaliers create a V-shaped pattern with the
branches, typically achieved by planting multiple trees in a
zigzag pattern and training their branches at an angle. This
style  can  create  an  impressive  and  decorative  effect,
especially  when  used  with  apples  and  pears.

Horizontal Tiers
In this style, branches are trained to grow in horizontal
tiers,  creating  a  multi-layered,  tiered  effect.  It  is
particularly  well-suited  for  fruit  trees  like  apples  and
pears.

Stepover
Stepover espaliers are extremely low, often with the branches
trained to grow at ankle height or lower. These are used to
create a low, decorative border or boundary, and they can be
adapted for many different plant species.

Informal or Free-Form
This style allows for more artistic expression, with branches
trained in a less structured and more natural manner. The goal
is often to maintain an attractive, open shape without rigid
geometrical patterns. Informal espaliers can be adapted to
various plant types and are especially popular for ornamental
plants.

As you can see, you can get creative with this. Take some time
to explore what the different styles look like. See if it
makes sense to use them in your garden. Even if not, enjoy
noticing them in other garden spaces.
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