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Safeguarding the art of espalier for
fostering cultivated biodiversity

ABSTRACT

The overarching research question is how to create a vibrant community that preserves, shares and
uses the ancient knowledge of the art of espalier. A collective was built around four masters. After
recognizing the preservation challenges, the collective identified a largely unknown value of espaliers:
they could help the green transition of cities. A vision of the espaliers as a practice for reintroducing
fruit trees in the city was created. This helped strengthen, enlarge the collective and connect it to new
communities. Two strategies are pursued (1) getting recognition (as cultural immaterial heritage of
UNESCO) and (2) developing and transmitting a new practice that integrates the masters’ ancient,
embodied knowledge and today’s approaches and science: how to use a community of masters,
academics and students to develop new knowledge as well as strategies, materials and processes for
transmitting it further.

Keywords: espaliered fruit trees; master gardeners; heritage know-how; learning; sustainability.
EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The overarching research question is how to help create a vibrant community that preserves,
practices, shares and uses the ancient knowledge and know-how of the art of espalier. The
presentation will cover: (1) the benefits and challenge of using espalier fruit trees to reintroduce
biodiversity in urban and peri-urban environments, (2) two sets of strategies implemented since 2019
by a collective of people and institutions to preserve the art of espalier and (3) the results achieved so
far and future projects. In the presentation, we use a broad definition of espalier fruit trees. By
espaliers, we mean fruit trees trellised on a wall (espaliers stricto sensu) as well as fruit trees trellised
on a free-standing structure (counter-espaliers) as well as trees trained in small three-dimensional
forms (Beccaletto, 2010). The art of espaliering fruit trees is a complex set of knowledge and
techniques for cultivating fruit trees that results from a multitude of small inventions developed by
master gardeners over centuries and that have been transmitted mostly by mimetic processes over
time. The art of espaliering was the common form of training fruit trees until the mid-20th century,
when professional fruit growers decided to adopt training methods that require less manpower.

In 2019, a collective was built around 4 highly reputed French masters of the art of espalier. The
collective realized that it was facing many challenges: very few master gardeners are still active and
most of them are getting old. The transmission orchards that, in the past, allowed for the transmission
of this art through practice have disappeared and espaliers themselves often looked somewhat old-
fashioned. At the same time, the collective identified a largely unknown potential of espaliers: they
have great value for reintroducing fruit trees in the urban and peri urban environment. A vision of the
future of the art of espalier could be created.
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BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF USING ESPALIER FRUIT TREES FOR REINTRODUCING BIODIVERSITY IN
URBAN AND PERI-URBAN ENVIRONMENTS

In Europe, urban areas are most important for shifting towards a green future. This was emphasized
again by the New Leipzig Charter (2020). Many projects at European level contribute to establishing a
corpus of effective policies, actions and good practices. They also contribute to develop the ‘better
knowledge pillar’ (Ljubljana agreement, 2021) necessary to help municipalities and other stakeholders
succeed in their green transition. Espaliers have many advantages in the urban environment: they
have a small aerial and root volume, they make it easy to monitor predators and diseases, they
produce easily accessible, high-quality fruit.

For the collective, there was a great opportunity to develop a new narrative around the art of espalier
as a nature-based solution to current and future challenges (Dunlop et al, 2024). While developing the
new vision of the future, the collective approached the city of Nantes and Plante & Cité —a major
actor in the movement for greening cities in France- for organizing ‘Fruit trees in the city’, the first
international meeting on edible fruit landscape in France. The event gathered 220 stakeholders in
Nantes, on September 7 and 8 2023.

The event confirmed that many municipalities, local authorities and NGOs in Northwest Europe have
decided to reintroduce fruit trees in the urban space as fruit trees help bring biodiversity and render
other important ecological services. The cultivation of fruit trees also contributes to improving social
cooperation and trust as well as individual wellbeing.

The event also made it clear that, to succeed, this reintroduction would require knowledge and know-
how in fruit arboriculture adapted to the urban environment that municipalities and local authorities
do not necessarily have. Municipalities rarely master the know-how of espaliered fruit trees that can
be planted in very small spaces as well as against walls -and even on roofs. Finally, the event showed
that many municipalities and local authorities also have great difficulty finding individuals and
organizations capable of helping them. There has been an impoverishment of practical arboricultural
knowledge and only a few individuals still master the craft of espalier in France and in many European
countries.

‘Fruit trees in the city’ enabled the consortium to grow and develop working relationships with new
stakeholders and communities in France and other European countries. Following the event, Plante &
Cité published a practical guide for helping the reintroduction of fruit trees in urban and peri urban
spaces. The value of espaliers is clearly mentioned in the guide.

A FIRST SET OF STRATEGIES: INCREASING THE VISIBILITY OF THE ART OF ESPALIER AND OF THE
SERVICES IT CAN RENDER

The collective was started in 2019 by Amis du Potager du Roi and Murs a Péches de Montreuil -two
historical sites of the art of espalier - for making an inventory of the remaining practitioners, of their
realizations and of their understanding of the practice. The collective quickly realized that if there
existed a basis of gardeners willing to restore and redevelop the art of espalier, the critical issue would
be to get the active support of the few master gardeners still active.

The collective decided that a great way to increase the visibility of the art of espalier was to set a long-
term goal: having it registered on UNESCO’ list of intangible heritage and a shorter-term goal: having
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it included on the list of cultural intangible heritage in France. After 3 years of intense collective work,
the art of espalier — pruning for shaping and fruiting - was included on the French list in June 2023.

The presentation will show that an important part of this collective work was to establish a consensus
on issues such as: what espaliers really are? Why do gardeners espalier fruit trees? What are the
competencies needed to espalier fruit trees? What services can be rendered by espaliers?

A SECOND SET OF STRATEGIES: ENABLING NEW MASTER GARDENERS TO EMERGE

This proved to be the most challenging task. There exist many espalier training sessions but most of
them are basic and often overlook key elements like the design and implementation of a proper
structure to support the trees, or the selection of rootstocks.

For the collective, it was critical to restart effective transmission processes and to create conditions
allowing for the emergence of a new generation of master gardeners (Persky & Robinson, 2017).

The presentation will show how a partnership of 4 schools and 3 NGOs was built to address these
issues: the schools are: CFPne Lulier (Suisse), Cfppa Olivier de Serres (France), Cfppa Tours-Fondettes
Agrocampus (France) and Nantes Terre Atlantique (France). The NGOs are: Association des Amis du
Potager du Roi (France) Fédération des Arboriculteurs du Haut Rhin (France) and Nationale
Boomgaardenstichting (NBS) (Belgique)

The partnership has enabled the collective to create a team of 5 masters in the art of espalier (3
French: Jacques Beccaletto, Thierry Régnier and Denis Retournard and 2 Belgian: Jurgen Van der
Cruijssen and Marcel Vossen), 10 educators and 4 administrators. Since the beginning of 2024, the
team has been working at designing a pilot initiative aimed at facilitating the emergence of new
generation of masters: this will be a 3-year (part-time) program followed by a 5-year further
development process. The 3-year program will start in October 2025 with 24 students. The team is
also developing 5 new transmission orchards. The team collaborates with external people and
institutions and, from October 2025 onward, will also include the students of the 3-year program.

The specific research objective of the extended team (masters, educators, students and external
collaborators) is to:

Design learning materials, situations and strategies that enable the transmission of the expert
knowledge and know-how of the masters of the art of espalier. The challenge is that a large part of the
expert know-how (how to read a tree? How to react to unexpected reactions of a tree? Etc.) is and
should remain implicit. And develop a new practice of the art of espalier that harmoniously integrates
heritage knowledge and know how into today’s approaches and science. This new practice will enable
the art of the espalier to further develop and to help solve important challenges like the
reintroduction of fruit trees in the urban and peri urban environments.

RESULTS ACHIEVED AND FUTURE PROJECTS

Having the art of espalier included on the list of cultural intangible heritage in France was a great
success but a new challenge quickly emerged: how to keep the members of the collective involved
until the preparation of the UNESCO listing? Therefore, we launched in 2024, the first World Days of
the Art of espalier. These days were scheduled for March 1° and 2" and September 20 and 21 2025.
The event in March was very successful and involved gardens and gardeners in many countries.
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Together with our 6 partners, we are very happy with the development of the initiative for helping a
new generation of masters of the art of espalier to emerge. The problem though is that the pilot
project will be run in the French language — with Belgian, French and Swiss organizations and people.
The next step is translating the project into other languages, especially daunting concerning implicit
knowledge and know-how.
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