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SPEAKING TOPICS AND BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
WHO IS Christie Dustman & Company? 
Christie Dustman & Company Inc. is a small landscape design, maintenance and installation 
company in the Boston area.  Started 27 years ago, Christie has grown from driving around solo in 
a Ford Impala, to having 4 trucks and 14 employees who are trained as landscape designers and 
fine gardeners.  Christie has won design awards, teaches at numerous venues including the Arnold 
Arboretum, for the MA Garden Federation, Garden Clubs and on the national stage.  Her own 
garden has been showcased on numerous tours and in 2021, her private garden was featured in 
Fine Gardening Magazine.  
 
PHILOSOPHY 
Christie’s goal when teaching or speaking to groups is to make the information accessible, visually 
impactful, practical and memorable.  Rather than simply showing pretty photos, I use photos to 
illustrate my thought process behind why I do what I do- always with a dash of humor.  I try to give 
an experiential and engaging lecture rather than a travelogue.  I love plants; I love satisfying 
design; I love the feeling of “ahhh – this is just right” in a garden.  I share my design ideas and 
plant passion, strategies and successes and failures to engage my listeners and give a richer 
educational experience to my audience.  
 
SPEAKING TOPICS  
 
1.  Landscape Design TOPICS 

• HOW DOES A LANDSCAPE DESIGNER THINK?:   
o How to design and organize outdoor space to be practical, functional and 

aesthetically appealing --- the thought process behind why a designer might make 
certain choices and decisions.   

o What do I think about before grabbing a pencil or shovel? 
o How to create a property layout plan that has both hardscape and garden areas 

identified and integrated.   
o And why having a fully thought-out plan produces a better cohesive garden instead 

of planning and executing small parts of a landscape in piece meal fashion. 
• DESIGN PRINCIPLES MAKE THE WOW:  The design principals and spatial guidelines 

for successful landscape design. 
• BALANCE IN THE LANDSCAPE:  Explore 3 types of balance- symmetry, asymmetry and 

radial balance.  Learn what balance is and how to decide which type to use in your garden.  
It is the difference between a garden that feels “good” versus a garden that feels “off”. 
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• LANDSCAPE DESIGN CAN SOLVE OUR OUTDOOR PROBLEMS:  

o A clear and easily applicable discussion of the non-obvious aspects of garden 
planning that must be successfully addressed for the garden to be successful. 

o How landscaping can solve many outdoor problems.  Recognize these outdoor 
problems and solve them first, and then make it beautiful 

o How to manage and plan for drainage, privacy, screening and functional circulation 
(walking paths) solutions in your garden plan.   

• A 50:50 MIX:  A GARDEN IS MORE THAN JUST PLANTS 
o How the hardscape is as vital as the plants in a garden.    
o How to create a property layout plan that has both hardscape and garden areas 

identified and integrated – there is a synergy between them 
o What materials are available in our climate and how to use different materials 

together. Natural stone, commercial made, concrete, boulders, granite, etc.  
o Adding sculpture to the garden – objects, stone, found objects, etc.   

 
2.  Planting Design  

• MORE THAN JUST BEAUTY – PLANTS ARE SHAPES IN THE GARDEN 
o Explore the functions that plants can play in the garden  
o Plants and how to think about them beyond their flowers and fragrance –to see 

them as shapes/forms that when combined well, make a visually successful garden. 
o How to create a planting plan that is visually satisfying 
o Consider texture, shape, color of plants for a successful planting design.  

3.  CONIFERS – a special love of Christie’s 
• CONIFERS ARE LIVING SCULPTURES 

o  This lecture examines the criteria/definition of “what is a sculpture” and makes 
the argument that conifers are living sculpture – an eye opening way of looking at 
plants 

o Conifers as unique, versatile and misunderstood plants for the garden. In-depth 
look at what interesting cultivars of conifers can offer to modern gardens rather 
than being the blobs of the past.  

• A PASSION FOR CONIFERS:  RETHINKING WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT 
CONIFERS  

o Conifers as drought tolerant/resistant plants for the future  
o Conifers can serve the function of perennials, shrubs, focal points and canopy in a 

garden.  
o Watering bans are common – consider conifers as drought tolerant plants that are 

also heat resistant. 
o A review of the multiple metrics where conifers shine- texture, color, shape, size 

 
4.   JAPANESE INSPIRED GARDENS – BRINGING HOME THE ESSENCE  

o While the intensive labor required for a Japanese garden as seen in Japan is beyond 
most home gardeners, there are design elements of Japanese gardens that can 
translate into our gardens.   

o Let’s highlight how Japanese gardens rely on detail, line and form, and the different 
evocative moods in Japanese gardens.   

o We will look at the use of line (a design principle and visual construct), stone, 
plants, intentional focal points, integration between house and garden, and mood 
as it relates to how Japanese Gardens can influence our local gardens.  



 
5.  GARDEN ACCESSORIES – ALL OF THOSE NON-PLANT ITEMS IN OUR 
GARDENS 
 

• Garden accessories are the non-plant items that play a role in the landscape – for function, 
aesthetic value or both.  Some objects are commonly included to make the garden more 
enjoyable and functional – like outdoor furniture or a grill.  Some objects contain plants – 
like containers.  Some objects are part of the overall garden composition and play the role 
of a focal point or supporting element to the plantings.  Deciding what to include and 
where and why are key considerations in Landscape design. 

 
6.  AN EXPERIENTIAL HANDS-ON WORKSHOP  

• Participants bring in small objects like buttons, cotton balls, macaroni, beads, etc. and use 
them to simulate plants in a planting design.  This exercise probes the participant’s 
intrinsic and instinctive sense of design principals - and shows how plants are actually 
OBJECTS that get arranged in the garden.  First we complete the exercise then Christie 
debriefs what is learned by doing a critique of a few volunteers in the audience.  Then 
power point slides help to lock in what has been learned.  This is a FUN exercise about 
planting design and an out of the box immersive experience. 

 
6. HANDS ON DEMONSTRATIONS-- PRUNING 

• A hands-on demonstration of hand pruning of shrubs and small trees.  Discuss proper 
tools, sharpening, tenants/reasons for pruning, and demonstrate the thinking behind 
pruning work with actual plants on a site.  Or bring a couple of branches of plants to 
illustrate techniques.  Pruning is more than just cutting – it is a comprehensive thought 
process first then action. Christie is an expert pruner.  

 
7.  MULTI-SESSION CLASSES TAUGHT FOR GARDEN CLUBS OR INSTITUTIONS – 
typically lasting 5 OR 6 WEEKS with 2 hour sessions for each class.  I can come to a location 
selected by the Garden club and teach a smaller group of interested members or teach over 
ZOOM.  
 
1.  Landscape Design for Homeowners – learn about landscape design and make your own 
 landscape design for your property 
 
2. Planting Design for Homeowners – learn how to successfully plan your garden beds using 
 techniques a Landscape Designer uses.  
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