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Introduction

In November 1998 Dr. Claus Mattheck of Germany
visited New Zealand as a guest of the New Zealand
Arboricultural Association. He presented a three-day
seminar on “The Body Language of Trees”, and the
credit for much of what I present to you today must be
given to him.

Claus Mattheck is a physicist with a deep interest in
trees, and in particular the mechanical engineering
aspects of trees - what holds them up, and what causes
them to fail structurally and fall over. The message he
brought us last year opened our eyes and taught us a
whole new way of observing trees.

Over the past two decades Claus has developed his
Visual Tree Assessment ( V.T.A. ) method. This teaches
that trees show external symptoms of internal charac-
teristics, and just as doctors do with humans, we need
to learn to read and analyse the body language of a
tree to know what is happening inside. The symptoms
show up mostly in the bark, so we learnt to “read the
bark”. But they also show in the morphology or
general shape or visible structure of a tree.

A key feature of the European research was the flow-
on benefit of using it to predict, in advance, structural
failures in trees (or the potential risk of same) and so
enable remedial action to be taken before a crisis
occurred. Claus himself has become renowned as an
expert witness in the German Courts, giving evidence
on tree matters (usually after the crisis! ).

The New Zealand link

Almost all the slides Claus Mattheck showed us were
of European deciduous trees— oaks, elms, ash,
chestnuts; and European beech, which has a particu-
larly expressive bark. And a limited range of conifers -
pines and spruces.

I never doubted the veracity of Claus’ findings in
Europe ; but I did begin to wonder if the range of
symptoms and clues that his trees showed, would
automatically show up in our native species. What
about our conifers, for example, that have excoriating
bark that constantly flakes off ? Would a structural
fault inside a fork of a miro show up after a few years
of shedding bark ?

Indeed, there is an obvious and understandable gap in
Claus Matthecks research, simply because he had
never been to New Zealand before and never been
exposed to our native species. Perhaps someone

should attempt to fill in the gap?

I was interested in recording on film all the body
language I could find amongst our native trees, so I
began to take my camera everywhere.

Horticultural vs. Engineering approach

Claus Mattheck is not a horticulturalist; sometimes he
was unable to identify the species of tree he showed us
in his slides. He presented his slides as a mechanical
engineer would - grouped according to the mechanical
or structural problem they illustrated. For example,
shear fractures all together; descending branches all
together ; fibre collapse all together. He jumped from
one species to another.

On the other hand, I am not a mechanical engineer. 1
find that the first thing I do on arrival at a tree site (and
I believe most other horticulturalists or arborists
would do likewise) is to identify the species of the tree
I'm dealing with.

This is sometimes easier said than done, especially in
dense bush where foliage is intertwined, and where
one is squinting upwards against the light. So I am
teaching myself to identify from the bark and the trunk
morphology, as much as from the foliage or flowers of
our native trees.

As an aside, I now realise why noted academics such
as John Salmon devote so much space in their books to
photographs of bark and tree trunks - knowledge of
them is an integral part of knowing the tree.

My experiences show me that it is vital to correctly
identify the native tree, before reaching conclusions
about its condition. I believe my slides illustrate this
point several times over, today. I am a confirmed
advocate of a horticultural approach to reading the
body language of trees.

I suspect we have a fundamental flaw, in general
terms, in our horticultural industry in this country - we
don’t emphasise plant identification skills enough.
Subsequently our management of trees and shrubs is
less than what it could be.

Work to Date

I have photographed over 300 native trees, covering
some 35 species. Photographing and learning to read
the body language of New Zealand native trees is not
as simple as I imagined. I realise now that it was a little
naive of myself to begin the task without expecting
some complications.
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