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DESIGN LESSONS 
FROM TASMANIA’S 

GIANT TREES
BY YD BAR-NESS

T asmania is blessed with 
inspiring landscapes of world 
significance, and in these 
wild spaces are some of the 

most complex forms on earth — 
caves, coastlines, mountain ranges. 
For some, the most inspirational 
are the giant trees  —  the tallest 
flowering plants in the world. From 
these we can learn clear lessons on 
how complex shapes can arise  from 
simple elements. The massive gum 
trees hold, in their physical forms, a 
wooden history of storms, bushfire, 

drought. In your travels around the 
island, you can find yourself beneath 
these spectacular individuals with 
relative ease, and take the opportunity 
to study their unique physical shape.  

As you meet these trees, take a 
moment to observe them with care 
and precision. You’ll find that they are 
visually, historically, mathematically, 
and graphically full of valuable 
lessons that you can take into your 
own creative endeavours. 

ALL PHOTOS YD BAR-NESS
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Visiting the Trees

In the North:

The White Knights 
These are a group of ultra-tall 
Eucalyptus viminalis trees at the 
Evercreech Reserve near Mathinna, on 
the south-east flanks of Ben Lomond. 
These are, by far, the largest and 
tallest trees of this species, and an 
excellent walking trail brings you to 
a wooden viewing platform where 
you can marvel at their scale. The 
rainforested ravine is one of the best 
remnants of the primeval vegetation 
of the north-eastern corner of 
the island.

Find it: -41.40234187, 147.9750035

Forth River Habitat Tree 
In the township of Forth, just by the 
banks of the Forth River, you can 
find this heavily modified Eucalyptus 
globulus. This landmark tree has had 
its branches removed by the city for 
safety and simultaneously retained as 
a wildlife habitat tree. It has previously 
been home to a nesting pair of owls.

Find it: -41.1897748, 146.25

In the South:

The Arve Giant 
Just near a roadside in the Southern 
Forests, this giant Eucalyptus regnans 
is one of the very stoutest and largest 
of all living flowering plants. It’s a 
short ways up a side road on the main 
route to the Tahune Forest Airwalk, 
where you can walk amongst the 
treetops. Unfortunately, the viewing 
platform is in poor condition and 
you’ll need to look at this tree from 
the roadside. Like many other giant 
eucalypts, the top of the tree is dying 
back and bare dead branches reach for 
the sky.

Find it:  -43.152044, 146.7805127

Anglesea Barracks Blue Gum 
Situated on a strategic ridge above 
Hobart, the historic Anglesea Barracks 
is home to the Army Museum as well 
as this giant native blue gum — one of 
the largest in the urban region. Only a 
ten-minute walk from St Davids Park, 
this tree stands tall in a commanding 
position.

Find it: -42.889179, 147.325368

growing growing off from a bigger 
tree — and you can find similar fractal 
dimensions in other branching plants.

Functional asymmetry 
An old forest tree can be remarkably 
tolerant of asymmetry. This can be 
caused by competition with other 
plants, hillside shadows, landslides, 
or strong winds. If you look at the 
old trees from a variety of angles, 
you might find that it presents a very 
different silhouette from each side.

Individuality 
Of course, each one of these trees 
is a living individual, and you can 
use the language of personhood to 
help understand the dynamics of 
tree growth and forest development. 
The green plants strive for sunlight, 
struggle for water, and live to 
reproduce - just like you! It might take 
a bit of practice, but soon you’ll be 
able to see each one of the trees you 
encounter as an individual with its 
own story to tell and sense of style 
to share.

Things to Look For

Stories in the wood 
The knots and twists of the branches 
and stem tell a story of past seasons. 
When you look at a living tree, you 
can look for breaks in the visual 
pattern: unexpected lumps, strange 
angles, and remarkable twists. 
You can try to decode the story by 
imagining what could have caused it: 
an infection, a patch of sunlight, a gust 
of wind?

Bark 
The eucalypts are renowned for a 
soft palette of colours revealed by 
endlessly peeling ribbons of bark. 
On some trees, this peeling bark is 
high in the crown, but on others it 
is at eye level. Let your eyes or your 
hand wander across these shapes, 
and you’ll find surreal and wonderful 
patterns in three dimensions. 

Fractal dimensions 
Trees of radically different 
architectures can have a fractal 
pattern, in which a shape repeats at 
various scales. In a gum tree, this 
shape is a ball of foliage between 
one or two metres in diameter, all 
branching out from a single point on a 
parent branch. You could imagine each 
of these balls of foliage as little trees 

YD Bar-Ness is 
a conservation 
journalist 
and outreach 
ecologist. He 
is on a long 
term mission 
searching for 

the Kalpavriksh, the mythical wish-
fulfilling tree of ancient Sanskritic 
myth. He hasn’t found it yet, but will 
make sure to tell you when he does.  
You might enjoy having a look at 
Tasmanian Geographic:  
www.tasmaniangeographic.com
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