GREAT GARDENS

Defying Classification and
Seeking Relevance

Tres Fromme

roundtable panel of seven
professionals from landscape
architecture and public horticul-
ture met to discuss the qualities they
believe make a garden compelling
and engaging, in short, what makes a
garden “great”The goal was to identify
design characteristics important for
public gardens and
to explore how
these qualities might
enhance the viability
and relevance of such organizations.
This article presents selected “big
picture” themes and ideas emerging
from the participants’ shared perspec-
tives, opinions, and observations.The
content abstracts the key points of
interest and use for public gardens to
spark further dialog between designers
and public horticulture professionals.

Gardens frame dynamic and
multidimensional change.
Gardens are continually evolving
on almost infinite temporal and spatial
scales. Changes fall on a continuum
from the theatrically obvious and
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dramatic (a New England autumn) to
the ephemerally subtle and nuanced
(the effusive but brief bloodroot blos-
som). Evolution is one of the unique and
defining elements of gardens as both
creative processes and artistic forms.
“The thing a garden offers that a museum
of art does not is it is always changing ..
.it is an organism that is growing. .. The
mimite you put in a landscape it is not
the mature revelation of what you have
designed,” according to Tary Arterburn.
Recognizing, harnessing, and cele-
brating the multitudinous aspects of
change offers great potential to those
stewarding public gardens. Framing and
revealing new aspects of people’s rela-
tionship to the world, gardens are capa-
ble of creatively transforming individuals
and groups. Gardens, Carol Franklin
suggested, “speak to our souls at a num-
ber of deeper levels and reveal a great
subtlety of change, reflecting not only
seasonal and diurnal, but the growth
and change of living things—birth, baby-
hood, adolescence, maturity, and old age.
Both landscapes and individual plants
move through these cycles, and the
garden puts us in touch with these

The residence and front courtyard of Villa Cetinale, located near Sienna,
ltaly. The garden juxtaposes endless Tuscan vistas with intimate spaces,
bringing a sense of the infinite and the specific.




The Generalife in Granada, Spain,
offers a seductive series of
interwoven spaces. An enclosed
courtyard garden activates all the
senses and offers an ineluctable
feeling of delight and well being,

rhythms” Gardens can “lead to a reve-
lation of the world that we live in,
how we live in it, and our place in it
remarked Steve Robinson.

Gardens are aestheticized
natural environments.

People seek in gardens a sense of
refuge and respite removed from the
chaos and technological bustle of the
daily world. Their beauty and clarity
(complexity is not the same as confu-
sion!) are conducive to health and
wellness. Arterburn emphasized how
gardens “become places of respite . . .
the whole mental health and wellness
of these places is a sort of driving force
for the future” Whether the garden is
“highly designed or natural, it is a
breathing space”

Garden spaces safely immerse
people within the very unpredictability
of living environments. They are the
humanized threshold between civiliza-
tion and the ecological world. Franklin
felt gardens are “a safe way that people
can interface with the natural world,
whether it is a flower that is the natural
world or whatever. It is the transition
before [one] interfaces with the real
wilderness—not that we have any real
wilderness left in the world”

An adjacent courtyard celebrates the ever-changing
and mesmerizing effects of water.

Gardens catalyze an immersive
sense of being alive.

Stimulating cnjoyment and permitting
pleasure are essential garden functions.
Gardens encourage interaction through
“real” and tangible experiences, at their
best producing a sense of play and fun
often alien to adult life. Dennis Meyer
believes gardens “came out of people’s
images of Paradise, whatever that meant,
and that there was a strong point of
view about .. .a garden for pleasure, as a
garden of immense beauty, as a reflec-
tion of society’s view of the world?”

Franklin referred to a concept from
The Experience Economy:Work is a
Theater and Every Business a Stage
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999). The trick is for
public gardens to find visitors’“sweet
spots,” the moments and activities where
people’s imaginations, senses, and inter-
ests intersect and become more than
the sum of their parts, Elaine McGinn
enthused, “public gardens have a tremen-
dous opportunity . .. to showcase beauty,
to communicate the importance of
landscapes to the quality of our lives, to
encourage people that gardening is not
scary; it is something that actually brings
joy, makes us healthier, makes us happier”

Gardens offer choreographed
yet open-ended journeys.
Strong designs orchestrate a rich
sequence of experiences in time and
space.They provide a clearly structured
“outline” of these experiences, but
also allow multiple interpretations and
unscripted paths of discovery. While
people relish discovering the unantici-
pated, they also expect structure and
guidance through the experience.
However, gardens must meet and

The thing a garden
offers that a museum
of art does not is it
is always changing ...
it is an organism that

Is growing. ..
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The roundtable participants attempting to define
what makes a garden great

The Participatory Protagonists

Tary Arterburn, Principal, MESA

Carol Franklin, Principal, Andropogon Associates

Sharon Loving, Horticulture Department Head,
Longwood Gardens

Elaine McGinn, Director of Planning and
Exhibits, Desert Botanical Garden

Dennis Meyey, Principal, The Portico Group

Steve Robinson, Senior Associate,
Jova/Daniels/Busby

Katy Moss Warnes, Director, American
Horticultural Society
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An enclosed Spanish
courtyard garden

A view from the town of Frascati to the Villa
Aldobrandini, a famous example of the Italian
Barogue. The garden and Villa choreograph a

journey strung with discoveries, such as the
Water Theatre set into the hill behind the Villa.

The challenge is for
design and public garden
professionals to explore
collaboratively the
synergistic and integrative
possibilities the ideas

and spaces gardens have
offered throughout
history and continue to

offer today.
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exceed people’s expectations and pro-
vide a sense of fulfillment.

McGinn related the exuberance she
feels when she visits a compelling gar-
den—she “can not wait to go around the
next corner;” she is “really excited and...
not disappointed;...[the garden] just
builds and builds and builds, and you do
go on this fantastic journey; ... [it] is
fabulous . . . you want to do it again.”

Katy Moss Warner suggested a great
garden contains “a sequence of quality
experiences where passage from one to
the other is an exploration. .. a real dis-
covery, change of mood.” Gardens are
amalgamative, building layer on layer of
experience and only fully maturing in
memory through repeated and diverse
encounters.

Gardens exist for people.

Events and programs draw people.
However, gardens balance these “active”
uses by providing a sense of refuge in a
beautiful environment and also redefine
events in terms of the often “academic”
focus of traditional botanical gardens.
Arterburn saw offering beauty as related
to “but different than creating events and
programming” because “there are two
sides to public gardens, which can bring
even more visitors but . . . there is a base
level of interest . . . because [the garden)]
is a living thing”

To be great in the present era, a gar-
den needs to anticipate and respond to
public needs and desires on an ongoing
basis. Doing so involves moving beyond
providing basic amenities and comforts
to include catalyzing contact between
people. Gardens create places where
people share “memories and experiences
with people that [they] know or care
about or are somehow affiliated or
connected with,” according to Meyer.
Gardens, in short, are social experiences
and benefit from being as “personalized”
as possible for each visiting individual or
group. Moss Warner similarly thought
that “to create the memorable experi-
ences there has to be personal contact
between garden staff and the visitor”

Gardens engage the daily world.

The future of public gardens lies in
their ability to connect with people’s
daily lives on a basic, human level—to
become integral in daily rhythms and
routines. Doing so requires gardens to
engage actively the world outside their
boundaries and to involve the communi-
ties to which the gardens belong.
Indeed, according to the roundtable par-
ticipants, the “greatest” and most relevant
garden may be each person’s own home
garden or neighborhood green space.

Success also entails transforming gar-
den advocates, those who support the
idea of gardens and green space, into
actual garden users, those who frequently
schedule visits into their limited available
time. Moss Warner warned, “If we have
this huge separation between use and
advocacy we are going to start losing the
advocacy. We have got to get the use”
Doing so, may require physically moving
the plantings off garden property to
enhance public proximity and accessi-
bility. Meyer noted, “The idea is to take
the botanical garden to the people and
redefine it not as an estate with an exclu-
sive membership ... but as a program
where elements of gardens can create a
network within a city”

Gardens continually pursue
relevance.

Continually engaging the public
necessitates an ongoing expansion of
experiences and uses to engage as
many people as possible.An increasingly
heterogeneous population with diverse
demographic backgrounds will make
targeting audiences and fulfilling multi-
ple expectations a creative challenge for
designers and public garden professionals.

Research and development on the
functions and benefits of public gardens
(and the entite green industry) is key to
appealing to visitors with multiple and
diverse “sweet spots” However, doing so
is critical to drawing the next generation
of garden advocates and users. Robinson
reinforced the idea of multiple audiences,
“You have the child and you have the
mother and you have the professional




and you have the mother’s best friend . ..
all those people have different sweet
spots. They have different expectations”
“The challenge,” Sharon Loving empha-
sized,"“is being relevant to the next
generation. We need to focus on that”

Gardens dissolve distinctions
and boundaries.

Great gardens, in many ways, defy
classification and traditional disciplinary
definitions. For public gardens to also
be great gardens they need to continually
reinvent the possibilities of what they
are able to be and what they are able to
include within their “walls” and beyond
their walls. As Robinson speculated,
“Gardens might become more relevant
to day-to-day community life; a place to
meet, celebrate, or enjoy an event. This is
positive in the sense that it actually con-
nects the garden to the community. The
challenge is to expand the traditional
classification of a garden as a separate
place for botanical study and conserva-

i )

i 0 i
A . = G-

tion so that it may take on a new rele-
vance in the experience of life”
Franklin effectively summarized the
group’s comments by emphasizing the
importance of gardens “getting out of
the box, being porous and going into
the community to make every experi-
ence memorable” Gardens are often
isolated, fragmented both functionally
and physically. Public gardens that have
increased the porosity and transparency
of their boundaries have become more
inclusive. Decentralizing certain func-
tions can integrate the public gardens’
purposes and benefits into the larger
worlds in which they exist by creating
linkages and connections with outside
organizations, landscapes, and people,
and by positioning themselves as inte-
gral parts of neighborhoods and cities.

Conclusion

Clearly all these themes are intimately
related and interconnected. The ideas
proffered may seem simple, but simple
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Villa d'Este in Tivoli is one of the most dramatic villas of the Italian Renaissance.
The layering of theatrical fountains, plants, architecture and social spaces creates a

truly magical and memorable atmosphere.

does not equal facile A great garden is a
collection of relationships between peo-
ple, plants, spaces, and specific places.
Designers and public garden professionals
have the responsibility to catalyze and
orchestrate these often elusive and
ephemeral relationships to establish last-
ing and ongoing connections between
their visitors and the garden, the public
and horticulture.

Doing so, the roundtable participants
suggest, requires designers and public
garden professionals of all disciplines to
challenge creatively and actively what
public gardens are and what they mean
to those who will ensure their viability—
the public. Though public gardens are
realms of heady ideas (conservation, sci-
ence, education, art), it is most likely their
ever-changing visceral, sensuous, and
tangible qualities that people find com-
pelling, engaging, and memorable. These
qualities fall within the realm of planning
and design.

The challenge is for design and public
garden professionals to explore collabora-
tively the synergistic and integrative possi-
bilities the ideas and spaces gardens have
offered throughout history and continue
to offer today. The future rests in fully
realizing public gardens and creatively
exploring all aspects of the words,“pub-
lic” and “garden” ;!lfﬁ
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