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HELEN FRANKENTHALER, NATURE ABHORS A VACUUM, 1973. ACRYLIC ON CANVAS. 103 1/2" × 112". PATRONS’ PERMANENT FUND AND GIFT OF AUDREY AND DAVID MIRVISH. Image courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. © Helen Frankenthaler / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.




        INTRODUCTION

        THE NEW ISLAND in Chicago Botanic Garden’s Great Basin posed a stark contrast to the lush vegetation on every side—as yet, it was just five acres of spoil, earth, gravel, and rock dredged from the lake floor. But Pleasant Rowland, the creator of the American Girl doll, had donated funds to turn this barren expanse into an “evening garden,” a sanctuary from which to enjoy the view west toward the sunset, and my firm was one of four invited to make a presentation to her and the jury. I had passed the previous afternoon here, watching the shadows lengthen and the sun drop toward the horizon. This would be a magnificent commission for any landscape architect, especially in terms of visibility—the Chicago Botanic Garden, one of the leading institutions of its kind in the United States, attracts almost a million visitors every year.

        It was morning now. Sheila Brady, one of my partners at Oehme, van Sweden & Associates, was with me, and together we made some last-minute notes about the site’s potential. In a few minutes, we’d be making our presentation. We’d have an hour to make our case, to share our vision. Our principal means for accomplishing that would be the twenty slides we had pulled from our files before leaving Washington, D.C. In selecting these we had concentrated, naturally, on photographs of gardens we had designed for public spaces. We’d devoted a lot of time and thought to those choices. What we wanted were definitive images, ones that epitomized our firm’s style.

        In the midst of the hunt I remembered a slide I had saved of a Helen Frankenthaler painting, a huge work (8' 7.5" by 9' 4.5") titled, appropriately, Nature Abhors a Vacuum. When I first saw this painting years ago, I was struck by the warm hues, so like the russets and golds of our firm’s meadow-inspired landscapes. I loved the painting’s energy, the way that masses of color sweep across the canvas, melting into one another where they intersect. This, the controlled sensuality and passion of the painting, seemed identical to what I aim for in my own design, and I had kept the slide as a sort of talisman. On a whim, I had slipped it into the carousel.

        The time came for the presentation—our audition—and Sheila and I walked to the front of the conference room. As the senior member of the firm, I called for the lights to be dimmed, and the first slide flashed onto the screen. An hour later, almost the minute we finished speaking to the jury, I knew we had the job. Pleasant Rowland was the first person to approach; her manner was eager. She said that she couldn’t believe I had shown a Helen Frankenthaler painting, that she was just crazy about Frankenthaler’s work, that she had been riveted by that slide. Clearly, the painting had spoken to her more powerfully than words ever could. For a minute, with the Frankenthaler before us, she and I and, I suppose, everyone in that room had shared the same vision of the color, energy, and grace that could be that garden. They had actually seen and felt what as yet existed only in my mind.

        A week later, we were notified that we had in fact gotten the commission. Amid the celebration at our offices, the germ of an idea occurred to me: the need for this book.

        
            THE HYBRID ART
        

        For me, the remarkable aspect of this incident was not that a painting should play the central role in the creation of a garden. What struck me as far more notable was the attitude of many other people involved in this project (though not Pleasant Rowland): that they were surprised by my use of another art form as part of the design process. Few of us, whether professional or amateur, would, if asked, deny that garden design is a fine art. Yet, with rare exceptions, we do not treat it as such. We take our inspiration from nursery catalogs or gardens that we have visited. Maybe we think it would be pretentious to compare what we do to what we might find on the wall of a gallery or on a pedestal in the Louvre. The truth is, though, by failing to make this connection, we rob ourselves of what should be the designer’s most powerful tool and guide.

        Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s essential to look at horticultural precedents. I love to talk plants with other gardeners, or spend a day just absorbing some well-crafted landscape. But I also know how important it is to keep in touch with a broader aesthetic world.

        Influences and ideas flow back and forth between the other arts as a matter of course. Sculptors commonly step into painting for a while, using the sense of mass they have developed in the former medium to inform the latter. Likewise, the issues of color, surface, and line they explore in painting can continue to serve them when they switch back to working in three dimensions. Composers collaborate with choreographers and both learn from each other; a book inspires a movie or a movie inspires a play; themes and perspectives from the visual arts reemerge in poetry. What commonly results from this cross-fertilization is the artistic equivalent of the phenomenon that horticulturists call “hybrid vigor”: the offspring of such a cross is bigger and bolder, more energized, than either of the parents.

        Gardeners miss a lot by ignoring the work of those who are really their colleagues. I cannot, for instance, recall a single case of a client coming to me and telling me that they wanted their garden to have the detailed richness of a Vermeer or the rhythmic swing of Duke Ellington. As I get to know them, however (and the client-designer relationship must be a close one for the process to succeed), I commonly find that clients have a passionate devotion to other art forms, whether high art or popular or both. Indeed, I have learned to look for this, as it is in such enthusiasms that I find, as I did in the Botanic Garden project, the best means of communication and the clues to the client’s tastes.

        Through conversations with other designers, I know that I am not alone in this discovery. Recently, for example, a landscape architect in Milwaukee was discussing with me the difficulty of selling meadow-style plantings to certain clients. His experience in this respect was similar to mine: many clients are strongly drawn to the freedom of such a style, but some are made nervous by the apparent lack of structure. The closely marshaled plants of conventional flower beds offer an obvious pattern; the environmentally adapted tapestry of a meadow garden has an order, too, but it doesn’t leap out at the eye. The other designer told me he had found a foolproof way to help clients see what is really there: he shows them reproductions of Georges Seurat’s pointillist paintings.
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        GEORGES SEURAT (1859–91), SEASCAPE AT PORT-EN-BESSIN, NORMANDY, 1888. OIL ON CANVAS, 25 5/8" × 31 7/8". GIFT OF THE W. AVERELL HARRIMAN FOUNDATION IN MEMORY OF MARIE N. HARRIMAN. Image courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

        For me, painting, sculpture, music, and the other fine arts are far more than just a sales tool or a means to better understand gardens. The fact is, I find these fields in fundamental ways indistinguishable, as inseparably interwoven as the music and dance of a ballet. This complex interrelationship is what most fascinates me about my work. A garden partakes of the other arts and is also uniquely more.
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        PATH THROUGH THE IDAHO SCULPTURE GARDEN DESIGNED BY WILLIAM PETERS.

        For example, because a garden is in part a scene intended for viewing, its design shares the two-dimensional, depictive quality of painting or drawing. But because it is also a space through which you move, the garden must also be handled as a sculpture. Unlike sculpture, however, a garden is constantly changing, and so, like music and dance, is an art form with a fourth dimension, that of time. In part, this dimension of time and change is a function of how we experience gardens, which is typically as a progression of sights, smells, textures, and views. Managing that involves a process that the gifted San Francisco garden designer William Peters has defined as “choreographing a walk.” Through the use of a variety of simple devices, he not only controls where visitors set their feet, but also manipulates the pace at which they move, slowing or speeding their progress, as well as their position, turning the visitors toward or away from the views.
            I also find it useful to think of gardens in terms of dance. The use of ornamental grasses is one of the signatures of our design style, and I like to dispose these within the landscape in drifts, in part for the rhythmic motion they contribute on a breezy day.

        A garden changes through the natural processes of growth and death. The living elements of the garden are always expanding or shrinking, changing color, texture, even form, with the seasons. It’s this that makes garden design so uniquely challenging and rewarding. The choreographer or the composer sets the time in a dance or ballad; in the garden, nature keeps the beat, which means that the progress, even for the most expert gardener, is always unpredictable. A garden is always, ultimately, a mystery.

        
            HISTORY
        

        It’s worth noting that the interrelationship of gardening with the other arts was taken for granted throughout much of the field’s history. When Pope Clement VII wanted a spiritually inspired garden for the villa he was building at the edge of Rome, he naturally turned to the artist who was painting frescoes on the walls of the Vatican, the artist known today as Raphael (and to his contemporaries as Raffaello Sanzio). Why not? The genius for color, composition, and perspective, the understanding of human nature the artist had already demonstrated in his painting were just as important in the design of a garden. Likewise, Clement’s contemporary, the French king Francis I, understood that his resident polymath Leonardo da Vinci, with his rare combination of artistic and mechanical virtuosity, was the obvious candidate to design a royal water garden (though, characteristically, Leonardo never finished the project, so that the garden
            survives only in a sketch).
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        THE PRAENESTE, URN, PATHWAY, AND TREES, ROUSHAM GARDEN, A SURVIVING MASTERPIECE BY WILLIAM KENT IN OXFORDSHIRE, ENGLAND.

        A couple of centuries later, William Kent used what he had learned from an artistic pilgrimage to Rome to sweep away the fussy, geometrical formalism of the contemporary English garden. Kent, a former sign painter turned decorator, replaced the unimaginative symmetry he found in clients’ gardens with the sort of moody, romantic scenes he had observed in paintings by Salvator Rosa, Gaspard Poussin, and Claude Lorrain. Traditionally trained gardeners were outraged when Kent transplanted (deliberately) a large dead tree to one of his landscapes, but the picturesque effects he dared to create set the stage for a more dramatic, more naturalistic garden style that would sweep through Europe as the jardin à l’anglais.
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        CLAUDE LORRAIN (c. 1600–82), LANDSCAPE WITH MERCHANTS, C. 1630. OIL ON CANVAS, 38 1/4" × 56 9/16".
Samuel H. Kress Collection. Image courtesy of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

        Later yet, toward the end of the nineteenth century, the flowering of the modern English style began when a doctor told the young Gertrude Jekyll that she must spare her failing eyes by giving up the painting and embroidery that she had intended for her life’s work. It was her painterly approach to color and texture, the way she used flowers and foliages as pigments to create larger compositions of visual harmony and contrast, that made her subsequent work so admired. In a similar vein, a visit to Giverny reveals not only how much Claude Monet’s experience as a painter shaped the garden he made, but also how the understanding of light and color he pursued in the garden influenced his painting.

        
            PERSONAL INSPIRATIONS
        

        Without seeking to put myself on the plane with those masters, I nevertheless believe my own experience also demonstrates the strength that involvement with the other arts can bring to garden design. From early childhood I’d loved planting and growing—my orderly Dutch Calvinist parents watched with dismay, I suspect, as my projects gradually ate up their neatly trimmed lawn. But my formal study of how a landscape organizes itself came on the expeditions I made into the Michigan countryside as a teenager with a neighbor, Margaret Holmes. An elementary school teacher, she’d encouraged me from early childhood to take an interest in the arts, furnishing materials and space to work and allowing me to be messy in a way that would have been unthinkable in my parents’ warm but immaculate house. Later, we made a habit of taking paints and easels and driving out to rural spots we found appealing—and in attempting to capture these in
            two dimensions, I had to analyze and understand what it was about the scenes that made them pleasing. I still believe that this activity provides one of the best ways of learning to really look at a landscape, and I recommend it to all who are interested in sharpening their design skills. Even if your work with brush or pencil displeases you, simply identifying why that is—what is missing in your representation—should help you to better understand the landscape’s character.
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        CLAUDE MONET’S GARDEN AT GIVERNY, FRANCE.

        Sketching changed from a pastime to a tool when I moved into the study of architecture as a university undergraduate. Sadly, as it became more and more a part of my professional routine, it lost some of its appeal as an avocation. I gained proficiency, but became less inclined to draw just for my own pleasure. This was especially true when, after completing my undergraduate degree at the University of Michigan, I decided to continue as a graduate student in landscape architecture. Now I was sketching landscapes constantly, but always as a means to an end.
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        JAMES VAN SWEDEN, THE LIGHTHOUSE AT THE END OF THE PIER AT GRAND HAVEN, MICHIGAN,
            1958. OIL ON BOARD.

        Not that my appreciation of a fine line diminished. Indeed, I invested in the pen-and-ink Portrait of a Child by Richard Wilt and a lithograph titled Triton and Psyche by Emil Weddige, which I still have, while a student at the University of Michigan. I paid what I considered extraordinary sums, thirty dollars and thirty-five dollars respectively, extravagances I was careful not to reveal to my parents. I wonder, though, if I underestimated them. They were supportive of my decision as a graduate student to transfer to the University of Delft in the Netherlands, and it was there, in that old but vital city, that I learned the importance of indulging your passion.
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        RICHARD WILT (1915–81), PORTRAIT OF A CHILD,
            1957. INK ON PAPER.

        I spent three years in Delft, a city with a rich cultural heritage that was also, at the beginning of the 1960s, the center of a very dynamic contemporary arts scene. I had the opportunity to meet the painter Jan Schoonhoven, a minimalist member of the Orez Group (“zero” spelled backward), and I became familiar with work of the Cobra Group, which included Karel Appel. I added Schoonhoven’s Cardboard Reliefs and an Appel gouache to my modest but growing collection. The most important facet of this experience, I believe, was that it taught me that the arts were not just a luxury for the wealthy, but that they could and should be a part of ordinary people’s everyday lives.
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        KAREL APPEL (1921–2006), CHILD III, 1951. © 2010 Karel Appel Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

        I have never lost that conviction, and in 1975 it prompted me to resign from my partnership in a Washington, D.C., urban planning firm and return to my old interest in gardens and garden making. In this I found a kind of completeness I couldn’t have anticipated. All my interests and experiences with the arts pulled together in my design, joining with the superb plantsmanship of my new business partner, Wolfgang Oehme, to create the free-form, adventurous style that became known as “the New American Garden.” This is a genuinely American style, a way of handling the landscape that we drew from the local topography, climate, and soil and the expansive American personality the gardens were intended to fit. But into this I have also mixed the ideas, techniques, and details I have gathered from the Old Master paintings I saw in the Netherlands; the layered sets and gorgeous textiles of Japanese Kabuki theater; ballet and opera; the
            works of an international cast of contemporary painting and sculpture; even the memories of those Michigan barns and fields I myself tried to capture many years ago. The firm’s work continues to evolve as a new generation of talented designers and landscape architects have joined it, each bringing his or her own artistic interests and inspirations to bear on our joint work.

        
            FOR THE GARDENER
        

        I don’t consider my cultural interests special. I am intensely drawn to the arts, but then so are most gardeners I have known—in their own way. They may not enjoy Kabuki or bel canto (though I can’t imagine life without either); yet nearly all enjoy listening to some sort of music. They read. Quite likely, when on vacation in a foreign city, they spend a day in the art museums. In the city on business, they pause from time to time in their walk down an avenue to admire the architecture of some particularly striking building. When they shop, they find the fabric and cut of a handsome suit or a glamorous dress exciting, and they surely try on clothes they know they will never buy, just to see, if only briefly, how they might look in another incarnation.
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        UTAGAWA SADANOBU, SCENE FROM THE KABUKI PLAY KANADEHON CHUSHINGURA, c. 1870. COLOR WOODBLOCK PRINT. School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London / The Bridgeman Art Library.

        What these other gardeners don’t do, typically, is to apply consciously the experiences and techniques they have gathered from other arts to their work on their landscape. They worry about selecting a style, when if they thought about the music that makes their feet want to move (lindy, tango, maybe, or—who knows?—minuet), they’d know just how to direct their steps in the landscape. They don’t introduce the textures, hues, and details they have enjoyed at the museum or the boutique. They don’t borrow the suspense from the last thriller they read and turn their own landscape into an adventure (one with a happy ending, of course).

        Instead of taking advantage of all these accumulated tools, we routinely fall back on horticultural rules of thumb and clichés. The rationale seems to be that if we do what everyone else does, we won’t do any worse. Or maybe we pick up one of those books on “plant partners,” those compilations of tables and lists that recommend plants that may be combined without giving visual offense. They remind me of the menus you used to find in the Chinese restaurants of my youth, which selected your meal for you: “one from column A, two from column B.”

        Such a mechanical approach to garden design ensures a passionless, mediocre result. And, it’s no fun.

        It’s not difficult to change this situation. You don’t have to pursue a long course of study or take out a subscription to the Philharmonic (though you might find a seat in the dress circle a pleasant break from digging and planting). For the most part, all you need to do is to reapply the interests and skills that you already possess.

        That is easy enough to do. I can help you make this transition by sharing some of the experiences I have had in the course of my thirty-year career in garden design. I’ll add to this the insights of my partners. You’ll find all these experiences detailed in the following pages, presented as case studies in which I discuss ways I drew on specific artworks or the techniques of a particular artist or art form to organize, plant, and decorate a garden. I’ve alternated the case studies with short essays, more general looks at art forms I have found pertinent with descriptions of how I have found that genre’s principles to apply to garden design.

        Finally, I’ve also followed a practice that is the standby of all successful garden designers: where special knowledge was needed, I’ve consulted experts. To present a broader range of insights, I spoke with a range of artists whose work I admire, from the cellist Yo-Yo Ma to the sculptor Grace Knowlton, from the internationally recognized textile designer Jack Lenor Larsen to the painter Robert Dash, all virtuosos whom I also know to be involved in one way or another with gardening. I’ve asked these extraordinary individuals how the skills they developed in one field have translated to the landscape art, and what advice they could give to the rest of us gardeners.

        Join with me, then. Grab your sketch pad, your brushes, and your palette. Lace up your dancing shoes, tune your instrument, and sharpen your spade. Let’s garden with the arts.
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        A HOME ON THE EASTERN SHORE OF MARYLAND DESIGNED BY SUMAN SORG.
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        GAZEBO BY BEN FORGEY ON MARYLAND’S EASTERN SHORE.
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                We don’t even learn form through the eyes; we learn it through the sense of touch.
            

            —JOHN SLOAN (1871–1951), AMERICAN PAINTER OF THE ASHCAN SCHOOL

        

        
            
                We turn clay to make a vessel;
But it is on the space where there is nothing
that the usefulness of the vessel depends.
            

            —LAO TZU

        

        When I begin the process of designing a garden for a new or returning client it often occurs to me that there is a fundamental problem with the tools we use for this process. In the standard fashion of landscape architects and garden designers, I reach for a pencil and spread a fresh sheet of paper on my drawing table. These tools, however, can represent a garden only in two dimensions, as a pattern of lines, shapes, and symbols or as a series of views. I am working in two dimensions. Yet a garden is by its nature a creation in three dimensions (or even four; for more about this, see chapter 6).

        
            [image: ]
        

        OCEANSIDE GARDEN ON THE SOUTH SHORE OF LONG ISLAND, NEW YORK.

        I’m not suggesting that we abandon the use of garden plans. To attack any complex landscape project without first mapping it out graphically would be as foolish as trying to build a house without a blueprint. And yet, I think that a garden maker should include an extra step at the very beginning of the creative process. Rather than starting with a two-dimensional representation, the designer should spend some time first thinking of the garden in its full three dimensions. Spend time exploring the landscape, immerse yourself in it so that you become intimately familiar with its shape and character. Imagine what you will create as a grand, living piece of sculpture. It’s the interaction between the land and the experience you hope to construct there that should dictate the garden’s lines and forms. Like a sculptor, you need to imagine this in three dimensions.
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        VIEW TOWARD THE ATLANTIC OCEAN WITH SWIMMING POOL IN FOREGROUND AND BEACH HOUSE ON THE RIGHT.

        I find this approach to be helpful in a couple of ways. In the first place, it allows me to focus on the first goal of garden design, which is to create a strong and appropriate structure of integrated spaces and forms. Gardeners tend to think of gardens as collections of plants. That’s understandable; I, too, was first attracted to this field by the sensual enjoyment plants offer, the colors and perfumes of flowers, the lush shades of foliages, the textures of barks. But unless we discipline these experiences with an organized, carefully conceived structure, the pleasures subside into chaos. The garden becomes a random stew in which the flavors compete rather than cooperate. This is why, in the initial stages of the planning process, you need to set aside your dreams of planting and adopt, at least temporarily, the sculptor’s more abstract focus on forms and shapes and how they will relate to each other. Think
            of the garden as a composition of masses (objects) and voids (empty spaces). Simplifying your vision in this way allows you to concentrate on disciplining the space, on laying down the structure around which the garden can grow.
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        FIRE PIT IN FOREGROUND, BEACH HOUSE ON THE LEFT.

        Another reason for thinking of the garden as sculpture is that it encourages restraint. Like most gardeners, I’m very susceptible to the beauties of plants, easily seduced by any new species I encounter. But I long ago learned that it is a mistake to treat space, as so many gardeners do, as if it is elastic. It’s been my experience that gardeners are prone to believe that there is always room for another specimen, that no matter how full the garden is, with a bit of ingenuity we can find space for just one more. This does both the garden and the plants an injustice. Plants need room to grow and develop, and their truest beauty emerges only when they are properly related one to another and to the landscape in which they are set. I don’t know if Michelangelo Buonarroti liked babies, but suppose he did: imagine the effect it would have had on the Pietà if he had decided to insert a couple more cute infants into the
            Madonna’s lap. Or if Auguste Rodin, unable to choose among models, had created a milling mob of pensive figures instead of a single powerful nude, chin on fist, as The Thinker.
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        VIEW FROM THE BEACH HOUSE OVER THE SWIMMING POOL TOWARD THE OCEAN.

        These are all reasons why I return again and again to the works of my favorite sculptors as aids to my own garden design. If you’ve never interested yourself in this art form, now—before you start digging and planting—would be a good time to do so. Visit the nearest museum or private gallery and look at what they offer in the way of three-dimensional works. Try to suspend your feelings about categories such as figurative versus abstract, traditional versus avant-garde, and let yourself react to the individual works in a purely emotional way. Find the ones with which you feel comfortable. Then analyze what it is that appeals to you about those pieces.
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        VIEW OVER THE SEASIDE MEADOW TOWARD THE BEACH HOUSE.

        What you’ll find, I believe, is that you are reacting to how the artist has balanced or set in opposition the different masses, and also the spaces that he or she has chosen to leave empty. It is the handling of these elements that gives character to the piece as a whole, that transmits an experience from the artist to the viewer.

        I should at this point include a warning. A garden also differs in a fundamental respect from most sculpture. Sculpture, with some important exceptions, consists of space that the artist has shaped from the outside—the sculptor stands outside the block of marble as he chisels, outside the complex of steel as she welds another element—and it is intended to be experienced that way. The viewer is on the outside looking in. A garden, however, is a habitat, a complex that is constructed from the inside and that is meant to be experienced from the inside. This distinction makes the act of conceiving a garden somewhat different: you must visualize its space from the interior, imagining it as if you are already moving through it.

        Even in this respect, though, you can learn much from sculptural artists. One of the most famous artists of the twentieth century was the English sculptor Henry Moore. His enigmatic monumental bronzes adorn so many plazas and parks around the United States that almost anyone who keeps their eyes open while they travel will have seen at least one example of Moore’s work. It’s appropriate that his pieces should be so often displayed outdoors, for like a good garden designer, Moore understood the importance of taking the onlooker through his spaces and around his masses. Early in his career, he discovered the power that he could give to his sculptures by piercing them with holes that opened up the bulk, taking the onlooker inside the experience and so turning what could have been a passive experience into a journey. It was this, in part, that attracted Moore to working in bronze. Because this material is cast rather than carved, Moore could
            manipulate the shapes more easily, exploring the effect of passages of different sizes, contours, and directions.

        Moore derived many of his forms from female figures, and the sculptor took to sectioning these, arranging the pieces with calculated gaps. As he once explained, “The two- and three-piece sculptures were experiments and you must experiment. You do things in which you eliminate something which is perhaps essential, but to learn how essential it is you leave it out. The space then becomes very significant.… If you are doing a reclining figure you just do the head and the legs. You leave space for the body, imagining the other part even though it isn’t there. The space then becomes very expressive and you have to get it just right.”

        
            POSITIVE VERSUS NEGATIVE SPACE
        

        
            
                A garden isn’t complete until nothing more can be removed.
            

            —JAPANESE PROVERB

        

        As I noted at the beginning of the chapter, we commonly work in two dimensions when we design a garden. Because of this, we tend to think of gardens in terms of linear patterns, most often as symmetrical and asymmetrical arrangements of objects—“formal” or “informal,” in gardeners’ parlance. There is value in this practice. The lines created by paths or flower borders, walls or hedges, are powerful devices. They form axes that pull the eye down and through a landscape and can be used to direct the eye toward some calculated view. The creation of patterns and their repetition across the landscape creates rhythms, and in the landscape as in music, rhythm is a potent tool for creating mood and drama.

        Still, when you are just beginning to design your garden, there is another kind of distinction and contrast that, at this stage of the process, is more important. That is the distinction between positive and negative space.

        These are sculptor’s terms. “Positive space” is the area of a composition occupied by an object or mass—in a garden, the positive space would be rocks, trees, shrubs, or any other plant, even landforms such as a knoll or hill. “Negative space” is any area of the composition (or garden) which isn’t occupied by an object.
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        STEEL SCULPTURE BY JOEL SHAPIRO IN A GARDEN SETTING. © 2010 Joel Shapiro / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

        Gardeners tend to focus exclusively on the elements of positive space: that is, the objects and plants they can put into the garden. A skilled sculptor, however, understands the importance and power of the negative space. It is with this that the sculptor defines form. Michelangelo recognized this when he described his sculptural practice as one of gradually revealing with his chisel the form that was contained in the stone block—he viewed the process as methodically increasing the negative space. Giorgio Vasari, a painter who knew Michelangelo personally and who is remembered today less for his own art than for Lives of the Artists, the book he wrote about his more talented contemporaries, defined sculpture as “an art which by removing all that is superfluous from the material under treatment reduces it to that form designed in the artist’s mind.”

        A contemporary sculptor who thoroughly understands the power of negative space, and actively creates it, is Joel Shapiro. He works in strong industrial materials such as I-beams, fashioning lines and frames that command the space. In realizing his visions, he strips away everything that isn’t essential, so that our view is reduced to the pure form, the space itself that the sculpture is defining. I’ve included a number of his pieces in gardens I’ve designed for clients, and I particularly enjoy the contrast between Shapiro’s treatment of space and the work of another sculptor I admire: Fernando Botero.

        The work of this Colombian artist is massive and self-contained, like a rock that invites closer inspection and interpretation. His sculptures unquestionably create positive space and an image upon which the viewer is free to project his own moods and opinions. These wonderful lumps often make me smile, and their sensuous curves delight the eye. As solid as they are, Botero’s works can also be critically placed in a garden setting to serve a directional function, to point the way or call attention to a special area.
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        FERNANDO BOTERO, NUDE LYING ON HER STOMACH SMOKING CIGARETTE.
            BRONZE. Private collection.

        Negative space is more than just an absence of material, however. It’s also the frame you use to set off forms within the sculpture or garden. The work of Martin Puryear, the brilliant contemporary sculptor from Washington, D.C., wonderfully illustrates this concept. As a young man, Puryear studied crafts and worked in wood, creating various utilitarian objects such as guitars, furniture, and canoes. The techniques he learned in this way he carried over into his sculpture—he works in many media, but has returned again and again to simple materials such as strips of wood or wire, with which he can indicate a shape or form with the very minimum of structure. Puryear’s art appeals to me because it is so concise: a piece is often more striking for what isn’t there than for what is.

        Negative space can be just as powerful in the garden. It is the negative space of the sky, for example, that lends power to the silhouette of a tree. Negative space also serves to balance the weight of the objects in the garden, the positive spaces. It tempers the impact of the forms and masses, and in doing so it contributes to setting the mood of sculpture and garden alike. An abundance of negative space creates a spare, often stately feeling. The regal impact of Louis XIV’s palace landscape at Versailles, for example, derives not so much from its trees as from the broad, open allées that they frame. Keeping the negative space to a minimum can make a garden feel cozy, but if carried to excess it will make the landscape feel crowded and busy, as claustrophobic as a knickknack-and-doily-filled Victorian parlor.
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        MARTIN PURYEAR, BRUNHILDE. INSTALLATION VIEW FROM THE MARTIN PURYEAR EXHIBITION, EAST BUILDING ATRIUM, NATIONAL GALLERY OF ART, 2008. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Gallery Archives.
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        PROMENADE AND ALLÉE IN VERSAILLES, FRANCE.

        
            THE MASTERS OF NEGATIVE GARDEN SPACE
        

        In my experience, the greatest masters in the use of negative space in garden design are the Japanese. I suspect this derives from the influence on their work of Zen Buddhism. Zen was imported from China to Japan in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries A.D. and brought with it a belief that self-knowledge could (and should) be pursued not only through meditation but also through self-expression in the fine arts—which among the Japanese included garden design. Indeed, skill at garden design was considered by the adepts of this sect to be a fine art on a par with painting, and artists often moved back and forth between these two disciplines. Painters sought inspiration for their landscape paintings in famous gardens, and garden designers applied what they had learned as painters to the composition of landscapes. One could argue that rearranging the landscape was really the primary sculptural tradition of
            Zen.

        The linking of gardening to spiritual self-knowledge gave the Zen gardens a unique style. The object of Zen practice is to return to a consciousness of the essential nature of things, a goal that is accomplished by the deliberate peeling away of superficialities. To achieve the experience of spiritual awakening that followers of Zen seek, it is necessary to practice (they believe) a letting go of self. You must empty yourself of ego and attachments. Given that philosophy, it should not be surprising that Zen gardens are as remarkable for what they don’t include as for what they do. One of the most famous examples, the garden at the Ryoan-ji temple in Kyoto, contains only fifteen stones in a sea of gravel.
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        RYOAN-JI GARDEN, KYOTO, JAPAN.

        Set in a courtyard adjoining the temple’s main hall, this is a highly abstract composition. Classed by Japanese experts as belonging to the “dry landscape” or karesansui style, the Ryoan-ji garden is one of restrained allusions: water, for instance, is suggested by stylized ripples raked into the courtyard’s bed of gravel. Whereas mosses might well be overlooked in a lusher landscape, here, because they are the only planting, they have a powerful impact. Likewise, because the landscape has been reduced to the absolute minimum of elements, the negative spaces—the silences between the notes—speak up most eloquently here. Like the silence of the Zendo, the hall dedicated to meditation, the negative spaces of the garden seem to quiet the mind and draw viewers out of themselves almost hypnotically.

        Interestingly, a study published in the British scientific journal Nature in 2002 suggests another means by which the garden’s negative spaces affect the mood of the visitor. The placement of the stones, the positive spaces, is asymmetrical and not apparently coordinated with the geometry of the surrounding buildings. Using a computer analysis of the negative spaces, however, a trio of researchers at Kyoto University found that the axes—the lines created by the relationships of the voids—form an image like the skeleton of a tree, with the trunk running through the primary vantage point from which the garden was designed to be viewed.

        I very much doubt that this pattern was a conscious creation of the garden’s designer, the unknown genius who supervised the installation of this garden half a millennium ago. Still, it seems unlikely to have been accidental, since to move even one cluster of rocks within the space would destroy this extraordinary relationship of the negative spaces. Perhaps the monastic gardener found his way to this design unconsciously, through the sort of meditative process that is the heart of Zen practice. It’s worth noting that scientists have found that even when onlookers do not consciously perceive such hidden patterns, they still react to them, and it seems probable that part of the mysterious emotional power that the Ryoan-ji garden famously has on visitors is a result of the design of its negative spaces.

        Few of us would adopt such a spare, austere style in our own garden. Personally, I’m more comfortable in the lush, meadowlike setting of my firm’s “New American Garden” style. Still, when I design, I keep in mind the lessons I have learned during trips to Japan.

        
            DEREK JARMAN’S GARDEN
        

        The Japanese designers aren’t the only masters of the use of negative space, of course. A notable contemporary example can be found in the garden that British artist and filmmaker Derek Jarman created on England’s southeast coast, at Dungeness. The site, an open expanse of pebbles on the beach, within view of the silos of a nuclear power station, is powerful but bleak; appropriately so, for Jarman began the garden soon after he was diagnosed with an incurable, fatal disease. Instead of enclosing the space, Jarman chose to emphasize its exposure, punctuating the unfenced space with low sculptures he created out of stones, driftwood, and flotsam he found along the shore, and with native or naturalized plants such as sea kale, lavender, and dog roses that could withstand the wind and spray. This odd collection, retrieved from the water’s edge by a man who faced an ebbing of his own tide, is given an uncanny power by the
            way it floats like an island amid a seemingly endless stretch of sky, sea, and emptiness.
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        DEREK JARMAN’S GARDEN. A VIEW TOWARD PROSPECT HOUSE ON DUNGENESS BEACH.

        
            NEGATIVE AND POSITIVE SPACE IN THE NEW AMERICAN GARDEN
        

        Not all uses of negative space need be so dramatic, nor do they necessarily emphasize the emptiness of a landscape. In the work of our firm, we more often aim for a balance, using the voids to emphasize and reinforce the effect of the masses and vice versa.

        An example of this was the design we arrived at for the setting of the National World War II Memorial that was built on the Mall in Washington, D.C. When we joined the project, it was meeting with intense criticism from many members of the public because its architectural elements—a circular array of stone pillars, walls, and a pavilion—would visually interrupt the broad, open sweep of lawn stretching from the Lincoln Memorial to the Washington Monument. In other words, it would violate the site’s grand and inspiring negative space. Architect Friedrich St. Florian’s response to this concern was a stroke of genius (in fact, it was what won him the commission). He proposed dropping the floor of the monument six feet below the surface of the surrounding ground. This minimized the Memorial’s impact on its surroundings without compromising the monumental proportions of the
            architecture that the dignity of the memorial demanded.

        
            [image: ]
        

        THE FOUNTAIN AT THE WORLD WAR II MEMORIAL ON THE NATIONAL MALL IN WASHINGTON, D.C., LOOKING WEST TOWARD THE LINCOLN MEMORIAL. © Robert Lautman, courtesy of the National Building Museum.

        Another project that demonstrates how to use mass and void to reinforce each other is the landscape we designed as a setting for a client’s country retreat on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland. The 85-acre property abuts the shore of the Tred Avon River, and its greatest asset was the expansive views across the water. When we began work, however, the site was otherwise uninspiring. There were some fine old trees, but the house, a handsome classical Georgian revival, seemed marooned amid a flat, relatively featureless expanse of lawn. Essentially, the landscape was a nearly uniform expanse of negative space, and not at all inviting for that reason.
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        COUNTRY RETREAT ON MARYLAND’S EASTERN SHORE. THE ENTRANCE GARDEN WITH THE HOUSE IN THE BACKGROUND.

        There was an obvious need to restore the balance of mass and void. As Eric Groft, the principal from our firm who took charge of this project, decided in consultation with the owners, our role would be to define different areas within this space, enclosing them to create a series of more intimate experiences. At the same time, because the clients love to entertain on a generous scale, they wanted to preserve the open space between the house and water, not just to maintain the views from the house but also to make sure there was room to erect a tent for outdoor parties. A further complication was a local code that forbids new construction within a 100-foot setback from the water’s edge (though it did permit the creation of a series of formal verandas along the river side of the house, spaces that were designed as outdoor extensions of interior rooms and galleries).
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        VIEW OVER THE MASTER BEDROOM GARDEN TOWARD THE SWIMMING POOL.

        The obvious way to structure such a relatively featureless site is to create enclosures with walls or fences, or their green equivalent, hedges. By blocking views, however, such structures would detract from the property’s chief visual attraction and rupture the connection between land and water. We chose instead to use massed perennials and grasses, statuesque, head-high species such as Molinia, Erianthus, Panicum virgatum, and Hibiscus moscheuto, to informally enclose the different areas—the swimming pool and pool terrace, a forecourt, a dining terrace off the kitchen, a secret garden off the master bedroom, a veranda with an open-air spa, a formal cutting and vegetable garden, and the guesthouse. We also used these plantings to frame the central lawn that stretched from house to shore. Together, the perennials and grasses created the essential sense of mass and yet remained visually permeable, allowing glimpses of the areas
            beyond, inviting exploration. Indeed, the lady of the house calls her new landscape “the garden of the seven veils” because of its seductive sense of mystery and invitation.

        Like the holes with which Henry Moore pierced his sculptures, interpenetrations of void and mass can enhance the power and interest of a landscape. In this garden on the Eastern Shore, we redesigned the swimming pool to give it a more natural elliptical form and preserved the view from the pool to the river. We dropped the edge on the river side of the pool so that the water seems to spill out over it, making the pool appear to be an extension of the natural water body beyond.

        Our most explicit play on space was an outdoor sitting room that we placed next to one of the guesthouses on the estate. This was inspired by an existing concrete pad between the house and river, which had survived whatever was originally built on it and served no purpose. We knew, however, that the codes regulating waterside construction dictated that if the pad were removed, nothing else could be installed in its place. So we commissioned sculptor Ben Forgey to create on it a modernist folly, a cage of bleached timbers. This defined the seating area within, creating a sense of protection, but it also left the area open to the surrounding space so that those relaxing there could feel connected to the water, birds, and sky.

        
            OPPORTUNITIES OF FORM AND SCALE
        

        
            
                A successful plant combination relies primarily on shapes.
            

            —PIET OUDOLF, CONTEMPORARY DUTCH ARCHITECT TURNED NURSERYMAN, CREATOR OF THE “NEW WAVE” STYLE OF GARDEN DESIGN

        

        How you balance mass and void helps to determining the emotional impact of a landscape. But there is another aspect to this interaction that the garden maker should also keep in mind. Their intersection—the meeting of mass and void—is what creates the surfaces that we see as form. In gardener’s jargon, form is typically used to connote the profile of a plant: a spruce has a “conical” or “pyramidal” form according to the nursery catalog, while that of a prostrate juniper is “creeping.” When designing the garden as a whole, however, it helps to extend this sort of analysis to all the objects in the garden, from rocks to trees to architectural elements, because the relationship between these forms—harmonious, contrasting, or even discordant—sets the basic character of the landscape.
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        VIEW OVER THE SWIMMING POOL TOWARD THE TRED AVON RIVER.

        As any accomplished sculptor knows, different types of forms inspire different emotional reactions, so manipulation of form becomes a powerful tool (perhaps the most powerful) for shaping a visitor’s experience of the garden. Subtle, sinuous curves are what give a classical Greek Aphrodite her erotic sensuality—an utterly different impact than that of a Giacometti’s tense, tautly stretched musculature. The effects of different forms is a distinction gardeners need to understand and a device they can use in their own gardens. The best way to learn it is to spend some time in the sculpture gallery of the nearest art museum, paying attention to how your feelings change as you move from piece to piece.

        Scale is an easier concept to grasp. When applied to artworks and gardens, it refers to the relative proportion of different elements of a composition to each other and to their setting. Looking at the work of an unskilled artist, actually, is the quickest way to learn the importance of scale. Why is that portrait so disturbing? The head is just a bit too large for the torso. It’s out of scale. Or the eyes are too large for the face, or too small. Similarly, in a garden, siting a burly evergreen tree in a small court violates the scale of the setting. The planting overwhelms, it makes the visitor feel not refreshed but nervous. A broad flight of steps ends in a narrow path—the scale of the two elements does not agree. The steps look pumped up on steroids and the path unpleasantly meager.
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        FOLLY BY BEN FORGEY AT A GUEST HOUSE ON THE ESTATE.

        Of course, a deliberate, calculated violation of scale can be effective, too. The ancient Egyptian pharaoh Rameses II commissioned four monumental sculptural portraits of himself, each 20 meters high, to grace the façade of the temple he built at Abu Simbel. Though portrayed as seated, the pharaoh’s doppelgangers still tower over the portraits of wife, mother, and children clustered around their knees. The message about who dominates is plain. In a similar, though less megalomaniacal, vein, I’ve often played tricks with scale, using a large plant to emphasize the compact nature of a space, or using delicate ones to make the setting feel more expansive or rugged.
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        BARBARA HEPWORTH (1903–75), BRONZE SCULPTURE IN A GARDEN SETTING.
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            A SCULPTOR’S GARDEN A VISIT WITH GRACE KNOWLTON
        

        I cannot think of a greater compliment a garden maker can pay to a sculptor: I’ve included works by Grace Knowlton in both of my personal gardens. I included three of her irregular, hand-built spheres in the garden I created in the tiny backyard of my former townhouse in Washington’s Georgetown district. They provided visual focal points and more—at night, with the garden softly illuminated by floodlights, it seemed as if a flock of moons had come to roost there.

        More recently, I included two of Grace’s spheres in the garden at Ferry Cove, the weekend retreat I built on the eastern shore of the Chesapeake Bay. One sphere is of rough-textured concrete; that one is poised on a wide spot in the oyster-shell path to the house’s front door. The other I have placed indoors—it helps to link the interior of the house to the garden and blur what I see as an unnecessary distinction between the two. Pieced together from copper, the interior sphere has a patina that exactly matches the hue of the pickled wood floor; set between the living and dining spaces, it punctuates and visually divides what is actually one large room.

        I met Grace at a benefit at the Corcoran Gallery in Washington in 1982. A year later, relatively early in the history of my partnership with Wolfgang Oehme, she called us. She wanted us to create a garden around her house—a barn on New York’s Hudson River Palisades that had been renovated by the architect Hugh Hardy.
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        GRACE KNOWLTON SCULPTURE IN OUR GARDEN AT CORNERSTONE FESTIVAL OF GARDENS, SONOMA, CALIFORNIA.

        Grace has worked in many media, in particular as a painter, photographer, and ceramicist. But by the time I met her, she was focused on three-dimensional work and had embarked on what has proved to be her most persistent theme. She had begun to fashion spheres—rough and smooth, large and small, from different materials, juxtaposing them against each other and against their surroundings.

        Her use of this form is supremely simple and yet endlessly suggestive. In different settings and iterations, Grace’s spheres call to mind the earth and sun, or a seed, or, as I have said, the moon. Recently, when I mentioned this mutability to Grace, she spoke of the “primal connection” she believes most people feel toward this form. It is, she added, a simple, if not the most simple, shape, and as such it invites people to project onto it their own moods. This gives her spherical sculptures a chameleon quality. They change character with the daily progress of sunlight and shadow, with every snowfall and thaw.

        When I asked Grace how her fascination with this form arose, she replied that it was “certainly completely unconscious,” but that “in retrospect [it was due to the fact that] I was pregnant.” She had been moving from painting on flat surfaces to three-dimensional ones, and had begun using clay to fashion the shapes on which she could apply her colors.

        “I began to have this overpowering urge to close the form. I thought, What was this about? What it was, was the idea of capturing the space. That just blew my mind, that you could close space in.… Magic.

        “Then later,” she added, “ I began to think of them, that I was inside them” (understandable, given her physical condition at the time), “and that [like the developing child] I was protected by this armor.”

        Grace quickly abandoned the idea of using her hand-shaped spheres as canvases for colors and glazes. That, she recalled, looked “forced, crafty.” She preferred to let the materials—ceramic, metallic, or concrete—speak for themselves. She moved out of the cocoon, shattering spheres or cutting holes in them. That, she confessed, felt “dangerous.” But, she continued, “I was getting brave and related to the outside.”

        Literally. She found that her spheres became “powerful presences” outdoors in the landscape. They played especially well with the sweeps of perennials and grasses Wolfgang and I were planting for her; the compact geometrical shapes were the perfect foil for the soft textures of the planting and the simple verticals of the grasses. Grace noticed that the spheres seemed to set the mood of the garden and that they struck different viewers very differently; she suspected that the simple, featureless shapes were functioning as screens onto which visitors projected their feelings. And unlike the stones, which serve as metaphors for permanence and once placed are usually left as set, Grace enjoyed moving the spheres, grouping and regrouping them to change the geometry of the scene. Incidentally, not all the moves were calculated: a graduate student who had rented a cottage on the property later told me how he was startled as he walked
            home late one windy night by a large and lightweight metal-clad sphere rolling across his path, driven by the gusts.

        Personally, I find these forms to be the very definition of focus, and as such they have a galvanizing effect on a landscape. By giving a scene a visual center, they pull it together spatially. This is why I’ve so often shared Grace’s sculpture with clients. I placed a selection as a temporary exhibit in a high-end shopping complex on Long Island whose landscape I designed. They fit perfectly into this highly architectural setting. Yet another, a sphere four feet in diameter, worked equally well as a serene counterpoint to the twisting trunks of olive trees and whorled green agave rosettes in the garden my firm contributed to CornerStone Sonoma, a famous West Coast gallery of outdoor installations by garden and landscape designers.

        “The idea of [sculpture and plants] working together,” says Grace, “that’s what I love. The interplay that adds life.”
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        A COPPER BOWL SEEMS TO DROP WATER FROM THE LILY POOL TO THE SWIMMING POOL; HOWEVER, THE WATER IS RECIRCULATING FROM THE SWIMMING POOL SO IT'S A “FOOL-YOUR-EYE EFFECT.”

    


End of sample
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