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ABSTRACT  

In this study of The Central Garden at the J. Paul Getty Center was found evidence that 

the Central Garden designed by Robert Irwin is a postmodern garden.  Beginning with an 

evaluation and description of the individual elements and conditions of the garden, the study then 

explores the larger body of artistic work produced by Irwin.  This investigation also extrapolates 

how the ideas of modernism and postmodernism have been applied to past works of landscape 

architecture.  The precedents provide a basis for interpretation and analysis of the Central 

Garden.   

Direct observation of visitors at the Central Garden provided evidence of the gardenôs 

success as a perceptual work of art.  Evaluating the Central Garden by how it choreographs and 

conditions individual perceptions is important in understanding the work as a postmodern 

garden.  The J. Paul Getty Center is an ideal venue for a comparison between modern and 

postmodern forms.  At the center clear evidence can be seen of the contrasting ideologies 

between the phenomenal and conditional concerns of Robert Irwin in the Central Garden and the 

Euclidian timelessness expressed in Richard Meierôs Getty Center buildings and site layout. 

The Central Garden is a postmodern garden because it abandons classic geometric order 

and presents instead a formal and organizational structure similar to what postmodern theorist 

and architect Robert Venturi describes as a difficult whole.  The garden displays an internally 

coherent organization and an order not derived from the architecture.  Irwin also recombined past 

garden types into a new composition.  The Central Garden does not present an artistic conception 

to be translated by the user nor does the garden design imply a pure or universal form.   
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INTRODUCTION  

The Central Garden at the J. Paul Getty Center in Los Angeles may be considered a 

postmodern garden.  This study argues for the placement of the Central Garden as a postmodern 

garden within history.  During the past decade since its public opening, the Central Garden has 

been critiqued within the discipline of landscape architecture and garden history by landscape 

architects and historians, who specifically apply the values and structures of modernism.  Due to 

such limited strictures and within this framework, the Central Garden subsequently was 

pronounced a failure, citing the gardenôs abandonment of entrenched, traditional axioms of 

established practices in horticulture and landscape architecture.  For example, one axiom of 

modern landscape architecture contends that landscape must become an extension of architecture 

in the integration of interior and exterior spaces.
1
  Yet the Central Garden in its application of 

structure, rejects this predetermination.  This study suggests that a new set of criteria must be 

embraced in order to establish success or failure in landscape projects.  We are living in a 

postmodern era, and to adhere to entrenched modernist criteria of evaluation is to ignore 

contemporary culture. 

However, identifying problems and inadequacies of an existing embedded language of 

design and criticism is less challenging than proposing a polemic to a newer, postmodern idiom.  

While essentially a critique of Modernism, Postmodernism does not dismiss or reject an 

esteemed body of work, but rather forms an addition or an alternative conception, that more 

purely relates to the world of today.  We must note that Einsteinôs physics did not replace 

Newtonian physics. Instead, Einsteinôs physics revolutionized the contemporary world view of 

his time.  In the same manner, postmodernism, rather than the antithesis of modernism logically 

continues and builds on the continuation or extension of modernism.   
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Chapter One presents a case study of the Central Garden, primarily providing a 

descriptive and narrative method of foundation building for the chapters to follow.  The case 

study follows the methodology for evaluating built landscapes as established by Mark Francis 

and adopted by the Landscape Architecture Foundation, Washington D.C.
2
   

Chapter Two discusses the work of Robert Irwin, observing the trajectory of Irwinôs work 

as a practicing painter and later, as a creator of site-specific installations.  By placing the Central 

Garden within Irwinôs body of work, Chapter Two provides a focus for Irwinôs artistic 

exploration within the garden.   

The Central Garden is not, as Irwin claims, the first modern garden:  It is a postmodern 

garden.  The problem of historical placement lies in a differing absorption, assimilation, and 

practice of the concepts presented by modernism, by the disciplines of art and landscape 

architecture.  The cycles of visual arts have moved through impressionism, expressionism, and 

cubism; in this natural course, many other important disciplines in visual arts have evolved over 

time.  Modern landscape architecture has comparatively moved through Olmsteadian socially 

progressive landscapes of the mid to late nineteenth century, Kiley, Rose and Eckboôs radically 

changed formal expressions of landscapes in the early to mid twentieth century, to what Peter 

Walker describes as ñthe Corporate Office,ò composed of first generation modernist landscape 

architects to the multi-disciplinary and large-scale planning efforts drawn from the second-

generation.  The visual arts have at its core representation.  Paint, canvas, and bronze are flexible 

mediums when compared to implicit permanence seen in works of landscape architecture.  

Emerging from necessity, the realities of government agencies, physical space, and long-term 

projects involving considerable amounts of money, have created a more-abbreviated modern 

experiment that is arguably secondary to public service.  Within strikingly different mediums, 
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time frames, and contexts, the implications of modernism to art and landscape architecture 

become correspondingly diverse.   

Chapter Three addresses the theory and practice of modern landscape architecture, 

specifically highlighting three projects, in order to extrapolate the broader contexts of social and 

cultural modernism as formally applied to the landscape.  The chapter is sub-divided into a triad:  

progress, reason, and timelessness.  This section begins with a view of Philip Johnsonôs Museum 

of Modern Art sculpture garden, followed by Johnsonôs identification of ñThe Seven Crutches of 

Modern Architecture.ò
3
  Dan Kileyôs work at The Henry Moore Sculpture Garden, at the Nelson-

Atkins Museum of Art, features characteristic modern approaches to the landscape the 

precedence for which can be found in Kileyôs influential modern landscape architecture writings.   

Chapter Three concludes with the work of Peter Walker, found at the Toyota Municipal 

Museum of Art in Toyota City, Japan, and a discussion of Walkerôs exploration of landscape 

minimalism.  The examples of built works are necessarily narrowed to works of museums, and 

so limit  the scope of Chapter Three to include a similar context and expression, reflecting those 

of the Central Garden. 

Chapter Four explores an emerging postmodern landscape architecture by also drawing 

on three site-specific projects in an effort to expose the larger principles and affinities of each 

project with postmodern theory.  It is too early in the progression of postmodernism to draw 

definitive contours around what will be described as postmodern landscape architecture. Instead, 

this chapter draws on the foundations of postmodernism within other disciplines as a method for 

making connections and comparisons to the Central Garden.     

Martha Schwartzôs Whitehead Institute Splice Garden in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 

contains remnant ideas and affiliations with literary and architectural postmodernism.  
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Additionally, Bernard Tschumiôs self-consciously postmodern project at the Parc de la Villette is 

analyzed in Chapter Four along with; the competition entries of the architect/philosopher 

collaboration of Eisenmen/ Derrida. Finally, Chapter Four looks at Charles Jencksô Garden of 

Speculation in Scotland, followed by a highlight of Jencksô expressive formal language of 

complexity theory. 

 

Figure 1.  Inside the Bowl Garden   

 

It may be understood as axiomatic that a garden is a phenomenological work of art:  the same 

self-evident determination applies to the idea developed by Irwin of conditional art.  All work of 

landscape architecture is phenomenal, even more so than architecture.  Further, all landscape 

architecture work responds to a set of conditions.  Chapter Five describes how the Central 

Garden is ñart,ò precisely because there is intention and application of qualitative and aesthetic 
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concerns in the Central Garden, as well as a subversion of qualitative concerns, the non-art 

equivalent.  Irwin uses the familiar context of the garden to express ideas of a non-objective art.  

Chapter Five also synthesizes previous arguments to illustrate why the Central Garden is an 

expression of postmodernism. 
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CHAPTER 1:  A CASE STUDY 

1.1 Context.  The Central Garden is located within the J. Paul Getty Center in Los Angeles, 

California, surrounded by the foothills of the Santa Monica Mountains.  Situated between the 

wealthy Brentwood neighborhood and the section of the 405 freeway which angles through the 

Sepulveda Pass, The Getty Center is five miles north and west of the UCLA campus and 

approximately twenty miles north of the Los Angeles International Airport.  Perhaps the most 

striking condition of the setting is the panoramic view it affords.  The Getty Center overlooks the 

Pacific Ocean to the west and downtown Los Angeles to the south and east.  Prior to 

development, The Getty Center site was an undeveloped hillside, the first break in the long 

sprawl along the Los Angeles basin.    

 

Figure 2.  View from the Getty Center looking toward the Pacific Ocean 
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Initially, development of the 24-acre site was opposed by public groups, most notably the 

Brentwood Homeowners Association.  After an extensive public process, which included 

community meetings, press coverage, and a lengthy legal process, the conflict was resolved.  By 

means of a strict and conditional use permit, issued by attorneys representing the Brentwood 

Homeowners Association, the four-year construction process began.  The Central Garden now 

occupies a ravine between two ridgelines which serve as a natural pedestal for pavilions designed 

by Richard Meier; these pavilions comprise the J. Paul Getty Center.  

1.2 Site Analysis.  The Santa Monica foothills support a dry, chaparral environment with a 

strong, climactic influence from the Pacific Ocean; just seven miles west of the Getty Center.  A 

mix of residential properties and open space bounds the site on the west and with undeveloped 

hillsides accommodating the constraints of steep slopes.  The region serves as a habitat for deer, 

rabbits, hawks, and lizards, and therefore it is not uncommon for a visitor to come into close 

proximity to a buck and doe foraging for food.  Behind the tall white wall that bounds the service 

road on the entry plaza approach, one can view a section of the Getty Center that primarily 

displays rock outcroppings, live oaks, manzanita, monkey flowers, and deer grass.  The natural 

beauty of the site is stunning with its sweeping views and serene, native beauty. In this section of 

Los Angeles, such a vista is typically enjoyed by members of the exclusive neighborhood. 

 The Central Garden, resembling a large Y formation, occupies what was formerly a 

ravine between the bifurcating ridges. The entire hilltop, moved in parts, was subsequently 

reformed during the construction and foundation process.  As required by the conditional use 

permit, many of the structures are below ground, with parts of the Central Garden on-structure, 

above these concealed buildings.  The J. Paul Getty Center attracts nearly one million visitors per 
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year and employs several thousand people, affecting a considerable economic impact on the 

region. 

1.3 Project Background and History.  J. Paul Getty was a legendary oil magnateƄan 

impossibly rich, self-made American capitalist.  Getty, despite his financial resources, ñhad been 

known for his love of óbargainsô on the art market and his distaste for modern architecture.ò
4
  In 

1973, J. Paul Getty endowed $24 million to establish the J. Paul Getty Museum at what was then 

known as the Getty Ranch.  Located in Malibu, California, ñThe Ranchò cost $17 million to 

build and resembled an ancient Roman-style villa.  The Malibu location has recently been 

renovated and expanded and is now referred to as The Getty Villa.  The collections mainly 

consist of ancient western classical art pieces.  Several pieces within the Getty collections are the 

subject of recent antiquities scandals, fueled by a Western European campaign to bring back 

works of antiquities with questionable origins.  Recently the Getty Trust has agreed to return two 

of the pieces from its collection to Greece and 40 pieces to Italy.   

It is important to understand the direction assumed by the Getty Trust in developing the 

various programs which together form the J. Paul Getty Institute.  During the architectural 

planning for the J. Paul Getty Center, the various branches of The Getty Institute were 

simultaneously reconceived and programmed.  This reconception of The Getty Institute informed 

directions for the eventually-constructed architectural form.    

The J. Paul Getty Institute consists of several branches, under the direction of the J. Paul 

Getty Trust.  The Getty Center Museum was founded in 1953, originally as ña showcase for J. 

Paul Gettyôs eclectic, uneven collection of Greek and Roman antiquities, French furniture and 

decorative arts, and European old-master paintings.ò
5
  With 64,000 square feet of new exhibition 
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space, the Museum collection has expanded to include photographs, European drawings, 

sculpture and illuminated manuscripts.   

The Irwin Papers, a collection of unpublished manuscripts, correspondence, drawings, 

photographs, and sketches by artist Robert Irwin, are housed in The Getty Research Institute for 

the History of Art and the Humanities, protected by a special climate and a light-controlled 

environment.  The Research Institute is located on the western ridge of the site and resembles a 

panopticon.  Upon entering the building and obtaining a security badge, visitors to the Special 

Collections Library then pass onto a ramped walk that forms an interior ring for the columnar- 

shaped building.  The circular ramp arcs and then descends around a central column skylight.  

Psychologically, visitors become aware of being watched without knowing exactly who or what 

is doing the watching.  This embedded surveillance effect is an example of how the architecture 

responds to the program.  The Getty Research Institute provides support for scholars in the arts 

and humanities through its research library, publications, lectures, exhibitions, and an 

international scholars program.  The research library, in addition to the large collection of book 

volumes, holds print collections, sketchbooks, photographs, drawings and archival collections of 

architectural drawings and rare books.   

The Getty Conservation Institute holds at its core certain conservation research and also 

conducts field work to preserve cultural sights worldwide; additionally, the institute adds study 

and experimentation in the conservation of its own works.  The Conservation Institute was 

directly involved in the recent construction of The Fran and Ray Stark Sculpture Garden and 

Terrace which are new features within the Getty Center Campus.  Displayed within these new 

named spaces and throughout the campus are important modern sculptural works, including 

artists Henry Moore, Alexander Calder, and Aristide Maillol.  The Central Garden initiated such 
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layered visitor experiences, which in turn reflect the many interests of The Getty Institute.  The 

Getty Information Institute, The Getty Education Institute for the Arts, The Getty Grant Program 

and the Getty Leadership Institute for Museum Management, and the Program of Art on Film are 

also funded by the J. Paul Getty Trust.  The institutes similarly reflect the various and compound 

interests of The Getty Institute.  The Getty Center project grew from a desire for the several 

branches of the Getty Trust to be at a single location and to share proximity.  The Central Garden 

was developed to serve as a respite for workers and visitors to each of these institutions.     

1.4 Genesis of the Central Garden Project.  Originally imagined by architect Richard Meier as 

a Roman amphitheater with a bisecting peristyle and circular pond to be viewed from an 

overlook terrace, The Central Garden idea changed when artist Robert Irwin was added as a 

consultant to the design team.  Consequently, the vision of the garden changed from an 

expression subservient to the dominant order and form language of the architecture to an 

autonomous space within the campus of the Getty Center.  ñIn 1992, as we reviewed Richard 

Meierôs preliminary concept for the Central Garden area, we concluded that we wanted to 

introduce an overtly aesthetic dimension to the garden, to have it function as a work of art and 

not only as a setting for the architecture.ò
6
   

 The program for the buildings evolved along with the architecture.  Irwin recalls the 

project brief as having a vague program and that The Getty Trust was more interested in good 

ideas than in service of a program.  In a correspondence from Kurt Forster, Director of The Getty 

Research Institute, to Harold Williams, Richard Meier, and other Getty staff, Forester observes 

that he could not formulate a program for the Central Garden.  According to Forester, a program 

would be symbolic and as such, would articulate the Getty Centerôs ñplace in the world,ò and 

that practical considerations and budget would have to be decided upon within a symbolic 
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framework.
7
  This memo from Forester exposed a sophisticated recognition of the enduring, 

symbolic nature of the garden and anticipates the important place The Central Garden would 

hold within the continuum of history.  This memo also marks a crucial point where the 

dominating nature of the architectural form comes into question.  The beginning of this 

ideological conflict was dramatized in the documentary movie, ñConcert of Wills.ò
8
   

 Work on the Getty buildings was well underway by the time Irwin was invited to plan 

and oversee construction of the Central Garden.  Huge amounts of the hilltop site were moved in 

1987 and construction of the lower parking facility had begun in 1989; foundation work on the 

Museum building began in 1992.  Irwin was, as he recalled, asked by the Getty staff to go to war 

with Meier.  What was happening at this time was that The Getty Center campus was becoming 

too singularly Meierôs building.  Irwin was brought onto the project to offer a counterpoint to the 

architecture.  The Getty Trustôs selection of Irwin demonstrated their resolve to make the garden 

an expression of the multifaceted aspect of the Getty Trust and its institutions.   

 A letter was sent from Harold Williams to both Irwin and Meier during a series of 

correspondences in which Irwin and Meier were opposing one another head-to-head; the issues 

concerned such matters as the elevation of the terrace level, as well as exactly how and where the 

Central Garden would meet the battered walls of the pavilion terraces and courtyards. Williamsô 

letter reads, ñIf I were Solomon, I would resolve the difference between the two of you by 

cutting the baby in half, i.e., 851.ò
9
  Another correspondence from Robert Irwin to Richard Meier 

reads, ñP.S.  I noticed that while it went unmentioned, it did not go unnoticed that you have 

simply eliminated the four radial sculptures I proposed for the platform area.ò   

1.5 Design, Development and Decision-Making Process.  Robert Irwin began his commission 

at The Getty Center with a careful consideration of the existing circumstances with which he had 
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to respond.  However, Irwinôs approach differed from a traditional site analysis that considered 

data and quantifiable facts about the site, such as solar orientation and soil conditions.  In fact, 

Irwinôs consideration of the site was qualitative, looking not only for cues from the site, but also 

circumstances that would shape the decisions to be made about the site.  A predominate feature 

that would affect his garden was the surrounding architecture: What was missing in the 

architectural experience was intimacy.  Irwin wrestled with how his garden could take a visitor 

from the almost overwhelming and expansive nature of the architecture down to the intricacy of 

a flower.   

 

Figure 3.  Flower detail at the ravine crossing  

 

ñIn my mindôs eye I see a classic structure, elegant and timeless, emerging serene and 

ideal, from the rough hillsideò
10

 was Meierôs winning pitch to the Getty Trust in 1984.  However, 
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by 1993 after years of planning and after the foundation work had begun on the Museum, 

Meierôs vision was clearly becoming too singular.  Lawrence Weschler in his book The Getty 

Garden described Meierôs work as ñgeometry and panorama.ò  Meierôs conception of a tightly 

held piece began to lose support among some of the Getty staff, who desired a counter-punctual 

element to the project.  Just as there were several individual voices within the Getty Institute, 

there also needed to be an expression of diversity in what was becoming Meier monolithic 

architecture. The Central Garden presented an opportunity of giving form to this expression.   

 

Figure 4.  Geometry and panorama can be seen in this view with the 405 freeway in the 

background 

 

 

Meierôs 1991 proposal for the Central Garden included a stepped watercourse running 

along his established geometry of the Sepulveda Pass axis.  In his earliest sketches of the site 

plan for the Getty Center, Richard Meier established what would become his sacred geometry of 
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22.5 degrees, the difference between the angle of the 405 freeway through the Sepulveda Pass 

and the grid of downtown Los Angeles.
11

  This type of abstract preciousness and strict adherence 

to a mysterious 22.5 degree geometry, if taken to a single level of philosophical regress, becomes 

absurd.  As Dennis McGlade, Principle of Olin Partnership, opined in a recent interview, ñWell, 

something has to determine something, because we wanted a coherent composition.  You make 

design decisions based on lots of things, so things come together.ò
12

  

 In a series of meetings presenting design proposals through 1992 and 1993, many 

changes in the nature and shape of the garden surfaced.  Eventually, a limit of work was drawn 

between Meierôs building and the supporting landscape and courtyards, which were designed 

under the direction of Olin Partnership and Irwinôs Central Garden.  Evidence of these decisions 

assumes a clear, physical shape.   

 The point at which the water passes through the runnel at the top of Meierôs terrace drops 

down into an amphora and is delivered to Irwin is exaggeratedly offset (see figure 5).  Irwin 

called the amphora ñthe urinal,ò viewing the design as a personal spite from Meier.  Irwinôs 

refusal to line up with Meierôs established geometry emphasized the ideological conflict that had 

grown between the two professionals.  Consequently, the Getty staff established a buffer zone 

between Meierôs battered walls and Irwinôs garden.  The buffer zone extends from the base of 

the walls and outward into the garden and has become a space heavily used by picnickers, 

families, and individuals taking a break from the museum galleries.   

 Early in the design process, Robert Irwinôs intent was to expand the Central Garden to 

incorporate the pool Meier had proposed on the downhill side of the service road.  Irwin wanted 

visitors to directly experience the space rather than simply look at the pool from afar.  Meierôs 

proposal, on the other hand, was similar to the Cactus Garden.  The Cactus Garden is a circular 
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Figure 5.  Meierôs amphora, Irwinôs urinal. 

 

belvedere on axis with Meierôs building geometries; The Cactus Garden functions as a visual 

conceit for a garden, because no one except maintenance workers may actually access the cactus 

garden.  Originally, the garden proposal included an amphitheatre and water pond, to be viewed 

from a terrace level peristyle bridge structure.  Including the pool within the garden would 

require the service road to arc out around the site, outside the perimeter of the pool.   

 Although this plan required permit modifications, the change ultimately would allow the 

Central Garden more room.  At this point, the Central Garden clearly moved away from being a 

stepped pedestal for the buildings; the Central Garden instead became its own unified whole.  
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Having dispensed with ñgeometry and panorama,ò Irwinôs task was to create intimacy and 

presence within the Central Garden.   

 Thus Irwinôs proposal and subsequent constructed garden became rather internally 

referenced, abandoning Euclidôs geometry altogether to favor a relational and internally justified 

logic.  Rather than the theatre at Delphi, Irwin created humanismôs answer to the oracle at 

Delphi.  No abstracted, intellectual conceit, no god translating the divine oracle; simply, 

according to Irwin, ñthe wonder of human perception.ò  

The design proposal at this point closely resembled the shape that the garden would 

eventually assume.  Irwinôs preliminary plan, submitted in March of 1994, indicated a slightly 

meandering path and stream and a series of stairs that follow the stream and cross it at one point.  

The banks of the stream were sharply contoured and a continuous row of trees followed the 

curve of the stream which led to the terrace level; at this point the stream passes under the 

terrace, spilling into the lower bowl.  A path circled the bowl and formed an embankment at the 

lowest elevation.    

Beginning at the northern and uppermost slope of the garden where the ridges open up to 

the ravine was the point at which the Central Garden would begin, and where Meierôs geometric 

plaza with runnel aligned with the 405 freeway (Meierôs Prime Meridian); there the design was 

stopped and Irwinôs entirely new form language began.  In fact, ñMeier already sensed the truly 

subversive aspect of Irwinôs conception, for with this garden the artist was positing an all-out 

argument against timeless permanence and eternal unities in favor of immediate presence and 

almost delirious multiplicityò
13

  (see figure 6). 



 17 

 

Figure 6.  View from lower section of the Bowl Garden 

 

1.6 Role of Landscape Architect.  Until September of 1993, Andrew Spurlock of Spurlock 

Porrier Landscape Architects provided Irwin with advisory help on the Central Garden.  Irwin 

did not clearly understand the elevations of the site or how the service road might be realigned.  

Spurlock helped with the coordination of necessary elements such as; site drainage, balancing of 

cut and fill, and construction documentation.  The Irwin Papers did not include extensive 

construction drawings for the garden, but did support evidence of a design/build nature to the 

construction of the Central Garden.  Spurlock produced beautiful drawings of the proposal that 

were presented to the Getty Trust, as well as early grading and schematic planting plans.  The 

artist and landscape architect began building models as a way of conceptualizing the space.  

Spurlock recalls Irwin having difficulty understanding the sectional information of the site, as 

well as the plant material.  Irwin had no prior horticultural experience with plants.  As a result, 

the artist and landscape architect developed a language for talking about plants because they 

were not communicating.
14

  Spurlock and Irwin, along with Jim Duggan, a nurseryman hired by 

the Getty Trust for the Central Garden, installed a test nursery in Encinitas, California. Duggan 

collected plants from the nursery to show to Irwin and thereby developed a means of 

communication.  For Irwin, the horticulturists provided practical and experiential plant 
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knowledge. For his part, Irwin presented a new way of thinking to Spurlock, ideas about plants 

based on qualities and interactions, rather than controlled predictability and ecology.  

 For the bowl garden, Irwin produced cubist-style drawings to conceptualize the spatial 

experience and interactions of plants within a nested space.  Typically, circles or oblong shapes 

are drawn to define planting areas representing a specific moment at a particular bloom cycle.  

Clearly, Irwinôs thoughts were not about individual plants, but about the effects and the energy 

that would be produced in relative combination.     

 A singular aspect of design development, overlooked in much of the discussion 

surrounding the garden, is the loss of panorama from the Bowl Garden.  Originally, the Irwin 

garden included a bridge and overlook at the southernmost section of the bowlƄa bridge over the 

re-emerging ravine.  The Brentwood Homeowners argued that this new visual access would be in 

violation of the conditional use permit.  In Meierôs scheme, the peristyle bridge formed a semi-

transparent screen and the Brentwood Homeowners did not want Getty visitors to have visual 

access into their property.  Spurlock and Irwin tried to convince the homeowners that this 

condition in the bowl was no different from anywhere else on the site, but were unsuccessful.
15

  

This section then became an embankment and forced the view inward so the predominating view 

was of the Getty Campus, seen from the context of the garden. This brought a completely 

different experience from anywhere else within the center.  Irwin described this view as the 

lynchpin of the entire center (see figure 6). 

 The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was crucial in the development of garden 

accessibility.  Irwin had originally proposed a narrow path with intervals of stairs descending the 

ravine.  The plan provided ramps along the perimeter of the garden and down into the bowl but 

ADA wanted the stream experience to be accessible as well.  Irwin and Spurlock initially fought 
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the requirement by requesting ADA to reconsider, but the ADA did not change their decision.   

In response, Irwin placed a switchback ramp diagonally arcing and crossing the ravine several 

times, thereby replacing the narrow path and stairs and ultimately contributing significantly to 

the success of the project.  As a result, many groups of people pass through the garden pushing a 

stroller, wheelchair or utilizing a walker, and these visitors are able to fully enjoy the experience 

of the garden.  The subsidiary effect is that the ravine crossings amplify and compress the 

perceptual experience, taking the visitor from a panoramic view to intimate sounds, smells, and 

visual details at each of the ravine crossings.  The diagonal arch of the ramps also functions as 

organizing elements, which ñtuneò the experience of the garden.  In a lecture Irwin gave in 

September 2001, the artist describes how he dealt with ñconditional artò at the Getty Center, 

because of the pre-existing conditions; his act as an artist was his response to the given 

conditions.  ñI couldnôt keep the steep slope and get the handicap down, the only way to deal 

with that was to make this exaggerated path, which was probably the best thing I did.ò
16

 

 Irwin developed a hands-on approach to this project. Building the Central Garden became 

a design/build project, because of the tight construction schedule and possibly because of Irwinôs 

limited construction experience.  As a tool for communicating with the Getty Trust, full-scale 

mock-ups were constructed of the azalea maze and sections of the ravine, as well as a mock-up 

of the fountain.  After the preliminary drawings were approved by the Getty Trust and the 

Brentwood Homeowners, the design process focused on the test garden under the direction of 

Jim Duggan, and searching for consultants and each craftsman who would eventually build the 

garden, i.e., the stone mason, the fountain designer, and the carpenter.   

 Irwin had fourteen consultants working under him.  He visited several quarries during 

this time of the design development, looking for the right samples of stones.  The stones 
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eventually chosen were green chert from the California Gold Country, selected for the boulders 

at the head of the stream. Stones named Montana Kennesaw became the flanks of the 

watercourse; clean-cut slabs of Tennessee Blue Ridge sandstone was the chosen expression in 

stone for the footpaths, with carnelian granite for the terraces.  

Visitors who enter the Central Garden from the north travel along a decomposed granite 

path, which in turn follows a zigzag route through a picturesque and carefully choreographed 

artificial stream.  The raised banks are planted with an exuberant combination of perennials, 

shrubs, and annualsƄarranged not for traditional horticultural compatibilities, but for the sheer, 

intense pleasure of perception.  Forming the contrived forest enclosure is a canopy of sycamore 

trees ñthe importance of those trees is how they move light through the garden,ò explains Lynne 

Tjomsland.  Tjomsland, the Getty Grounds and Gardens manager, differentiates between the 

sturdy, hardworking, reliable Olin partnership-designed landscape and the intensive effort and 

ongoing nature of the Central Garden.  ñThe intensity and the change, and the action of space, 

and the breeze and light is built into that garden, and it draws peopleò
 17

 says Tjomsland.  The 

path makes four crossings of the stream, each time bringing the viewer from the broad scale of 

the buildings to the intimate scale of a flower or the sound of the stream as it moves over and 

under the rocks.  The total effect is of a hyper-real version of a forest stream (see figure 7). 

The ravine flattens out onto a broad terrace with Parisian chairs and six rebar 

bougainvillea arbors similar in scale and form to Frank Lloyd Wrightôs columns in the Johnson 

Wax building.  The stream courses over a stepped waterfall, emptying into a shallow pool and 

azalea maze.  From the terrace level, visitors descend into the ñnestedò bowl which combines 
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Figure 7.  Planting along the artificial stream bank 

 

and reforms several traditional garden themes, such as the English Garden tradition of Gertrude 

Jekyll, and the formal French Parterre gardens.  As guests overlook the chadar-like waterfall that 

forms the northern boundary of the bowl, they view the waterfall as it becomes a retaining wall 

for the terrace.  To avoid view-obstructing guardrails, stairs descend to a sunken platform at the 

edge of the waterfall, thus forming an edge from which to look down into the bowl and maze and 

outward, toward the Pacific Ocean.  

1.7 Maintenance and Management.  Critical to the Central Gardenôs evolution as a work of art 

is the ongoing process, one which Irwin describes as ñcurating the garden.ò  This curatorial 

project continues to be given a considerable amount of time and effort, even a decade after its 

opening.  Periodically, the garden is evaluated by Irwin and a group of staff and consultants, 
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including Tjomsland.  During this curatorial process, plants are evaluated for their success or 

failure; the evaluation is based not on horticultural parameters, but rather in the interactions of 

colors and the plantsô underlying formal structure.  Tjomslandôs staff supports Irwinôs vision by 

virtue of the staffôs day-to-day maintenance practices.
18

  

Tjomsland describes the Central Garden as challenging to maintain and requiring an 

exceptionally high amount of labor.  This intense effort is financially supported by the Getty 

Trust as the Central Garden is considered an ongoing and changing art piece, not a typical 

institutional garden.  In fact, Tjomsland says that her crew prunes the sycamore trees that line the 

ravine three to five times during the summer, just to thin the leaves.  This is something, she says,  

with which she would not burden a typical landscape maintenance crew; further, this practice 

would be economically irresponsible in other instances.  But as she poignantly observes, ñthe 

importance of those trees is how they move light through the gardenƄnot how they function as 

tree elements in a landscape.ò
19

 

1.8 User/Use Analysis.  Visiting The Central Garden is unquestionably a pleasurable experience, 

but to ascertain whether or not it is working as a phenomenological work of art becomes difficult 

at best.  Antonia Bostrom, Getty Curator, recognizes that most people view The Central Garden 

as a wonderful garden and not as a work of art.
20

  She also observes that those who are familiar 

with Irwinôs work see it as a phenomenological work of art.  Whether or not the Central Garden 

is viewed as a garden or as art, Tjomsland observes that many of the visitors who come to the 

Getty Center come to experience the garden.   

1.9 Peer Reviews.  Critically, the Central Garden has taken a beatingƄmost notably from The 

American Society of Landscape Architects.  Since the late 1960s, Irwinôs work has been 

extremely difficult to interpret critically.  After what was essentially a covert MoMA installation 
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in 1970, a scrim and light installation, the artist recalls, ñIronically, the more sophisticated one 

was, it seemed, the less chance one had of ógetting it.ôò
21

  Irwinôs friends and supporters, when 

seeing the installation for the first time were ñrattled,ò and tried to like the work, but were not 

sure what to make of it.  Irwin said that although many artists and critics saw the MoMA piece, 

no one wrote about or even talked to him about it until about a year later, sculptor Richard Serra 

told Irwin that the work ñwas bothering him,ò
22

 and Serra wanted to know why Irwin had done 

the piece.  When Irwinôs Dot Paintings were shown at the Sao Paulo Biennial, Irwinôs work was 

ñdestroyedò by visitors after one day on view at the exhibit.
23

  Museum visitors had apparently 

spit on the canvas and took knives and pens and attacked the content and symbol-free canvases.  

Another example of a violent reaction to Irwinôs work was when a patron of the Pasadena Art 

Museum told Irwin that he must stop doing what he was doing (paintings of lines and dots), 

stating that Irwinôs work was un-Christian and un-American.  

 More specifically, relating to the Central Garden, there has been a great divide between 

the popular opinion of the garden among the media. The Los Angeles Times, Metropolis and Art 

in America have all generally given the work favorable reviews.  In contrast, Landscape 

Architecture has published three pieces on te Getty Center with alternating indifference and 

scathing criticism.  The first appeared in December 1997, the same month that the Getty Center 

opened to the public.  The article, entitled ñWestern Civò by Jane Brown Gillette, was a 

sweeping, grand survey of the Getty Center, focusing on the Olin-designed grounds and gardens, 

as the Central Garden was still under construction.  

 The second story appeared in the October 1998 issue, ñShowdown at Sepulveda Passò 

written by John Beardsley.  Beardsley identified the gardenôs ambition as one meant to evoke an 

element of intimacy that was lacking in the experience of the buildings.  Beardsley then 
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classified the Central Garden as extravagant and confusing, a pastiche of garden traditions.  

According to Beardsley, ñWhat makes this garden especially disappointing is the fact that Irwin 

can be a remarkable artist, capable of revealing the subtleties of light and the intricacies of visual 

perception with the most minimal of means.ò
24

  Implicit in this comment is a preference for the 

reductivist landscapes popular in the 1990s.  Chapter Five will argue the relevance of pastiche in 

our pluralistic and multi-faceted postmodern society.  A similar take on the complexity of the 

garden was made in the December 2001 issue of Abitare, referring to the Central Gardenôs 

combination of symbolism from several historic garden forms: ñto do a real garden you need just 

one good clear idea.ò
25

   

In the third review of the Getty Center in Landscape Architecture, written by Herrington 

and Gelfand, who opined that the Central Garden resembled a theme park and corporate 

landscapes, thus furthering the agenda of high-end entertainment, rather than a challenge to 

society. The authors opined that ñArt takes risks.  Great art changes the world.ò
26

 The critics 

continued by inferring that when impressionist artists used purple to depict shadows, people saw 

purple in the shadows on the street, and that consequently, this changed the way people saw the 

world.  The co-authors claim the Getty Center makes no claim in the design to change human 

perception.  Perhaps the co-authors missed the premise of the Central Garden altogether.   

The Central Garden reflects a continuation of the argument posed in Irwinôs 1980 

installation, ñOne Wall Removedò on Market Street in Venice, California.  The piece was 

conceived and installed to prove to the Los Angeles County Museum of Contemporary Art board 

members that a traditional museum, dedicated to collecting art objects, was not appropriate to the 

changing nature of contemporary art.   
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Irwinôs argument was that after Abstract Expressionism, art could no longer be object- 

based and to continue collections of objects was absurd.
27

  Irwinôs garden is a site-commissioned 

work of art in the contemporary realm, where meaning is no longer filled by objects, but rather 

held in the perceptual realm of the viewer.   

 

Figure 8. The Central Garden 

 

 Herrington and Gelfandôs example of how Impressionist art changes the world seems at 

best a shallow, tired, modernist notion.  Chapter Five will elaborate on the postmodern view of 

the artist and architect.  The world after Impressionism was not a new place.  Purple had always 

existed in the shadows, but what the artists displayed was evidence that the color was always 

there.  The pursuit of Robert Irwinôs work, including the Central Garden, is to draw out the 

assumptions made in perceiving.  
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 In Studies in the History of Gardens & Designed Landscapes, art historian David 

Marshall wrote, ñIrwinôs design principles are the opposite of Meierôsé but in fact the design is 

more empirical than this, being driven by the site and by the spectatorôs responses rather than by 

Platonic abstractions.ò  He goes on to observe that although an aerial photograph causes the 

garden to appears overworked and contrived, the garden makes perfect sense experientially.  

From an eye-level experience, Marshall considers the arrangement to be perfectly intelligible, 

with the plants in the viewerôs perceptual foreground.
 28

   

1.10 Criticism .  The Getty Center is most often criticized for its perceived elitism, implied by its 

pristine hilltop location and described as a metaphor of culture, rising above and having no 

relevance or connection to the gritty city of Los Angeles below.  Specifically, the Central Garden 

is often criticized as overtly disregarding the cultural and ecological realities of the site.  Where 

the Central Garden fails in generating a stable ecology, the Olin Partnership-designed landscape 

succeeds.  ñIn Olinôs original landscape plan for the Getty Center, tremendous amount of thought 

was put into economies and things that just made sense in terms of water use and natural 

resourcesò
29

 explains Tjomsland.  In January of 2005, following the pilot phase of the program, 

the J. Paul Getty Center became the first LEED-EB (existing building) Certified Facility in the 

nation.  The Getty Center facilities staff now moves toward more sustainable practices.  

Tjomsland considers the Getty Center to be among the best delivered landscapes in her 

knowledge. The soils are compatible with the plantings, and there is little overspray, since much 

of the landscape is sub-surface irrigated.  Through use of biological controls and integrated pest 

management practices, there are only a few insects, and no biological voidƄa condition caused 

by broad-spectrum pesticide applications.  Consequently, the Central Garden with its diversity of 

plant material is vitally active with butterflies, bees, birds, and lizards. 



 27 

 The Getty staff continues to receive comments from those who feel the Central Garden 

irresponsibly declines to follow traditional horticultural practices.  Yet the Central Garden is 

neither a botanical garden nor an institutional garden. Those types of comments are superfluous 

to Irwin.  The practice of landscape architecture carries the responsibility of human habitation as 

well as environmental stewardship.  Art itself carries none of these obligations.
30

 

1.11 Limitations .  Several limitations are presented at the Central Garden.  The site is used by 

Los Angeles residents as a strolling ground, in much the way Europeans do the passaygiestte for 

people-watching.  Although the garden is free and open to the public, the fact remains that the 

garden is a privately-held institution, and thus not within an entirely public realm.  The Getty 

Center must be accessed by car, bus, or foot to the tram level; visitors are then taken up the hill 

in an electric tram.  Due to the remote location, access is limited to those who can travel to the 

garden.  The Central Garden also has limited stylistic application: it can not be replicated in a 

public setting.  Lastly, the ongoing success of the garden depends on a continual influx of 

money, resources, and labor.   

1.12 Generalized Features and Lessons.  Already, the Central Garden has a tremendous impact 

on gardening, particularly in Southern California. People take the concepts seen in the garden 

and transfer those concepts to their home gardens.  The Central Garden has introduced a demand 

for new plants into the nursery trade, and has generated support for an exuberant planting 

aesthetic which is similar to contemporary European gardening trends.  However, Irwin argues 

that the solutions presented at the Central Garden are only applicable to its particular context 

with its budget, climate, users, and all conditions that make up the garden.  What the Central 

Garden evokes is an awareness of quality and presence.   
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 Rather than focusing on predictable objects and a designerôs conception, this garden 

argues for primary attention in the design attending to the phenomenological and sensory 

experience of space.  The Central Garden also poses a challenge to the modernist axiom of 

landscape as an extension of architecture.  In juxtaposition to this realm of thought, the Central 

Garden dynamically creates and generates its own internal energy.  

1.13 Future Issues/Plans.  The garden is essentially a work in progress; therefore it is unclear  

who will become curator when Irwin no longer oversees the task.  A considerable amount of data 

is being collected on the plants used in the garden.  At some point, the curatorial process will 

evolve into historical preservation, based on the records of detailed meetings with Irwin.  

Richard Meierôs building has a rationalist elegance that has been compared by some 

critics to the Acropolis in Athens, due to the architectural sense of procession, permanence, and 

order.  Meierôs buildings, replete with sequence and framing, enhance the splendid vistas of the 

hilltop site.  Yet where Meier proposed a replica of the theater at Delphi for the garden, Irwin 

built the oracle.   

 

1.14 Project Information.  

PROJECT NAME:  The Central Garden 

LOCATION: Los Angeles, California 

DATE DESIGNED/PLANNED:  June 1992  

CONSTRUCTION COMPLETED:  November 1997 
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SIZE:  134,000 square feet  

ARTIST:  Robert Irwin 

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT:  Spurlock Poirier Landscape Architects, San Diego California, 

Andrew Spurlock  

CLIENT/DEVELOPER:  The Getty Trust   

ARCHITECTS:  Richard Meier & Partners 

HORTICULTURIST:  Jim Duggan 

ARBORIST: Barry Coate 

ENGINEERS:  Levine/Seegel Associates Consulting Engineers, RBA Partners, Inc Civil 

Engineers, Robert Englekirk Consulting Structural Engineers 

FOUNTAIN DESIGNER:  Waterscape Technologies, Charles Schardt 

IRRIGATION DESIGNER:  Lance Sweeney Consultants 

LIGHTING DESINGER:  Robert Irwin 

CONSTRUCTION:  Dinwiddie Construction and Valley Crest 

MANAGED BY:  Stephen Rountree, Director, Operations and Planning, Richard Naranjo    
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CHAPTER 2:  THE WORK OF ROBERT IRWIN  

The work of contemporary artist Robert Irwin is particularly relevant to the practice of 

landscape architecture.  Not so much in style or technique or even in the production of ñobjectsò 

of art, but rather in the trajectory of inquiry.  His exploration of human perception offers quality 

as counterbalance to the professional demands of measured predictability and stability.  Irwin 

places particular value in his questions. As teacher, he has influenced an entire generation of 

artists.  Art historians have placed him at the helm of what has become known as the California 

light and space movement.  Yet his influence within the field of landscape architecture will 

emerge from his works.  These works overlap into the disciplines of architecture and landscape 

architecture, while simultaneously posing purely artistic inquiries into the wonder of human 

perception, phenomenological art, and conditional art.   

This chapter presents a brief history of Irwinôs work, with the intent of drawing out those 

overarching questions guiding his artistic practice.  Irwin considers his work in landscape and 

buildings to be an opportunity to explore different contexts for his artistic works.
31

 Building the 

Central Garden should not be seen as a moment where Irwin exchanges the hat of an artist for the 

hat of a garden designer.  Rather, the Central Garden must be considered within the artistôs entire 

oeuvre.   

2.1 Background.  Irwin was born in Long Beach, California, in 1928 and spent his youth in Los 

Angeles in the 1930s and 1940s.  Irwin spent summers working as a lifeguard and earning prize 

money as a swing dancer.  Apparently, he also spent much of his time chasing girls and making 

ñcherryò the many cars that he possessed as a young adult.  This does not seem to reflect the 

environmental conditions expected to produce a persona that the influential art dealer Irving 

Blum describes as ñextraordinarily ambitious, and as committed as anyone I have ever 
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encountered.ò 
32

  Irwin remembers his youth as an era permeated by a freewheeling attitude and 

a world full of opportunity and choices.  Irwin experienced an exceptional amount of freedom as 

a young adult.  While his seeming carefree youth does not align with the frequently ascetic 

discipline of his artistic practice, the free-wheeling life experienced in his youth accounts more 

for Irwinôs iconoclasm and his calm, relaxed California disposition, together with the fastidious 

and technical prowess displayed in his art across mediums.  Some critics attempt to connect the 

West Coast influence to his art.  For example, in a recent artist roundtable discussion at the Los 

Angeles County Museum of Contemporary Art, Michael Govan attempted to connect Irwinôs 

early work on cars to his early disc paintings.
33

  Irwin quickly denies any psychoanalyzing of his 

work in favor of the direct experiential read. 

At a young age, Irwin showed an easy facility with drawing and won prizes in art 

competitions.  His charcoal drawing of a soldier won first prize in a military competition in the 

early 1950s.  Irwin also began painting seascapes, very few of which survive.  Irwin destroyed 

much of his earliest work and was notorious for not allowing his work to be photographed.  

Essentially his work has always been ñaboutò precisely what the camera can not capture.
34

   

Irwinôs early figurative drawings and paintings won him favor with his mother, her friends and 

relatives and accounts for technical success.  Yet Irwin himself believes his education as an artist 

began later in life, after attending Los Angeles Art Institute; Otis from1948 to 1950, Jepson in 

1951, and Chouinard from 1952 to 1954.  Irwinôs aesthetic development progressed from 

producing figurative to abstract expressionist styles on canvas, to his line, dot, and disc paintings.  

In 1970, he sold the contents of his studio because as he saw it, he could no longer continue to 

align his artistic work with his questions; he felt no justification to simply making objects.  
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Irwinôs 2007 solo exhibit at the Pace Gallery in New York, ñWho is Afraid of Blue Yellow Redò 

continues this same artistic line of inquiry. 

In the late 1950s, Irwin became associated with the Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles.  Irvin 

Blum was Irwinôs first tie to New York City, the dominate nexus for modern art.  Prior to the 

Ferus Gallery, Irwinôs early artistic development was in association with artists Billy Al 

Bengston and Craig Kauffman of Los Angeles.  At that time, abstract expressionism was 

absorbed by what has been described as ñrusticò Californians.   

The insularity and naiveté of their West Coast situation allowed a few West Coast 

artists to see the New York abstract expressionist achievement freshly.  Just as the 

original abstract expressionists flowering in the late forties had been possible in 

New York because of the fresh manner in which a group of ñrusticò Americans ï 

Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, Franz Kline, Robert 

MotherwellƄwere able to confront and transcend the by-then stylized aesthetics 

of the European surrealists and cubists of the previous generation, so ten years 

later a group of even more rustic Californians were better able to appreciate the 

true significance of their  achievement than where the second generation artists 

who were living right there in New York, where abstract expressionism had 

begun in the meantime to ossify into a stylized codeò  (Weschler, pp. 48-49). 

 

At this same time, Irwin toured Europe, frequenting museums and walking the streets.  Walking 

solo until dawn, Irwin slept a bit and began walking again.  During his visits to Paris, 

Amsterdam, Florence, and other European centers of Western culture, he absorbed the high art 

tradition.  In those museum visits, he assimilated the imagery and technique. Once he absorbed 

these into his sensibility, he subsequently dismissed patrimony all together.  With the exception 

of all but a few, the artist Vermeer was one exception.  Irwin eschewed the Renaissance and high 

traditions as predominantly ñbrownò paintings.
35

  After an assimilation and cathartic dismissal of 

the high tradition of European art, Irwin began to rely on his own eye and artistic sensibilities. 
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Curiously, Irwinôs Grand Tours ended in a kind of Zen state on the Spanish Mediterranean island 

of Ibiza.  Remote and barren, this became the context where Irwin began to ñunplugò himself 

from culture in general.  On the island of Ibiza, Irwin had no books or television. For eight 

months, Irwinôs only human contacts were transactions of commerce with the fishermen or 

farmers.  At this point, Irwin developed a pattern of taking-in and emptying-out his art school 

education, his early art works, and art history itself. 

 During and after Irwinôs European tours, he produced works of art, showing his work at 

the Felix Landau Gallery in Los Angeles.  Even though Irwin showed with some success at the 

prestigious gallery, he spent most of his time at the shoestring collaborative of Ferus.  The Ferus 

group included those who have become important contemporary artists, such as Richard 

Diebenkorn and Clyfford Still.  After Irwinôs first one-man show at the Felix Landau Gallery, he 

recalls, ñOnce in a while you might get lucky enough to get a real look at what youôre doing.  I 

mean, just that kind of straight focus which happened at that critical point.  And know that 

everything Iôd been doing wasnôt worth shit.ò
36

   

While Irwinôs career has taken a strikingly different trajectory than those of his early 

associations with abstract expressionist painters, his time at Ferus projected an early influence on 

his work.  While Irwin was not completely initiated into this group of artists until Irving Blum 

took the gallery in the late 1950s and retained Irwin as one of his seven Los Angeles artists.  At 

this time in the early sixties, Blum promoted the Los Angeles art scene.  After several years, 

Blum returned to New York without developing any serious art collecting in Los Angeles. Blum 

is a prominent fixture in the New York art world today.   
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Irwin was disturbed with how his Abstract Expressionist works shown at Ferus were 

interpreted by critics. Irwin did not accept how his work was described by his critics what Irwin 

refers to as being ñRorschachedò Ƅreferring to the ink blot test used by psychologists to help 

evoke Freudian-like unconscious connections.
37

  Irwin felt that the ambition of Abstract 

Expressionism was to empty the canvas of pictorial logic and meaning.  Irwin was baffled by 

those who continued to ascribe meaning to abstract expressionist works.   

2.2 Lines.  Irwin began painting canvases a monochrome color and then applied horizontal lines 

to the canvas as a way of eliminating what he considered to be unnecessary gestures.  For 

example, Georgia OôKeeffeôs watercolor, ñLight Coming on the Plains IIIò is ñvirtually abstract 

but still recognizable (in the division between sky and earth) as landscapeò
38

 (see figure 9).  In 

contrast, Irwin wanted that which could not be ñreadò as a narrative or even as a relic of the artist 

process, as in the work of Jackson Pollock.  ñThe whole context of figure and ground was 

coming into question, that it was indeed precisely the abstract expressionist project to fulfill 

cubismôs initial ambition of collapsing the artificial distinctions between figure and ground.ò 

(Weschler p. 55)  

The line paintings, which Irwin painstakingly produced by spending days and weeks 

looking at the paintings, making only a slight modification to the line and then going through the 

self -imposed rigorous process again.  Irwin produced only ten paintings between 1962 and 1964, 

which were essentially an exploration in the physical laws of nature as they apply to the project 

of painting on a canvas.  The horizontal lines were moved slightly up and down in ways that 

were perceptually attuned to their placement.  The subject became the physical properties as 

experienced perceptually by the viewer, who at that time was only the artist himself, 
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Figure 9  Georgia OôKeeffe. ñLight Coming on the Plains III,ò 1917. 

 

as Irwin had begun to isolate himself from social connections.  The canvas would be off an inch 

or two of a mathematically-square canvas.  In a similar manner, as the Greeks implied perceptual 

order by slightly varying the dimensions of true mathematical order.
39

  This type of implied 



 36 

rather than geometrically described order can be seen in the rings of the labyrinth in the Central 

Garden (see figure 10).    

 
 

Figure 10. Plan view of the Central Garden  

 

 

 Irwin was ultimately dissatisfied with his early line paintings because, even  

though he had reduced the canvas image to a few lines on a monochrome ground, they seemed to 

be ñaboutò the lines and the interaction between them.  Whereas Irwin wanted to create a 

painting that wouldnôt be ñaboutò anything.  Weschler describes Irwinôs paintings at this point as 

being transitional ñthey are now addressing the root questions, which, as in philosophy and 

physics, are not about the play of superficial ideas or incidents at all.  Theyôre about the basic 

relationships of the three or four primary aspects of existence in the world:  being-in-time, for 

example, space and presence.ò
40

  The paintings were transitioning away from any possible 

articulate read relating to figure and ground and were instead an experiential process held by the 

viewer.  This same tactile, experiential quality is what Irwin was creating in the Central Garden.  



 37 

For Irwin the garden is not about water, or horticulture, or a formal expression of Euclidôs 

geometry, it is ñaboutò human perception and the experiential process of moving through space.  

The garden as medium has thrown off many of his followers and many landscape architects, 

because they have become familiar and comfortable with the ñperformanceò of Irwinôs art which 

has been predominately of a minimalist style.  While Antonia Bostrom, Getty Curator of 

sculpture and decorative arts concedes, ñMost visitors to the garden see the work as a fabulous 

garden with an incredible palette.ò
41

  Understanding the site commissioned work of art from the 

context of Irwinôs artistic inquiry is essential.   

As with most of Irwinôs work since the 1960ôs, they have no existence outside of the 

viewerôs participation.  While Abstract Expressionist paintings can be discussed, photographed 

and talked about compositionally, Irwinôs line drawings had to be confronted in person and 

operate in such a way that the energy and power of the piece can only be experienced directly.  

No image is recalled or transferable through another medium.  This is why there is so little 

documentation of Irwinôs work. 

2.3 Dots and Disks.  After Irwinôs line drawings, came his dot and disk paintings.  The curved 

shape of the ñcanvasò was beginning to bring the environment into the art experience.  The dot 

paintings were a series of canvasses where small-colored dots were painted in a careful grid 

pattern alternating red and green dots so the dots actually cancelled each other out when held in 

view.  This interaction of color created an energy and vibration in the painting.  ñOne of the 

things that painters all along have known is that you build energy by the interaction between 

things, that one and one donôt make two, but maybe five or eight or ten,ò  (Weschler p 88).  

These perceptual interactions are applied to his work in the garden.  For example, the red-orange 
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margin of the phormium plant glows when placed against the yellow-green and blue-green of the 

surrounding foliage and as it captures the sunlight.  (see figure 11) 

 

Figure 11.  Where the orange foliage and flowers glow in Irwinôs garden to the effect of 

what Joseph Albers describes as simultaneous contrast
42

   

 

 

While working on his disk paintings, in 1965, Irwinôs work along with the work of seven 

other artists was being shown at the Sao Paulo Biennial.  While Irwin never went to see the 

exhibition, he learned that two of his paintings had been destroyed within the first day of the 

show.  Irwin recalls, ñpeople attacked them, they cut them with knives, they threw things at 

them, they spit on them.  I donôt know what all was on them when they got back; it looked like 

Coca Cola.  And they marked them all up, not just one person, apparently, but a number, because 

there were all these different gestures.ò
43

  Irwin is still uncertain why the people in Sao Paulo 

reacted that way to his work, but he guesses that the paintings must have angered people as an 


