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1 ABSTRACT 

The last few years have seen a surge in temporary gardens. The flexibility and new 
challenges involved in conceptualizing and building non-permanent landscapes, has made them 
a creative and stimulating testing ground for designers. A study of the phenomenon of 
temporary gardens is relevant for several reasons. First, because it expands the literature on 
‘temporary urbanism’. Secondly, because it makes a relevant contribution to the disciplines of 
garden design and landscape design. The practice of temporary gardens involves a different 
conception and embodiment of time in design of space – from ‘linear’ time and cyclical time to 
‘the immediacy of here and now’. The emergence of ‘temporality’ as design enquiry has 
prompted designers to look at practices other than garden design.  
The reason for the garden to assume a temporary form, is to respond to recent changing 
societal needs. The first ephemeral gardens are the well-known pre and post second world 
war ‘victory’ gardens (early examples of temporary or ‘meanwhile’ community gardens). However, 
the research has reconstructed a more complex story. The first substantial experimentation 
in temporary gardens has been made by performance, conceptual, and environmental artists 
in the 1970s. In their hands, the garden acquired a political meaning; it was a tool of the 
ecologically-driven global mass movement that was questioning and subverting mankind’s 
disruptive relationship with the environment. For the artists, the combination of ephemerality and 
the garden was a design strategy to manipulate the time expressed in ecological and social 
processes. 
Since the 1980s, the ephemeral garden has been used as a form of public art to great 
advantage of the public and private sectors (Theokas, 2004). It has become an ‘exhibit’ 
showcased in the open-air museums of the ‘temporary garden festival’. The short lifespan, the 
small size and the status of exhibit, are conditions that have propelled designers to explore 
alternative expressions of time in space. The temporary garden is a ‘garden-installation’ – one 
where the spatial relationships between the actors and the artefacts are dynamic and subvert a 
linear or cyclical notion of time (Cauquelin, 2005); and a ‘conceptualistic garden’ (Richardson, 
2008) – where temporality matches with generation and communication of rapidly changing 
ideas that inform evolving markets. The focus on ‘expression’ and ‘narrativity’ in design 
suggests that temporary gardens are an experimental ground of the broader discipline of 
landscape architecture, and are contributing to reaffirming it as a critical cultural practice.  
The temporary gardens that have increasingly colonized the urban public space are bottom-up 
and grassroots expressions of ‘insurgent public space’ (Hou, 2010), or public-private led 
activities that expand the notion of public art by embodying transient modifications of place, 
and community participation. From temporary parks to pop-up gardens, these spaces combine 
multiple activities happening at the same time, organizing the changing and chaotic dynamics of 
nature, culture and the actors of such setting. This exercise of making time into space means 
essentially to amalgam a number of times -- individual, communal, biological as ‘mapping and 
overlay of the different rythmns and systems’ (Akiko, 2013).  
In conclusion, the attribute of temporality in gardens does not simply affect the duration of 
the physical space of the garden, but it revolutionizes the whole concept and process of designing 
time into space. As such, the investigation of the practice of temporary gardens holds the 
premise of making a relevant contribution to both the practice and theory of design. 
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2 INTRODUCTION

As a practitioner within the design collective LAND-I archicolture, co-funded in 2000 with landscape 
architects Marco Antonini and Roberto Capecci, I have conceptualized and built till this day a number of 17 
temporary gardens and landscape installation in the context of garden festivals and more recently in urban 
open space in Italy, France, Canada, England, Germany, Singapore and the United States.  
For us, young architects and landscape architects just graduated from the University of Rome “La 
Sapienza”, the international competitions launched worldwide by private and public institutions since the 
late 1990s that oversaw the realization of temporary garden festivals, were a good opportunity to exercise 
our design skills, explore the theme of the landscape in a short-term format, and capture the attention of 
the international press. Little did we know that we were participating in a broader debate that was to 
influence the discourse on landscape design and garden design, and that the phenomenon of temporary 
gardens would soon spill onto the urban open space as part of the broader incidence of temporary 
urbanism.  

The International Garden Festival of Chaumont sur Loire (France), started in 1992, and the Jardins 
de Métis Garden Festival (Quebec, Canada) started in 2000, are two of the most renewed venues where 
we have built a temporary garden. The French and Canadian garden festivals (on-going, yearly events) are 
indeed a “laboratory” of ideas for garden and landscape design, as many critics have commented. Winning 
projects are selected through an international open-ideas competition, and construction of the gardens is 
funded by the festival’s foundations. Designers take part in most stages of the life-cycle of the garden: 
conceptualization, including delivery of design concept and detailed design; construction of the garden 
(oftentimes in collaboration with local landscape architecture students involved in this process) and 
presentation to the public – this stage involves designers who inform the media and interpret the garden to 
visitors during the opening day.  

Following the success of these festivals, measured both in terms of audience (they are open-air 
exhibits accessible through an entrance fee) and media coverage, many such events have come into being 
since 2000. Some events only last for a few seasons, for instance the Westonbirt Festival of the Garden 
(Britain, 2003—2005); while other events are on-going, such as the Ponte de Lima International Garden 
Festival (Portugal, yearly event since 2005), or are permanent exhibits, such as the Cornerstone Garden 
Festival (Sonoma, US, since 2005). Further, while these garden festivals take place in venues that are 
outside of cities, other similar events have come to be realized in urban open space. Well known are the 
Lausanne Jardins Garden Festival (Switzerland) reoccurring since 1997, the Temporären Gärten in Berlin 
(1997—2003), and the Bilbao Jardín Garden Festival (Spain, 2008—2011).  

The media has increasingly turned its interest towards these temporary garden exhibits by publishing 
garden images in magazines ranging from general culture, to sports, home décor, garden design, politics 
and art. Garden catalogues from the festivals have attempted to interpret the gardens for visitors and the 
media, while several books concerned with landscape design and landscape architecture have critiqued 
many of these ephemeral gardens. By evaluating the gardens based on their supposed contribution to the 
conceptual sphere of garden-making, these publications reiterate the message that temporary gardens 
implemented in garden festivals are advancing the discipline of garden design. Ephemeral gardens 
implemented in these festivals are praised for their emphasis on production and display of novel ideas. 
Johnstone (2007) suggests these events have participated in “recovering the garden” and “infusing it with 
poetic meaning and expanding the very idea of what a garden is, or can be”. The temporary or “exhibited” 
garden is considered a new type resulting from the manipulation and alteration of traditional garden typology 
taking place in the controlled environments of garden festivals. Temporary gardens have been included in 
the broader sphere of “conceptualistic gardens”, a term coined in 2008 by the renewed critic of garden 
design, Tim Richardson, in his publication “Avant Gardeners”. The critic defines conceptualistic gardens as 
those whose uniqueness resides in being “underpinned by a single idea or concept, which informs every 
aspect of the design”. The numerous temporary gardens that he investigates in his book obviously inspired 
the term. 

Having participated as a designer in the discourse around temporary gardens, and being also a 
teacher, I have become interested in the phenomenon per se, and its implications on design-based 
research. However, while several publications have addressed the theme of the temporary garden built in 
the context of garden festivals taking place since the 1990s, it seems to me the phenomenon has not been 
explored in its broader expression. First, there does not seem to be a publication that extends the study of 
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temporary gardens spanning from those implemented within garden festivals to those implemented in urban 
open space. As such, the phenomenon has not been historized. Were temporary gardens implemented in 
garden festivals from the 1990s the first of their kind? What were the underlying motivations that propelled 
institutions and designers to adopt and promote temporary gardens? Were garden designers responding 
to changing societal and political needs?  

Secondly, in terms of design-based research, what are the characteristics that define the temporary 
garden and its supposed contribution to the discipline of garden design that could be useful to both 
pedagogy and practice? What does the temporary garden add to the conversation around temporary 
urbanism? Lastly, does the practice of temporary garden-making affect the way urban open space can be 
used, and in what manner? 

3 METHODS 

The scope of this research is multifold. On one hand, I have been interested in extending the history 
of temporary gardens by understanding its beginnings, the motivations and underpinnings of contemporary 
garden festivals, and the implications of temporary gardens in urban open space. Critic John Dixon Hunt 
remarks that temporary gardens are quite a recent phenomenon (Hunt, 2014). But how recent is this 
phenomenon, and what are its roots? 

On the other hand, my interest is on the temporary garden as an extension of design-based research, 
the temporary garden as object of design enquiry. While several publications agreed that temporary 
gardens implemented in garden festivals have been indeed making a relevant contribution to the discipline 
of garden and landscape design, much could still be added to elucidate the manner in which this occurred? 
To accomplish these two goals, multiple paths have been taken. 

First, a pure literature review to expand the history of temporary gardens. The definition for 
“temporary garden” was articulated by using a catalogue classification scheme (Deming and 
Swaffield,2011). Gardens were classified and divided into groups, where different kinds of temporary 
gardens were described and organized, with main ideas discussed.  

The catalogue is a collection of items identified and brought together based on some shared quality 
(for instance typical properties, pattern, behaviors or themes); the following step in classification is to search 
for patterns that might occur, which would afford further insight on the nature of the phenomenon.  
Classification research is designed to generate a sample that represents a range of differences and 
similarities (Deming and Swaffield,2011, 129). 

A particular kind of catalogue, which is very relevant for this study, is the “typology” – a classification 
scheme that seeks to categorize variant design forms typically as a response to pragmatic cultural and 
environmental problems (Deming and Swaffield,2011, 133). My assumption is that the temporary garden is 
a new genre, an evolution of the garden into a defined typology. Also, that this overarching typology 
comprises a number of types that, although distinct in certain features, have come communalities that 
define them. 

Secondly, presentations of case studies are made, which not only describe the gardens and their 
process but compare them in order to present some generalizable data. This draws specifically on one 
quality or pattern analyzed, concerning the aspect of design in relation to the theme of time – to prove the 
thesis that the aspect of temporality does not affect only the duration of the work, but the whole concept 
and process of designing. The collected and elaborated data has been used as evidence to support this 
claim. (Booth, Colomb and Williams, 2003, 32). 

The investigation therefore proceeded on different levels. Setting out to extend the history of 
temporary gardens, the initial literature review started from abundant publications related to garden festivals 
implemented since the 1990s and their temporary gardens, which seemed to be the most acknowledged 
form of ephemeral gardens. In the search for transient gardens implemented on urban open space, a 
literature review was made relating the phenomenon of “temporary urbanism” – the temporary use of empty 
spaces in urban areas aiming to revitalize them. 

To decipher the temporary gardens, two actions were made: focusing the literature review to 
synthesize and abstract core concepts related to design critique; and then testing these assumptions on 
selected temporary gardens created across various years by a number of designers, artists, landscape 
architects, etc.  
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 The selection of temporary gardens was made across three periods that saw the insurgence of 
temporary gardens identified from the literature review as defined by the researcher’s reconstruction of its 
historical evolution: the 1970s and the insurgence of temporary gardens made by avant-garde artists, the 
1980s and 1990s with the consolidation of temporary garden festivals as forms of urban regeneration of 
cities and regions, and the recent phenomenon of temporary urbanism. 
 The study of the literature defined a potential list of gardens to be examined, which was shortened 
based on four distinguishing features -- the case studies needed to be designed for a purpose, to be a 
space, to contain plants, and to be conceptualized as temporary. 
 Parallel to the literature review, a progressive identification of some temporary gardens worthy of 
further studies was conducted on the basis of the four distinguished characteristics, and their designers 
were contacted to gain information (such as drawings, texts, images). As landscape design critics John 
Dixon Hunt and Karl Kullman point out, when criticizing ephemeral gardens designed for garden festivals 
“it is really only when a garden is explained […] that these rather gnomic projects make much sense” (Hunt, 
2014). A number of fifty designers gave their material. Recollecting such documentation, it soon became 
clear that designers extensively documented the garden, both in words and with other media. However, 
this effort was done as much to document, and display, the meaning of the garden, as to actually make 
such meaning alive, that is to transform abstract themes into concrete physical spaces. 
 
4 LITERATURE REVIEW AND SYNTHESIS 
 
4.1 Extending the History of Temporary Gardens 
 
 An extensive literature review resulted in the reconstruction of the historical evolution of the 
phenomenon of temporary gardens, identifying three periods that saw the insurgence of different forms of 
temporary gardens: the insurgence of temporary gardens made by avant-garde artists in the 1970s, the 
consolidation of temporary garden festivals as part of urban regeneration projects of cities and regions in 
the late 1980s and the 1990s, and ephemeral gardens implemented since 2000 in urban public space as 
part of the incidence of temporary urbanism.  
 The initial literature review was based on publications that essentially feature temporary gardens 
implemented since the 1990s for garden festivals. Amongst them were the catalogues of the exhibits, as 
well as books documenting those exhibits, or contextualizing temporary gardens within the broader sphere 
of contemporary garden and landscape design (Waugh, 2016; Barbaux, 2015; Zamora, Mola, Fajardo, 
2010; Sanchez Vidiella, 2008; Barbaux, 2008; Bahamon, 2005; Hill, 2004;  Pigeat, 2004; Cooper, 2003; 
Jones, 2003). 
 A constant trait that defined ephemeral gardens made in garden festivals seemed to be an 
association to art practices. Boudreau (2007, 159) highlights that garden festivals “offer an important and 
appealing space for artists seeking a wider audience”, and that garden art belongs to the sphere of public 
art, whose primary purpose is to connect artists to the general public. Johnstone (2007, 7-9) surfaces that 
artists’ interest towards the garden might have been connected to an earlier phenomenon when, in the 
1970s, artists sought to break out of gallery contexts to explore new territories and question contemporary 
artistic practices. She alludes to the theories explicated by French garden design critic Cauquelin, who 
defines the temporary garden conceptualized for fairs and garden festivals as an “exhibited garden” and 
“installation garden”.  
 In highlighting the connection of the temporary garden with art practices, these suggestions paved 
the path to further research the relationship between avant-garde art, public art and the garden, as well as 
the significance of garden festivals as incubator of novel ideas around the garden, and the insurgence of 
the temporary garden as a possible mutation, or evolution, of the garden.  
 The connection between art and landscape architecture was restored anew in the 1990s by several 
renewed landscape architects, among whom Peter Walker and Martha Swartz, who both explored the 
theme of the temporary garden. Martha Swartz’s temporary “Bagel Garden”, which she built in her Boston’s 
house in 1979, is a notable precedent. Incidentally, Walker and Swartz were included in a new wave of 
“avant-garde” designers by landscape architect and theorist Brenda Brown, in her article ‘Avant-Gardism 
and Landscape’ (1991). She pointed out a movement of designers with an intention to bring innovations to 
landscape design, suggesting they “commonly express three fundamental objectives: (1) to make a 
landscape architecture that is art; (2) to make works that are visually strong; and (3) to make works that are 
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meaningful” (Brown, 1991). The term ‘‘avant-gardeners” is borrowed several years later by Tim Richardson 
(2008), who underlines that almost all renown contemporary landscape architecture firms have built a 
temporary garden -- including Dutch West8, Berlins Topotek 1, Canadian Claude Cormier, American firms 
Topher Delaney, Ken Smith, Gustafson-Porter, Michael van Valkenburgh and Cao Perrot. A communality 
amongst these designers seemed to be their rejection of the “romantic” and “naturalistic” tradition of western 
garden design, in favour of the influences of “modernism, postmodernism, pop art, and land art”.  
 In his “Grounds for Review. The Garden Festival in Urban Planning and Design” Andrew Theokas 
reconstructs the evolution of garden festivals from horticultural events to temporary garden exhibits 
conceived as an amalgam of cultural and commercial imperatives. He makes the connection between 
garden festivals and public art-based cultural regeneration programs activated by governments in the 1980s 
and early 1990s. In the venues of garden festivals, public artworks and theme gardens came to be exhibited 
in an open-air museum setting, for instance in the Liverpool (1984), Stoke-on-Trent (1986), Glasgow (1988), 
Gateshead (1990) and Ebbw Vale (1992) garden festivals, which involved the requalification of large areas 
of derelict lands in Britain's post-industrial districts. Progressively, in those venues the theme gardens 
became the sole attraction of the festivals, themselves assuming the status of public artworks.  
 The history of temporary gardens follows the evolution of horticultural shows that flourished in the 
west during the era of "industrialization", which focused on trade and display of exotic plants as well as 
technological advances and inventions in the field of horticulture and were connected to a general trend of 
world’s fairs and expositions designed by nations to showcase their achievements. However, in horticultural 
expositions the ephemeral gardens for a long time resulted in mere exhibits of plants or national gardens 
styles that did not propose much innovations in garden design. A notable exception are the temporary 
gardens designed for the 1925 Paris Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et Industriels Modernes. 
which focused on conceptual design, while their aesthetics were closely connected to the arts of that era 
(Dodds, 2002) 
 The “Petit traité du jardin ordinaire” by Cauquelin (2003) highlights that in garden festivals 
implemented in the 1980s, art and garden hybridized in new ways. Participating in the resurgence of the 
arts in public debate, the garden transformed into an object of aesthetic consumption, a “fashion victim”. 
She suggests that, in “importing” contemporary art in the garden grounds, a public mechanism seemed 
necessary to trigger the shift: this was the objective of the exhibition, be it garden festival or other. The 
garden hosted by the festival became the place where such exchange of culture took place: the “exhibited 
garden” was born as a contemporary variation of the garden, which was morphing into a public artwork. 
During this transformation, the garden left the classical and humanistic grounds that traditionally 
characterized it, to venture towards new territories (Cauquelin, 2005).  
 Theokas, Cauquelin and Johnstone agree that the practice of temporary gardens implemented in 
garden festivals has been making a relevant contribution to the discipline of garden and landscape design. 
They underline that a postmodern influence is responsible for the mutation of temporary gardens into public 
artworks, which is discernible in a re-invention of the traditional vocabulary that structures the garden: the 
use of an eclectic mixture of styles, the reference to different historic periods and the deployment of 
vernacular architectural details. Further, postmodern ideals have driven designers of themed gardens built 
for garden festivals to experiment with and combine different mediums. They employ mixed-media and 
materials that were not previously used in garden making. The new approaches to garden design in 
ephemeral gardens are contributing to the making of the contemporary idea of the garden as a “hybrid that 
draws on and is influenced as much by the garden and its history as by art and architecture, urban and 
industrial design, film theatre popular culture and new technologies” (Johnstone, 2007, 8). 
 Most importantly, in defining the temporary garden as “exhibited garden” and “installation garden”, 
Cauquelin surfaces that these novel statuses change drastically the way the garden is conceptualized, built, 
and experienced. The suggestion given by Johnstone exhorted me to check the role of avant-garde art, 
and artists, in the making of the temporary garden. The publication “Trans plant: living vegetation in 
contemporary art” (Nemitz et A., 2000) studies the artworks made by a number of contemporary artists who 
have used living plants as their medium, including some temporary gardens.  

It surfaces that artists have been interested in nature for its intrinsic qualities of living, evolving 
material, starting to use it as a medium of expression since the 1970s. Finding the practice of working with 
nature exciting and unconventional, they engaged nature because working with life and death manifested: 
time, matter and decay, and the interaction of the artists and visitors with plants as live beings revolutionized 
the processes of conception and making of the art-piece. The author underlines that, in manipulating nature 
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in a garden, land artists, earth and environmental artists, as well as conceptual and performance artists, 
engaged a critique that influenced and triggered a public debate, thus making a fundamental contribution 
to the 1970s ecologically-driven global mass movement, which was striving to question and subvert 
mankind’s disruptive relationship with the environment. 

In the artists’ temporary gardens, the ecological stance and the conceptualistic approach seemed 
to merge. Broadening the research to embrace the work of a number of avant-garde artists -- quite an 
exhaustive list is contained in the publication “Land and environmental art” (Wallis and Kastner, 1998); and 
contacting the artists directly -- revealed they used ephemeral gardens to explore a primordial state of 
things, the earth, life and evolution, and mankind’s destructive relationship with the environment. In doing 
so, not only did artists allowed nature to physically enter their work as a predominant feature, but also 
revealed the social and cultural aspect of nature. 

The legacy of 1970s’ artworks on the conceptualization of the current idea of temporary gardens -- 
with artists and designers transforming gardens into installations, performances or events -- seems strong. 
Artists such as Helen and Newton Harrison, Robert Smithson, Bonnie Ora Sherk and Howard Levine, Liz 
Christy. Kate Ericson and Mel Ziegler engaged the theme of the temporary garden. Through their hands, 
nature acquired a political meaning; it was used as a critique, and the expression of certain ideologies. The 
research surfaced that artists employed nature to engage urban public space, proposing remedies for social 
or environmental concerns. They used the garden as the tool for a revolution, where nature was both 
represented in unconventional ways and manipulated to engage live processes. 

The investigations of the explorative actions performed in the 1970s on and with nature in the city 
revealed a discourse that, mostly from the new millennium, has led to the widespread phenomenon of 
temporary gardens in the urban environment. Works such as the 1970’s Portable Parks I-III by Bonnie Ora 
Sherk and Howard Levine (Ora Sherk, 2020) -- replicated in Rebar’s PARK(ing) Day, an annual worldwide 
event where artists, designers and citizens since 2005 transform parking spots into temporary public parks 
and gardens -- or Liz Christy’ 1970s community gardens in New York (Green Guerrillas, 2020) have 
constituted a replicable model, in so far they impressed in people’s mind that public space could be re-
imagined and debated by all, and in connecting the idea of nature and the garden to the city. Artists’ nature 
in the garden was charged with political meanings embracing the social and the environmental spheres: 
nature brought back to the urban environment for food produce; nature growing to mend the city’s polluted 
environments; nature as expressive form to denounce environmental concerns; nature revitalizing socially, 
culturally and aesthetically the ‘dead’ spaces in the city; nature that was portable and temporary, 
meanwhile, evolving; and nature brought back as collective or individual endeavor. 

This new understanding was cross-referenced with a literature review revealing notions around 
temporary gardens that, since 2000, have increasingly colonized urban open space as part of the 
phenomenon of temporary urbanism. Similar to public art, these gardens advocate a role as catalysts of 
urban transformation. The critique claims that their condition of temporality is in fact the motor that triggers 
urban change (Overmeyer and Misselwitz, 2011). 

The actors that promote and conceptualize temporary interventions in urban open space, including 
ephemeral gardens, range from the public to the private sectors, as well as self-empowered communities 
and individuals. Some temporary initiatives involve artists and are promoted by municipalities to improve 
an area’s image, with the ultimate aim of increasing land value. The main objective is to revitalize the social 
role of public space by involving the community in various ways. Ultimately, these projects encourage the 
creation of new social networks, eventually translating cultural vitality into economic dynamism. Inherent in 
these initiatives is a municipality’s tendency to understand temporary projects as forms of public art that 
have the potential to reinforce and build social capital, provide educational opportunities for residents, and 
help trigger a process of urban regeneration (Bishop and Williams, 2012). 

The publication “Temporary Urban Spaces” (Haydn, 2006) examines meanings and perspectives of 
temporary and interim uses of urban spaces promoted in present times by the private and public sectors, 
as well as ephemeral interventions that sprout as bottom-up, grassroot activism. These various practices 
of temporary urbanism, which include parks and gardens, have two merits that pertain to their temporary 
nature as well as the practice of inclusion. The short span of existence of the work accounts for more 
intense interactions and deeper changes in perceptions. Through the act of participation, people became 
part of the artistic production, of the urban actions, while the event becomes part of them, and this ultimately 
implies radical change (Haydn, 2006, 92). 
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Temporary interventions, including gardens, have proved to be a good alternative to top-down 
government planning, which tends to be costly, slow, and constrained by bureaucracy, as well as primarily 
focused on end results. For many reasons, public authorities have embraced the “meanwhile” as a 
momentary solution for citizens and interest groups to appropriate mostly vehicular urban environments, 
transforming them into pedestrian and community-oriented places. By promoting the design of low-cost 
parklets in underutilized vehicular spaces (for instance carparks or excess roadways) the San Francisco’s 
“Pavement to Parks” program has augmented the creation of pedestrian-friendly spaces (Groundplay, 
2020). This praxis learns from a tradition of parklets and other temporary landscape spaces and 
playgrounds popular in 1960s in American cities, especially in New York.   

A different set of temporary gardens sprout from bottom-up, grassroots activism. They are amongst 
those temporary “claims” in the city made by involved citizens. These actions have been interpreted as 
urban ‘interventions’ or “reconfigurations” of space seemingly spontaneous or arising without consent, 
which vary from art installations to urban agriculture (Bishop and Williams, 2012).Temporary gardens are 
part of those ephemeral, meanwhile or interim social and artistic interventions implemented by citizens and 
communities in public space of cities around the world that often represent “small yet persistent challenges 
against the increasingly regulated, privatized and diminishing forms of public space” (Hou, 210). Hou claims 
that these temporary interventions are forms of “insurgent public space” that consist of reactions against 
the current state of urban public space, which is often configured as a place of exclusion. 

Today’s temporary gardens, as previous pioneering artists’ interventions, often claim underutilized 
spaces in the city, or spaces which the community feels are less and less available to the population, 
privatized and commercialized – often defined as Privately Owned Public Spaces or POPS – or simply 
invaded by cars. Carried out on a larger scale, the grassroots, bottom-up activities involve a growing 
number of people in collective and individual experiments that reclaim meanwhile nature in the city, sending 
ecological and social messages in an informal manner, out of the rigid confinements and regulations 
dictated by conventional state-led urban planning.  

In essence, the closer connection between art and garden that started in the 1970s, increased the 
popularity of the later, stressing the idea of the garden as a medium of expression, while making explicit 
that new forms of garden were possible, which could be temporary and itinerant. In the process of using 
the garden as art venue, the artists brought a novel sensibility, which differed from that of garden designers, 
and their endeavours widened the traditional vocabulary of garden design. By focusing attention towards 
nature in urban public space and placing an emphasis on process rather that product, artists revealed the 
natural inclination of the garden towards flexibility and variability, stressing an ephemeral and meanwhile 
quality of nature in the city, which paved the way for alternative, social forms of appropriation of urban 
space. 

4.2 Deciphering Temporary Gardens 

Deciphering temporary gardens meant to abstract from the literature core concepts related to the 
design critique. One of the scopes of the literature review was that of overcoming the distinctions in design 
critique that is usually operated both in public artworks and temporary gardens. The two prevailing critical 
paradigms that have been used to evaluate public artworks are the “productionist” and the “semiotic” 
paradigms. The “productionist” paradigm has sought to evaluate public artworks through the examination 
of practices, structures and procedures of production, while the “semiotic paradigm” employs the techniques 
of “iconographic reconstruction”, claiming that public art has the ability of turning “space into place” and 
arguing that there exists some “quality of place” that can be captured through the practices of planning and 
design, and that public art has managed to distil and articulate these essences, investing abstracts concepts 
with a social meaning (Hall and Robertson, 2001). 

In a similar manner, researchers that study the phenomenon of temporary urbanism – which includes 
temporary gardens built in urban open space – examine them as “actions” and “practices” implemented by 
the various actors who engage in the requalification of cities’ public space (Hou, 2010). On the other hand, 
ephemeral gardens implemented in garden festivals are praised for their supposed capacity to provide 
experiences, contributing to defining novel manners of infusing meaning to space and ultimately creating 
“place”. On these grounds, in 2008 Tim Richardson in his publication “Avant Gardeners” included temporary 
gardens in a broader sphere of “conceptualistic gardens”. 
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In short, there seems to be a divide between an understanding of public artworks (and temporary gardens) 
as cultural expressions -- an approach that recalls their ‘semantics’ -- that is relating to their meaning and 
how it is created through signs and symbols, the visual and linguistic; and as activities – that is by looking 
into the practices and procedures of their production. 
 The divergence between “process” and “representation” in temporary gardens has been delineated 
by Karl Kullmann, in his evaluation of the temporary gardens built for the 2011 Xi’an International 
Horticultural Exposition in China (Kullmann, 2012). He divides the gardens made for the event in two 
groups: the “processual” type gardens and the “representational” type gardens, where the design of the 
latter focused on representation of landscapes – either mythical or nation-states, and the “processual” 
concepts were seeking to embody and amplify dynamic ecological processes, mostly by employing the 
inherent plants’ qualities of living, evolving material. Kullmann notes that the design-brief given to the teams 
participating to the garden-exhibits, challenged them to “move beyond ‘language, image, character, or 
subjectivity characterized by the romantic, expressionist, picturesque, or vernacular” (therefore a garden 
layout revolving around a thematic representation), by substituting in its place a methodology of “process… 
collective engagement [and] translative definitions”. 
 In his review, Kullman makes the connection between thematic design and meaning-construction 
(story-telling) in temporary gardens, an idea that is also placed forward by the garden critic Tim Richardson 
in his book. In “Landscape Narratives” (1998), landscape architects Potteiger and Purinton explore the 
concept of the landscape as a narrative. In their work, they attempt to decipher the significant relationship 
between narrative and construction of space in landscape architecture and landscape design. Furthermore, 
they attempt to understand the design processes and methodologies that have been used in landscape 
design and in the design of gardens to activate narratives through the manipulation of space. They 
recognize story-making or narrative as a practice that is necessary in garden and landscape design in order 
to link the intangible aspects of place-making – sense of time, event, experience and memory – to the more 
tangible aspects – forms and space, elements, and processes. This recognition follows the theories 
developed in the 1960s and 1970s by French philosopher Jean Paul Gustave Ricoeur, who expanded the 
study of textual interpretation to include the ‘narrative theory’. By theorizing that narratives combine two 
dimensions: a temporal sequence of events, and a non-chronological configuration that organizes narrative 
into spatial patterns, Ricoeur made the connection between ‘narrativity’ – or story-making -- and space-
making.  
 For understanding landscape narratives, Potteiger and Purington elaborate on key concepts adopted 
and adapted from contemporary narrative theory. They refer to the literary works of de Saussure, Levi-
Strauss and Barthes. In the exercise of understanding the manners in which narratives have been 
constructed through landscape design, the theorists uncover the role of “figures of speech” or “tropes” such 
as metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony, and discuss the concepts of the “realm of story”, 
“context/intertext” and “discourse” as components that are crucial to the understanding of the narratives of 
the landscape. 
 Incidentally, Potteiger and Purington’s metaphor of the garden “walls” as “contextual/intercontextual 
realm” – a heterotopic site where space and the elements in space are strategized into a “cultural system 
of signification” that has to be contained within an enclosure – fits well the condition of the ephemeral 
garden built in the “fair” or “exhibit”, which intrinsically implies the construction of artificial settings that are 
centered on narratives and ideas. The design of temporary gardens made for exhibits revolves around the 
orchestration of an artificial world, thus pushing to the extreme the natural condition of the garden as artifice. 
The fair posed a novel challenge to the garden -- the absence of a context as reference for design; the 
traditional garden walls are the delimitations of the barren and compartmentalized lots of the exhibition, 
which appear much like empty museum rooms. However, despite the illusion of enclosure, the stories 
narrated by the garden are necessarily interrelated with other aspects “outside” the physical boundary of 
the garden exhibit.  
 Naturally, the exhibited garden becomes the ideal ground for experimentation that uses devices or 
schemes traditionally employed to construct meaning or narrative in the garden: metaphor (transfer), 
metonomy (association), synectode (fragment) and irony (incongruity), which perform the function of 
relating one thing to another. Specifically, those devices can be used by the designer to relate the garden-
layout or some of the elements that compose it, to a wider context or landscape of reference, therefore 
opening “other associations, references and codes beyond the intention of the author” (Potteiger and 
Purinton, 1998).  
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On the same lines as Potteiger and Purington, landscape architect and critic Anne Whiston Spirn 
advocates for understanding landscape as a ‘carrier’ of meanings. She underlines that “landscape has all 
the features of language. It contains the equivalent of words and parts of speech – patterns of shape, 
structure, material, formation, and function. All landscapes are combinations of these”, and, in synthesis, 
that “Landscape is scene of life, cultivated construction, carrier of meaning. It is a language” (Spirn, 1998). 
Spirn explores ways of using the language of landscape to interpret the landscape, and also as a framework 
for action. Making a parallel between landscape and language, she analyses figures of speech and rhetoric 
as they can be employed to decipher the landscape and uses this approach as a vehicle to rehabilitate 
communities in the landscape.  

In these theoretical underpinnings, “narrative” is seen as a procedure for form-generation and the 
construction of an experiential journey. However, as Alon-Mozes (2006) has highlighted, neither Potteiger 
and Purington nor Spirn translate this framework into a design tool kit, and the discourse is therefore still 
open to interpretation. Similarly, these experiences are of some help in attempting a design critique on 
temporary gardens, but do not entirely solve the divide between a semiotic and a productionist evaluating 
paradigm. 

On the other hand, looking at the temporary garden as essentially an artwork, opens new 
perspectives. The book “Trans plant: living vegetation in contemporary art” (Nemitz, 2000) suggests that 
for the artist that uses nature as a medium – the artist-gardener – “works with plants are dynamic forms 
that develop with temporal dimensions”. In a garden that is conceptualized mainly as a work of art, the artist 
encounters “something that is alive” -- the plants, which “exhibit relationships of dependence by virtue of 
the constant need for suitable living conditions”. As such, “the artist’s intervention is a manipulation of life 
processes which in turn provide a feedback” (Nemitz, 2000). The publication suggests that time, and 
therefore process, is a key element that helps deciphering a temporary garden as much as an artwork. 
Permanent landscapes and gardens have a sense of time embedded in their physical aspect. It is 
expressed through cyclical times (the seasonal and ecological cycles) and linear times (the biological 
evolution of plants). The users of the garden inherently interact with these cycles. The temporary gardens, 
due to their limited lifespan, deploy plants to explore concepts of time, evolution and change, in a third 
dimension of time that is neither linear nor cyclical. 

In comparing the ephemeral gardens made by the artists in the 1970s and 1980s, with temporary 
gardens implemented in garden festivals since the 1990s, it became clear that both used the ephemeral 
garden as experimental grounds for a physical or metaphorical use of nature. Some artist-designers employ 
vegetation as a medium to carry messages that recount mankind’s often difficult relationship with nature. 
While the issues at stake may be be partly social or historical, they also have to do with genetics, identity 
and artificiality. Others manipulate plants as material for scientific experimentations. The exposure and 
treatment of genetically modified plants or use of test-beds that study the plants’ phases of germination and 
decay, ultimately propel the garden’s makers, and its users, to deal with the themes of life and death 
manifested. These ephemeral gardens expose controversial messages about our exploitation of the planet. 
Ultimately, in the exhibited garden, the designer, much like with a work of art, manipulates life-processes. 
However, while a gardener chooses biological considerations above the semantic ones – he is interested 
in plants for their productive use – in the arrangement of the garden the artist-gardener places meaning 
above utility, or decorative appeal (Herbstreuth, 2000, 143). The artist-designer chooses the garden as a 
medium to explore life-processes and to express these processes into a physical space. The garden gives 
him/her the opportunity of using plants to organize a situation where “artists and viewers have an 
opportunity to experience themselves within a living whole, and the roles of producer and recipient shift 
towards participation”. The relationship between the plants, the objects in space and the visitors is then 
strategized as in installation art, with alternative scenarios that take place temporally as well as spatially.  
This key to reading a temporary garden – by understanding gardens as artworks and looking at time and 
process by hypothesizing different dimensions of time that are neither linear nor cyclical -- finds other 
confirmations.  

Cauquelin (2005) reads temporary gardens as garden-installations. Her understanding of temporary 
gardens learns from Claire Bishop’s definition of “installation art” as “the type of art into which the viewer 
physically enters, and which is often described as ‘theatrical’, immersive’ or ‘experiential’”, although, Bishop 
remarks, the works appear very diverse in terms of appearance, content and scope (Bishop, 2005). 
Cauquelin suggest they take shape within the fundamental traits of the postmodern movement in relation 
to art, namely: 
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 Theatricality -- a concept relating to “performance” or “performativity”, to the actors as well as “acting” 
and “staging” a situation. The presence of actors -- live performers -- gives the installation an 
inherent theatricality. In both mediums, installation art and garden installation, the spectator is 
conceived as an active participant and contributor of the work, and an integral part of the 
significance of the project. The spectator is part of the piece, sometimes even author of the garden 
itself.  The evolution of the user from “spectator” to “actor” underlines the inherent theatricality of 
the work.  

 Narrative -- a concept relating to the notions of “acting”, “fiction”, “narration” and “narrativity”. The 
evolution of a narrative inherently brings-in and connects to time, which becomes an essential 
defining characteristic of the garden-installation, with respect to the intended ephemeral nature of 
the work, as well as the duration of the narrative experience. Developing a narrative in the 
temporary garden – the staging of a story that involves the actors and the space – means to use 
time and conceive of time as one would when strategizing an installation. 

 Site -- the specificity of “place”, which appeals to the concept of “in situ” and “site-specificity”; it 
connects to the idea of constructing the garden as a defined, self-sufficient place, a “world by itself” 
or microcosms. In an installation its designer strives to set the displacement of visitors inside the 
fictitious site of the artwork, and builds the narrative as a measure of such displacement. The 
“exhibited garden” exists in the endless duration of the exhibit that one enters, in the process of 
timeless wondering within the work itself. Paradigm of the contemporary, scenography where the 
scenic space became “place”, the garden proposes/sets re-orientation and displacement as 
necessary measures to enact the performance. This novel condition of the garden oftentimes 
determines a complete detachment from the environment of the festival grounds. The site of 
reference of the garden is not the physical context of the fair, but the inner world that is created 
within the boundaries of the garden exhibit. The very essence of events such as fairs and garden 
festivals reside in their being “heterotopic” sites – fictional settings designed to provide visitors with 
novel experiences, whose layouts are devised as “worlds within worlds”. The “fair” is a real place 
that juxtaposes several spaces, thus dealing with and displaying various layers of meaning or 
relationships to other places foreign and “other” than immediately meet the eye. In this manner, the 
ephemeral garden pushes to the extreme the condition of the garden as an inner, self-sufficient, 
and enclosed magical world. 

 Impurity – implies notions like “citation”, “fragmentation”, “heterogeneity”, “hybridization” and 
“interdisciplinarity”. This concept applies to materiality and cross-breeding of different media and 
materials. Garden spaces are not defined by their materiality. Artists and designers of temporary 
gardens use an unlimited diversity of materials. For the sake of interactivity, designers interbreed 
and weave varied media: sound, videos, photography and other technologies to complement, 
hybridize or substitute practices of horticulture and traditional elements that make the vocabulary 
of gardens. In this manner, the exhibition becomes a condition inherent to the work, and influences 
temporal and spatial practices. 

 
 In synthesis, the temporary garden is a garden-installation, and as such it defies the conventional 
notion of linear or cyclical times explicated in the logic of organization of space. The French-language 
literature on the practice of art installations, and how it relates to studies on landscape, is quite exhaustive. 
The publication “L’installation. Pistes et territoires” (1997, 26) edited by the Centre des arts actuels Skol, 
sited in Montreal (incidentally, the Jardins de Métis Garden Festival takes place nearby the city) points out 
that the art installation designates in the space an 'open geography' sculptural piece, while Cauquelin 
(2005) underlines that in the garden installation, “fragments”, “citations”, “allusions”, and “signals” interact 
with each other to multiply the possible readings of the garden, so that the interpretation of the work does 
not converge towards a final and univocal meaning. 
 One can derive that the installation garden, much like installation-art and environmental art, can be 
inscribed within a new understanding of the garden-artwork: the “time-space paradigm” (Centre des arts 
actuels SKOL, Cotton and Bérubé, 1997, 73). These theories resemble concepts expressed in the paper 
collected in Landscape Research Record No.01 “Sculpting in Time: Transient Landscapes and Time 
Focused Urban Design” (Akiko, 2013), which explores temporary, small-scale urban design projects. These 
projects are implemented in urban public space with the idea of temporality in landscape, proposing its role 
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as an active and formative design element in shaping the contemporary landscape architecture discourse 
as well as physical design. The author suggests these recent transient projects seem to be successful in 
bringing a sense of being “here and now” into the public sphere. Transient interventions do not rely on 
sense of time embedded in the physical aspects of landscape itself, such as ecological cycles, biological 
evolution and expression of season, but exhibit a different aspect of designed time: “in contrast to a linear 
understanding of time […] the quality of contemporary transient projects can be said to offer alternative 
scenarios that take place temporally as well as spatially.” 

With reference to the relationship between time and landscape design, the article suggests that 
designing a landscape “inherently involves setting up and organizing time –be it, expected plant growth, 
growth patterns, scheduled maintenance…” In essence, in a designed garden, as well as in a designed 
landscape, the “projection and manipulation of time(s) is perhaps as determining in the success of a design 
as the formal layout and materiality of physical space.” What we design as “landscape” is not a 
product/object, but we design the “landscape of becoming” (Akiko, 2013). 

4.3  Time is the Variable that Defines the Design of Temporary Gardens 

On one hand, the portion of research conducted through a literature review sought to extend the 
history of temporary gardens by understanding its beginnings: avant-garde gardens implemented since the 
1970s, the motivations and underpinnings of contemporary garden festivals in the 1980s and 1990s, and 
the implications of temporary gardens in urban open space. On the other hand, the research also wanted 
to abstract from the literature review core concepts related to the design critique and test these assumptions 
on selected temporary gardens made along the years by various designers, artists, landscape architects, 
etc. This procedure wanted to use the garden as an object of design enquiry, in the belief that the 
investigation of the practice of temporary gardens would make a relevant contribution to both the practice 
and theory of design. 

It is in the second instance – the design critique – that the research ultimately focused. Concepts 
abstracted from the literature review were used to criticise the design of temporary gardens. First, the use 
of a “semiotic” paradigm or “productionist” paradigm to evaluate the gardens, amply used in the evaluation 
of public artworks. While the first leverages the concepts of iconographic reconstruction, thematic design, 
production of “place” and “meaning”, and ultimately promotes conceptual design – a design whose 
uniqueness resides in its being underpinned by a strong idea, which informs all aspects of the design; the 
second paradigm evaluates gardens on the basis of practices, structures and procedures of production, an 
exercise essentially made to assess gardens built as recent practices of temporary urbanism.  

However, these two paradigms seem to accentuate a divergence between “process” and 
“representation” in temporary gardens, which ultimately did not help in evaluating the individual garden. 
The extension of these theoretical underpinnings brought forward by Potteiger and Purinton, as well as 
Spirn, helped to tie them together. The narrative theory attempts to link abstract concepts to spatial patterns. 
While the critics refer to narrative as a strategy that means to connect the intangible aspects of place-
making (such as sense of time, memory and event, experience) to the more tangible aspects (elements 
and processes, shapes and space) thus overcoming a divide between a semiotic or productionist mode of 
evaluation of the garden, they leave the design critique open to interpretation. 

At this point, the critique revolving around temporary gardens manages to expand the above 
assumptions relating to the evaluation of public artworks, as well as complement the design critique 
concerned with landscape design and landscape architecture. Reading temporary gardens as exhibited 
gardens and garden installations, allows Cauquelin to explore further the “time-space paradigm” to 
substantiate an effective design critique that goes beyond the divide of “representation” versus “process”. 
First, she expands Potteiger and Purington’s metaphor of the “contextual/intercontextual realm” – the 
garden as a heterotopic site where space and elements in space are organized into a “cultural system of 
signification” contained in the enclosure. The installation garden is itself “site” or “place” – both 
representation and process – which, Cauquelin comments, exists in the duration of the exhibit that one 
enters, in the process of timeless wondering within the garden itself. 

When confronted with an installation, the spectator does not just pass by or in front of the art-object 
but is integrated into a situation in which he/she is inherently part of the object. The installation and the 
staging of the “situation” resolves in the establishment of a unique set of spatial relations among the object 
and the architectural space, which forces the spectator to become part of the situation – the set of 
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circumstances - that are created (Centre des arts actuels SKOL, Cotton and Bérubé, 1997, 17). The 
installation-practice binds the “performance of the work” -- therefore a spatial dimension -- and the 
“performance of the actors” that are part of the work. As such, the garden installation, which is essentially 
made of the interactions between the “actors” and the “space”, and the objects in space, takes place within 
a certain ephemeral dimension of time (Cauquelin, 2005). 

In this manner, the garden is both a representation of an event, of a concept – a scenography – and 
a performance, a “work in progress”. These assumptions imply that the temporary, exhibited garden, as 
installation, is the orchestration of a loose geography, or relationship, of people and objects in space that 
is not unidirectional, but multi-directional. The ephemeral garden, as installation is the organization of space 
as setting of parts into a relationship. 

This takes the design critique of the garden to a further level. What emerges, although not explicated, 
is that time is the variable that defines the design of the space. Time in temporary gardens does not merely 
influence the duration of the garden, but changes the whole process of designing the physical space of the 
garden, and of orchestrating the relationship of people (users and designers) events, and objects in the 
space. 

As Akiko (2013) highlights, the landscape planning and design discipline are based on a very linear, 
or cyclical, understanding of time. However, transient projects in urban space renounce this vision, to 
embrace the “spirit of the moment”. He suggests that “instead of placing and organizing people, programs 
and events in a universal calendrical and linear time, understanding ‘locality of time’ is based on the idea 
that landscape architecture is made up of individual times, communal times, biological times, evolutionary 
times of the natural world, geological times, etc.” A transient project, including a temporary garden, seeks 
a “locality of time”, which ‘refers to the amalgamation of a number of ‘times’ as experienced and lived by 
people.” In essence, the immediacy of the “here and now” time, as opposed to a linear, or a cyclical time, 
is what the temporary installation, including the temporary garden, is about. 

5 RESULTS 

The literature review has highlighted a constant trait in the process and outcomes of design in 
temporary gardens. Time as essential factor in design seemed to distinguish the overarching typology of 
the “temporary garden”. To test the assumption that the attribute of temporality in gardens affects not merely 
its physical durations, but the whole process of design and the construction and experience of its space, a 
number of 70 temporary gardens have been analyzed. The information – texts, images, drawings, etc. 
describing the processes of conceptualization and construction of the gardens – were provided directly by 
their designers. The gardens have been divided into groups on the basis of two distinctive qualities 
abstracted as finding from the literature review: showcased, juried gardens, mainly built in garden festivals 
(oftentimes defined by the critique as “exhibited garden”, “installation garden” and “conceptualistic garden”), 
versus publicly accessible gardens, which are either grassroots gardens or commissioned gardens (overall, 
the urban gardens have been defined by the critique as “pop-up gardens”, “guerilla gardens”, “meanwhile” 
“interim” or “provisional” gardens, “activist gardens”, “community gardens” and “parklets”). 

For each garden a description was made, and their design process was analysed. The research 
attempted a time-focused design enquiry into the four chosen defining characteristics of the temporary 
garden -- designed for a purpose, a space, containing plants, and temporary. The gardens have been 
compared in order to obtain some generalizable data.  

Both the literature review and the examination of case studies revealed that purpose and promoters 
of the garden (whether it spurred as guerrila urbanism or was a commissioned, exhibited garden) have a 
major influence on its scopes and the processes of its design, including conceptualization, construction and 
use. The choice of a particular kind of catalogue – the typology – which seeks to categorize variant design 
forms as a response to pragmatic problems (in this case cultural and social challenges) was of use.  

The condition of the exhibit consistently overlaps with the scopes of conceptual design – the 
examination of the gardens showed a design strategy essentially focused on placing forward an overlaying 
concept or idea that would attract visitors; strictly, time-focused design to translate an abstract concept into 
a spatial experience. The design process of the “exhibited garden” seems to constantly reflect on certain 
themes that are inherent to the praxis and theory of garden design. As Hunt remarks, in garden festivals 
“the history that is addressed directly, or usually by implication, is the tradition and idea of garden itself”. 
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This is the reason why garden festivals have been defined as exciting venues “able to provoke rethinking 
about how to augment the traditional vocaboulary of garden making” (Hunt, 2014, 146).

To evaluate the gardens, the critique had used the “semiotic” paradigm. However, it did not help 
much in the design-enquiry. A review of the process of conceptualization of the garden undertaken by each 
designer (so adopting a processual or “productionist” evaluating paradigm) and a comparison across 
different gardens, brought to light that almost all exhibited gardens shared a certain complexity in their 
conceptualization, mainly in the variety of mediums used by the designer to translate the idea into a spatial 
experience. An explanation is that models, sketches and other mediums produced by the designer in the 
conceptualization phase, help both the jury evaluating temporary gardens during the selective open-ideas 
competition, and the general public, who, once the work is realized, will appreciate its narrative both in 
person and through the published images.

These findings reinforce the presumed quality of the garden as space “designed for a purpose”, 
where time seems to be an active and formative design element that informs the process of conceptualizing 
the garden. Sketches, models and digital simulations help to concretize an idea or concept into three-
dimensional space. The temporary garden “Stone’s Throw” (figure 1) shows various mediums the design 
collective LAND-I archicolture with the author used along the path of transforming an abstract concept into 
a space. Models, sections, plans and the collage were part of the conceptual design submission to the 
Cornerstone Gardens Festival in Sonoma.  

As the artist LeWitt has pointed out, in conceptual art the “idea” or “concept” that the artist wants to 
place across is the most important aspect of the work. Exhibited gardens have been defined as 
“conceptualistic gardens” because they share the same philosophy. In conceptual art “all of the planning 
and decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair” (LeWitt, 1967, 79-83). 
In this framework, time is a necessary element that shapes the process of exploring and expressing ideas 
through the constructed garden-space, much like it is a necessary element that shapes a conceptual 
artwork. Further, the timings of conceptualizing the garden, or the artwork, are neither linear or cyclical, as 
the designer’s productions (the sketches, models, etc.) develop in disparate directions and intersect, 
influencing one another.

In this regard, the temporary garden expands the praxis in landscape architecture and garden 
design. In his 1973 review of a Frederick Law Olmsted exhibition at the Whitney Museum, the land artist 
Robert Smithson observes that "the maps, photographs, and documents in catalogue form... are as much 
a part of Olmsted's art as the art itself" (Smithson and Flam, 1996, 119), an assumption that might be 
applied with equal validity to Smithson's modus operandi. 

Figure 1. “Stone’s Throw” by LAND-I archicolture; Cornerstone Gardens, Sonoma (California, 2004). 
Sketches, models and images transform an element of the landscape (a stone) into three-dimensional dry 

garden space, with micro gardens placed in holes. Documents by the author, landscape architects 
Roberto Capecci and Marco Antonini.

Secondly, the literature review has highlighted that the spatial logic of the installation seem to consistently 
apply to exhibited gardens. A comparison of case studies’ spatial design under the lens of installation art, 
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has led to explore the use of time in relation to the design of “space”. The temporary garden challenges 
one of the conventional means that landscape designers employ in permanent gardens and parks to 
orchestrate a narrative as form-generation. 

Traditionally, the garden is conceived not as object to be looked at, but as a route to be 
experienced. Its layout encourages users to deploy their time to understand the space and participate in an 
experience. By leading visitors in a motion throughout the three-dimensional garden space, designers 
activate the progression of time. The concepteur lays out the garden’s space so that it invites the visitors in 
a procession, or deambulation – a ‘promenade’. Sequence after sequence, the spatial story made by the 
narrator, made of ‘stations’ and features of the garden dislocated in space, is disclosed to the visitor. This 
implies a use of linear time to orchestrate the space of the garden.

However, due to the limited space available and the design brief, which implicitly requires to 
construct a highly performative space, designers in temporary gardens activate motion by borrowing 
strategies from other visual arts, such as pop art, minimal art, postmodern art or performance and 
installation art. These practices result in artworks that provide the viewer with options and flexibility in his/her 
experience of the space. This means that the user can choose to interact with different things and situations 
simultaneously. Instead of an experience arranged through a linear passage of time, the designed space 
proposes dynamism and the “immediacy of the now”. The performance in the garden is achieved through 
the spatial relationships between the actors, the objects and various media that interact, each with its own 
performative time – such as sound, performance, video, etc. 

The images of the temporary garden “Ombre” designed by LAND-I archicolture for the 2002 Jardins 
de Metis Garden Festival (figure 2) showcase the spatial experience of the garden from its entrance (a 
series of dunes which disguise the inner space, in order to create a feeling of anticipation), the array of 
seemingly identical hollows placed randomly that reproduce the bare landscape of a Mediterranean 
necropolis, and finally the close-up personal experience of the viewer who discovers diverse micro-gardens 
that populate the crates.     

Figure 2. “Ombre” by LAND-I archicolture; Jardins de Metis International Competition (Quebec Canada, 
2002). Documents by the author, landscape architects Roberto Capecci and Marco Antonini.

The idea of a temporary garden containing plants, holds both a challenge and an opportunity related 
to designing time.What showcases the passage of time in permanent gardens is primarily the growth of 
plants, and the decay of the built features that make the garden. Usually, a garden is made of living matter. 
In gardens the growth, the development and decay of its constituent elements actively involves and displays 
the concept of time. The evolving shape and colours of plants reveal the changing seasons; the interaction 
of living creatures sustains evolution and processes. Through the metamorphosis of living matter dictated 
by the passing of time, the garden acquires the ability to speak at a more conceptual and emotional level. 
However, permanent gardens engage a “linear” passage of time, in which past and present never meet or 
interact with each other.

In temporary gardens, the limited existence challenges the expression of time as linear passage 
showcasing the growth and evolution of plants, or the aging of its constituent features. To engage and 
display time, temporary gardens have to renounce the linear conception of time. They do so through a 
manipulation of natural elements that explores the concepts of “decay” or “entropy” (the inevitable 
deterioration of the artwork; a term used by land artist Robert Smithson to define his work). Natural elements 
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might well be plants, or some agent of weather that is embodied as active component of the work -- for 
instance sunlight and its visual effects in the garden -- the shadows; water, wind, and so on.

Other designers manipulate plants as material for scientific experimentations. The exposure and 
treatment of genetically modified plants, or use of test-beds that study the plants’ phases of germination 
and decay, ultimately propel garden’s makers, and its users, to manifest the themes of life and death. In a 
garden that is conceptualized mainly as a work of art, the artist encounters “something that is alive” -- the 
plants, which “exhibit relationships of dependence by virtue of the constant need for suitable living 
conditions”. As such, ‘the artist’s intervention is a manipulation of life processes which in turn provide a 
feedback’ (Nemitz, 2000). 

Ultimately, the temporary gardens use plants to engage and display ecological processes and 
explore the concept of time, evolution and change. For the artist-gardener “works with plants are dynamic 
forms that develop with temporal dimensions”. (Nemitz, 2000). Some temporary gardens show ‘nature’ as 
commoditized aesthetic entity, exploited for economic gain, objectified resource for scientific enquiry. 
Searching a suitable paradigm for questioning mankind’s contradictory and evolving relationship with 
nature, designers oftentimes use the avant-garde device of the “inventory” or the “serial repetition”, showing 
plants trapped, caged or bottled. In doing so, they also expose, and criticize, some of the strategies 
employed in the landscape architecture practice to tame the environment.

In the garden-installation “Survival Piece VI: Portable Farm” (Figure 3), commissioned by the 
Houston Museum of Contemporary Art (1974), Helen Mayer and Newton Harrison arrange the plants in a 
situation where their physical development is accelerated (due to the light boxes). Visitors have multiple 
experiences of growth and decay of nature, which help them to grasp some of the social and environmental 
challenges of California’s landscapes. “The Eden Laboratory” (Figure 4, left) designed by Paul Cooper for 
the 2002 Jardins de Metis garden festival is described as “a machine to test and show visitors how plants 
respond to various adjustments in their natural growing conditions” (Jardins de Métis, 2002).

Figure 3. “Survival Piece VI: Portable Farm”; Houston Museum of Contemporary Art (1974). Courtesy of 
Helen Mayer and Newton Harrison.

In the exhibited installation garden, the artist-designer chooses the garden as medium to explore life-
processes and express them into a concrete space. Designers and viewers participate of a living whole, 
and immersive experience. As for installation art, in the installation garden alternative scenarios (the plants, 
the objects in space and the visitors, as well as the relationships among them) take place simultaneously, 
temporally as well as spatially. 

Because of its hybrid, multisensory and interactive character (spectator vs. plants; plants vs. space; 
space vs. spectator), Kris Verdonck’s “Exote” garden (Figure 4, right) leans towards installation art. 
Displayed in a museum, it results in the staging of a situation where visitors interact with 100 invasive plant 
and animal species by walking around the garden in protective suits, having been previously provided with 
the list of plants, and their “travelling history” as invasive species. In Exote, objects and plants – animate 
and inanimate beings -- are placed in a theatrical environment in which visitors become part of the scene.

While the use of plants in permanent landscapes and gardens shows a sense of time embedded in 
their physical aspect (expressed through cyclical times -- the seasonal and ecological cycles -- and linear 
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times -- the biological evolution of plants, temporary gardens are performances and installations that stage 
the relationship between plants and users in the immediacy of being “here and now”, therefore in a dynamic 
space and a third dimension of time that is neither linear nor cyclical.

In temporary gardens made in urban open space, process, as it relates to the actors involved in the 
making and the use of the garden and their interactions (people interacting among each other, and with the 
work in progress) takes on a particular significance. This is quite a substantial difference that emerges when 
comparing gardens made in urban open space with the other category identified (the exhibited gardens), 
where designing with time essentially takes the conceptualization phase of the garden, or the orchestration 
of its spatial experience. In the exhibited garden, seldom the public is involved in designing or making the 
garden.

Figure 4. “The Eden Laboratory” by Paul Cooper; Jardins de Metis International Competition (Quebec 
Canada, 2002). Image by the author (left). “Exote” by A Two Dogs Company / Kris Verdonck; Z33 

contemporary art centre, Hasselt (Belgium, 2011). Courtesy of A Two Dogs Company / Kris Verdonck 
(right).

Temporary gardens that have increasingly colonized the urban public space are bottom-up and 
grassroots expressions of “insurgent public space” (Hou, 2010), or public-private led activities that expand 
the notion of public art by embodying transient modifications of place, and community participation. From 
temporary parks to pop-up gardens, transient garden spaces in cities combine multiple activities happening 
at the same time. This implies that the designer makes the effort of organizing the changing and chaotic 
dynamics of nature, culture and the actors of such setting. This exercise of making time into space means 
essentially to amalgam a number of times -- individual, communal, biological as “mapping and overlay of 
the different rhythms and systems” as underlined by Akiko (2013).

A designer might frame the construction of the garden as an exploratory, open-ended design 
process, which could include various members of a community. This implies making space for the dynamics 
of the actors who make the garden, as well as the dynamics among those who use and experience the 
garden. These people, from mere “spectators” become participatory “actors”.

Artist Nicolas Pinier, author of the “Jardin de Voyage” (Figure 5, left) realized at the 2001 Berlin 
Temporare Garten, defines his work as an installation, urban action and garden. It is a D.I.Y. garden rolled 
out from a trailer, with connects to the context thanks to its interactive nature that incentivizes social 
networking. In the artists’s intentions, the garden’s mission was to challenge the relevance of daily 
behaviours and the reasons that motivate them. Orchestrated by time – gained time and lost time -- and by 
space -- permanent or to be travelled -- socially determined behaviours are reviewed and reversed by the 
artist (Pinier, 2003).

“Public Farm 1” (2008), outdoor extension of the MOMA museum in New York, built by 150 volunteers 
and conceptualized by WORK Architecture, was intended to condense in one spot urban agriculture and a 
variety of recreational activities. The garden was made of a bridging structure of cardboard tubes filled with 
23 types and 51 varieties of herbs, fruit and vegetables, shaped to carve a multitude of spaces below, 
including a large party space, more intimate zones for children and a pool. Its sectional drawing (figure 5, 
right) shows the arrangement of elements in space promoting activities and an overlapping program of 
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events, which gave visitors multiple choices prefiguring a focus on present time (as opposed to a linear or 
cyclical time experienced in gardens); people were then empowered to assume control on the rhythms of 
the passing of times in that space. 

Figure 5. “Jardin de Voyage” by Nicolas Pinier. Temporare Garten (Berlin, 2001). Image by the author 
(left). “Public Farm 1” by WORK Architecture Company (Amale Andraos and Dan Wood). MoMA (New 

York, 2008). Courtesy of WORK Architecture Company (right).

6 CONCLUSION

The paper proposes a key to reading temporary gardens – by understanding them as artworks, and 
looking at design process by hypothesizing different dimensions of time in space that are neither linear nor 
cyclical. The literature review cross-referenced with the examination of the case studies has surfaced 
several findings that extend the history of temporary gardens and showcase them as locus of design 
enquiry.

Across periods that see the birth and development of the contemporary ephemeral garden, the 
design processes that inform it have taken a point of departure from the practices of design of permanent 
gardens, and the reasons are multifold. Designers invented the temporary garden to respond to changing 
societal and environmental challenges. Further, not finding in garden design a suitable language, they 
borrowed the art’s vocabulary and procedures of production. Spanning from the 1970s till this day, the 
temporary garden has been a tool for design-based research, which resulted in broadening the themes and 
processes that inform the making of the garden. 

Ultimately, the hybridization with art practices placed a focus on design as process, rather than 
design as product. Process is explicated in the act of conceptualization of the garden – when designers 
use an expanded range of media to develop a concept into built space; in the orchestration of the garden’s 
space to frame a narrative where relationships among objects and people (designers and users of the 
garden) are dynamic. In the space, individual, communal and biological times overlap, interact and 
hybridize. Process is explored through the use of plants – the living matter. All these three manifestations 
of process defy the conventional linear or cyclical times of the garden, to explore a “here and now time”. 

Lastly, in urban temporary gardens process is mostly explicated in the modality of use and 
management of the garden, which depends on a complex orchestration of interactive spaces and programs, 
combining multiple activities happening simultaneously. 

In conclusion, the attribute of temporality in gardens does not simply affect the duration of the 
physical space of the garden, but it revolutionizes the whole concept and process of designing time into 
space.The temporary garden can be a useful medium for practitioners as well as for teachers to explore 
with students time-focused design processes involving conceptualization, spatial design, experiments with 
plants, use and management of gardens.
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