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‘Purposeful Abandon’ ~ A Conversation with Piet Oudolf

The Lurie Garden in Millennium Park


CHICAGO – Ask what he believes is his greatest garden to date and world-renowned Dutch perennial planting designer Piet Oudolf says it’s the Lurie Garden in Millennium Park, which celebrates its eighth anniversary in 2012.  

That’s a bold statement considering Oudolf’s impressive biography includes some of the world’s finest public (and private) gardens: Gardens of Remembrance at The Battery, New York; Trentham Gardens, Staffordshire, England; and Dromparken, Enköping, Sweden, among them. Another of his recent projects is the renovation of New York City’s High Line, a 1.5-mile historic elevated rail on Manhattan’s west side. 

Oudolf’s unique New Wave Planting Style – a sort of ‘purposeful abandon’ that is his signature on every inch of the five-acre, four-season Lurie Garden – is at once naturalistic in appearance and ecological in function. A rooftop garden, the Lurie is carefully cultivated over a network of underground parking garages, presenting special but manageable plant care challenges that home gardeners will recognize and appreciate. 

It is, however, the complement of American native and cultivated plants with modern city life that weaves the ultimate tapestry of pride Oudolf feels as he reflects on his work in Chicago and the maturing of his favorite public garden.

Q. It’s not a botanic garden and it’s not a park. What is The Lurie Garden?

A. It is a garden in the city or a landscape in a city landscape. 
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Q. What is its strength? 

A. It doesn’t feel very public. It feels very enclosed. You come into the garden and are touched by what you see. It is beautiful. You stand still and within seconds of moving you are in a completely different landscape. This is its strength.

Q. Describe the garden’s experience.

A. The Lurie Garden is one large room with different corners and the rooms are without curtains. Plantings are at varied heights so you can see what’s up ahead. The meadow is welcoming. The dark and light plates create definition. The dark plate offers shade and is nostalgic. The light plate is dynamic and futuristic. A visitor feels amongst the plants. Not just as if one is walking through, but that you are on a journey. 

Q. Why did you combine American native and cultivated plants? 
A. The philosophy of the Lurie Garden is to bring nature back into the city. My garden designs always start with a rough idea. My interest in nature – in wild and grasslands – made me decide to bring a lot of American natives into this planting design, but in combination with cultivated plants for a more spontaneous and exciting look. Putting native plants in the context of cultivated plants gives them more permanence. In the wild and in nature, plants can be so muddled up or hidden between other plants that people don’t see them as having individual beauty. Yet there are so many beautiful American native plants. I thought bringing them into the city would help people see what they might not otherwise recognize in the countryside.

Q. What is the New Wave Planting Style?

A. I started traditional gardening when I was 25 and after several years I found it a bit boring. I wondered why people were doing daily maintenance in their gardens such as deadheading plants, taking out bulbs in autumn and then replanting them in spring, cutting back plants in November. Where’s the spontaneity? Where’s the meaning in that? So I started to use grasses to make a more natural impact. I started to leave flower heads on plants. I didn’t cut plants back in November. I left them because I think they are still 
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beautiful. In the ‘70s, there was a large group of people in The Netherlands who were gardening with wild and native plants, and that was becoming a true test. We started to collect plants that looked very wild but behaved as though they weren’t, and we were surprised how many wild plants looked and behaved well in gardens.    

Q. Describe the teamwork of the planting design.

A. Plants are poems of beauty that I need to compose. I am not just a garden designer but I create landscapes and my specialty is planting design, especially on a large scale. Plants first of all must work together in the landscape. I always say that plants do not necessarily have to be beautiful on their own if they have a role or play a part in the whole. If I see a role for a plant, I will use it. But in fact if you look closely, most plants are beautiful on their own. When they work well together, they emphasize their personality for the benefit of the landscape. The overall design becomes a tapestry.

Q. What role does ecology play in the Lurie Garden?

A. Ecology became a very big part of our design but without losing aesthetic values. We tried to create a sort of ‘community’ in the garden, with plants that feel and grow well together. When plants live longer, feel happier and look good together you more or less achieve your goal. So what we did was hybridize ecology with design. From that also comes sustainability. Plants must be long lived and trustworthy to perform in trafficked areas. Because it’s a rooftop garden, plants need to be more drought-tolerant and able to withstand long dry periods. You don’t want to water every day in a public garden. If you don’t work sustainably, you have to come back every year to change-out plants and the maintenance becomes too costly. 

Q. Did you take care that plants may be viewed aerially? 

A. That is why it was very interesting for us to design ‘areas,’ because this is what you see from up above – that the garden is made of different parts with strong polar 

crossways. The meadow is very loose, a sort of subtle intermingling of plants. The light 
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plate is big groups of plants assembled in blocks and the salvia river runs across it, creating its own pattern that changes through the seasons. 

Q. The Lurie Garden is alive with a good variety of birds and beneficial insects, as well as plants. How was this achieved?

A. Because you work with plants that are not over cultivated, species wildlife will come right away. If you have bees, butterflies and beneficial insects, you will have birds. In caring for the garden, we do not cut plants back when they’re out of flower. We use plants that have good skeletons and whose seed heads stay attractive, which attracts birds. So we have created a sort of biotope, or life cycle, in which the plants go together and attract insects which attract birds. 
Q. Your garden designs are distinctive, yet diverse.

A. Most gardens I design do have a very strong identity, but they also are very different from each other. Sometimes you would create something very emotional, or very strong or very sublime. Most of the time it’s related to the space itself, or to what the client has in mind. But it’s really that every garden has its own story to tell and I think that’s the way it should be. 

Q. Where do you find inspiration in designing public gardens?

A. Gardens are deeply a part of human beings. They provide more than emotion. They create a sort of desire. They stimulate and inspire. I’ve discovered that this is the best thing you can do working in public spaces. When people who don’t have gardens or people who are so busy with their lives come in, a garden can open their heart. I want to let people feel what the designer feels for himself. This is what I find great about what I am doing.

Q. What are your thoughts as you reflect on the garden’s growth?

A. I think it’s good. The life cycle of this garden is very long. It looks so normal in 
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Chicago but is unlike any other in the world. There’s no other country where they’ve done sustainability in this way. This is still my greatest garden.

The Lurie Garden in Millennium Park is located at the southeast corner of Millennium Park, near the corner of Columbus Drive and Monroe Street. Visit www.luriegarden.org for more information, including programming, seasonal highlights, plant features and design elements. For more information on Oudolf and his work, visit www.oudolf.com.

Millennium Park is easily reached by CTA and adjacent public parking is available. Millennium Park is universally accessible to patrons with disabilities. For more information, visit www.millenniumpark.org. 

###

About the Lurie Garden

Designed by Gustafson Guthrie Nichol Ltd., Piet Oudolf and Robert Israel, the 2.5-acre Lurie Garden pays homage to the city’s motto, “Urbs in Horto” (City in a Garden), which refers to Chicago’s transformation from its flat and marshy origins to a bold and powerful city. Highlights of the garden include the dramatically-lit, 15-foot-high Shoulder Hedge. This physical representation of author Carl Sandburg’s famous description of the “City of Big Shoulders” encloses the garden on two sides. A graceful hardwood footbridge over shallow water divides the garden diagonally between “light” and “dark” plates. In 2008, The Lurie Garden earned the top design award from the American Society of Landscape Architects – besting hundreds of entries from around the world. The Lurie Garden endowment is managed by Millennium Park Incorporated.
About Millennium Park

Located in downtown Chicago on Michigan Avenue between Randolph and Monroe Streets, the 24.5-acre Millennium Park is an unprecedented center for world-class art, music, architecture and landscape design. In addition to The Lurie Garden, the Park’s prominent features include the Frank Gehry-designed Jay Pritzker Pavilion, the most sophisticated outdoor concert venue of its kind in the United States; the interactive Crown Fountain by Jaume Plensa; and Anish Kapoor’s hugely popular cloud Gate sculpture.  

For more information about Millennium Park, please contact Jill Hurwitz at 312-742-1149 or send an email to jill.hurwitz@explorechicago.org.

