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The Lurie Garden in Millennium Park 
Design Defines Landscape’s Structure

CHICAGO – In the City of Big Shoulders rests a garden that inspires dreams. As it settles into the second half of its first decade, the Lurie Garden is thriving in its rich metaphoric tapestry as a City in a Garden.


On five acres at the southeast corner in Millennium Park, the Lurie Garden is a four-season marriage of spatial structure, durable perennials and lighting design. Its allegories are numerous – all designed to celebrate Chicago’s rise from flat marshland to a bold and powerful green city. 
Designed by landscape architects Gustafson Guthrie Nichols Ltd., Seattle, Wash., with lighting design by Robert Israel, Los Angeles, and perennial planting design by world-renowned artist Piet Oudolf, The Netherlands, the Lurie Garden offers visitors a rich and total sensory experience. 
World’s Largest Green Roof

Perhaps most remarkable about this oasis-in-the-city is that the Lurie Garden reflects not only Chicago’s historic beginnings but foreshadows its future as well. Built over several parking garages and an active commuter rail system, the garden is one of the world’s largest green roofs. As such, it improves air quality, conserves energy, reduces storm-water runoff and helps reduce the city’s urban heat island effect.


Plants reflect heat, provide shade and help cool the surrounding air through transpiration, which happens when they “sweat” water through pores in their leaves. This water draws heat as it evaporates, and cools the air. Plants act as a filter that improves air quality by using excess carbon dioxide to produce oxygen.


In order to sustain this complex and dynamic garden, its undersurface is carefully designed with a strong waterproof membrane, which protects the parking garage below. 
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A layer of free-draining sand sits on top, ranging in depth from four to eight inches, followed by a layer of “geofoam,” cellular polystyrene structural installation, used to create a level surface without adding additional weight to the garage roof. Finally, there’s a layer of topsoil. 

The Lurie Garden is designed to be free draining, meaning that any water not absorbed naturally by soil or plant material moves to the waterproof membrane and then to the drainage system below. Because of its ecological approach, the Lurie Garden is watered only when necessary, based on need. 

Watering infrequently but thoroughly is environmentally friendly and more efficient than watering often but for shorter periods of time. While most perennials are hand watered, the Lurie Garden also uses varied forms of computer-controlled irrigation when needed, including a drip tubing system for most of its trees and shrubs, pop-up spray heads to help irrigate turf and copper risers that hook into ground fixtures to provide continuous misting to perennial beds.
New Wave Planting Style
The Lurie Garden features a complex layering of thousands of plants. Filled with more than 240 varieties – all perennials – approximately 65 percent of the Lurie Garden’s species are native to North America, some to Illinois. All were chosen for their ability to tolerate drought and disease. 

One of the only examples of Piet Oudolf’s New Wave Planting Style in the United States, the Lurie Garden is relaxed and natural, a study in how plants work best together in groups. He purposefully grouped this garden’s plants into combinations that look good and grow well together through all of Chicago’s distinct seasons. 
The style reflects an idealized version of nature, which supports biodiversity and an integrated planting system that underscores form, texture and the natural harmony of constantly changing plants. Each plant’s entire appearance, growth habit, leaf shape, flowering effects and silhouette are considered. 

Plants are not cut back in fall but are left to sway, bend and bow to Chicago’s coldest season, creating unique structure and texture. Spent seed heads and ornamental grasses hold onto snow and ice, creating graceful art forms for visitors to appreciate and admire. In early spring, the entire Lurie Garden is cut to the earth in order for sun-hungry bulbs and perennials to stretch through soil and begin anew.
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Biodiversity
Its four-season nature helps restore plant diversity and create natural habitats 

The Lurie Garden is entirely chemical free, providing necessary shelter for migratory birds and beneficial insects. Because of its abundant plant material and protected shrub habitats, it is home to several animal species, as well as butterflies, honeybees and songbirds.
Shoulder Hedge


The Lurie Garden, designed as a “landscape within a landscape,” has several features that help define its interior space. Overall, it might be thought of as a very large “container” garden, bordered on the north and west sides by a dramatically lit, 15-foot muscular Shoulder Hedge. Deciduous and evergreen plant materials create a dynamic hedge with color and textural interest throughout the seasons.
Visitors can easily forget they are in the third largest city in the country as they stroll this garden, where plants rise taller than people. The physical representation of author Carl Sandburg’s famous description of the “City of Big Shoulders,” the Shoulder Hedge exemplifies the garden’s unusual strength and structure. It also serves a practical purpose by enclosing the garden and protecting its perennial beds from the year-round bustle of Millennium Park. 
At night, the Shoulder Hedge transforms into a subtly glowing “container” of light. The soft, magical scene focuses anticipation and attention to special openings and pathways that break the hedge’s form and allow inviting interior light to be seen. 

Dark Plate
Strong, nostalgic, mysterious and cool, the Dark Plate on the garden’s east side, references the early landscape of the site, which was once a wild shoreline and river delta. The Dark Plate bursts with lush, subtly-toned vegetation that immerses the visitor in a setting of unbridled growth, exuberant textures and soft, filtered light. 
Plants thrive in the shade of nearby flowering trees. There are Virginia bluebells, burnet and purple lance astilbe in spring. Daylily, rusty foxglove, swamp milkweed and skullcap in summer, along with knotweed and joe-pye weed. Fall brings globe thistle, toad lily, Japanese anemone, northern sea oats and feather reed grass.
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The Dark Plate serves as a dramatic, framing foreground to the contrasting Light Plate on the garden’s other side.

Light Plate
In contrast to historical references within the Lurie Garden, the Light Plate is futuristic, foreshadowing Chicago’s powerful control of the natural landscape for urban growth, industry and agriculture. Plants thrive in full sun.

Careful orchestration of color progression and bloom time allows the Light Plate to serve as a calendar to mark the time of year and changing seasons. The Salvia River on its western edge features four varieties of the perennial. It first blooms vibrant purple in May, then emulates a flowing river in mid-summer as it slightly recedes. 


The Light Plate also showcases Arkansas blue star, purple smoke, false indigo and ornamental onion in spring. Summer brings yarrow, purple prairie clover, purple love grass, Tennessee coneflower and ‘Chicago Apache’ daylily. Korean feather reed grass dance in fall breezes.

The Seam

An angled wooden boardwalk called The Seam separates the Lurie Garden’s light and dark plates. The Seam recalls Chicago’s rise from its marshy origins. In the city’s early days, wooden boardwalks were constructed over muddy streams and sidewalks to keep travelers’ boots from getting mucky. 

Chicago’s past (the Dark Plate) and future (the Light Plate) meet face-to-face on either side of The Seam. Its slight easterly bow expresses the angle of various historic retaining walls beneath the site, which separated the Grant Park Landfill from the railroad right of way.
Made from Ipê, a strong dense wood harvested from naturally-sustainable South American forests, the boardwalk floats over stepped pools, leaving a 5-foot wide exposed surface of water along the Dark Plate’s vertical stone face. A 24-inch wide step runs 
along the entire length of the boardwalk, reducing the distance from the pool to the path. 
The step also allows for casual seating and toe-dipping in summer, enabling visitors to experience the water in a more intimate manner – and weave new dreams as they find respite in this City in a Garden.
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The Lurie Garden is located at the southeast corner in Millennium Park, near Columbus Drive and Monroe Street. It is open Memorial Day through Labor Day. Hours are from 6 a.m. to 11 p.m. every day. Funded by a private endowment, the Lurie Garden is managed by Millennium Park Incorporated. Visit www.luriegarden.org for information on year-round educational programming for children, adults and families, seasonal activities and more. 
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.

