
COLOR

Structural frame of the Cafeteria building, Eishin campus. Christopher Alexander, Hajo Neis, Gary Black, 1985

What effect does the pattern of three-dimensional solid and void have on
human life? It is only when surrounded, all around, by such living structure
that we begin to feel ourselves whole. The reason why one feels sanctified in
Chartres is that this structure around us, together with the space, are perfectly
as one and thus relate themselves not only to the body, but even to the soul.
Without this structural pattern, it is nearly impossible for deep living structure
in a building to occur.

N O T E S

 . In recent years all this has been considered unim- all done on Professor Wilson’s published SAP programs,
SAP- and so on, and benefited greatly from Professorportant. Buildings of the th century were often made

to stand structurally by whatever means are possible, and Wilson’s help.
 . My student and colleague, Gary Black, extendedthe space within the building was then eked out for hu-

man use, from the left-over space. the technique and later made it into a teaching tool. See
journal of architectural education, .. See illustrations and discussion of structural de-

sign in James Johnson Sweeney and Jose Luis Sert, anto- . Gary, who provided engineering and technical as-
sistance in the evolution of the curvilinear plant truss,nio gaudi (London: Architectural Press, ).

 . The interior of the main space is about  feet gives an inaccurate account of the process I followed in
‘‘Design of Concrete Tracery Trusses to Define Architec-high. At the time we started we did not know how high

it was going to be, only knew that it would end up be- tural Space,’’ journal of architectural engi-
neering (, vol. , no. ), –.tween  and  feet high.

. One of the most important pioneers in the devel-  . For the principle that structure should create the
social spaces in a building— hence be congruent withopment of finite element models was Professor Ed Wil-

son, Department of Engineering, University of Califor- them, not independent— see a pattern language,
structure follows social spaces, pages –.nia, Berkeley. Our own finite-element work was almost



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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1 / T H E P A R T I A L , B U I L T S H E L L THA T L E T S A GA RD EN GROW

What is the effect of living process, used repeat- made, by geometric centers of construction—
concrete, stone—which supply the infrastruc-edly, to shape exterior space? What kind of gar-

dens may we expect to find in a living world? ture that allows the plants, trees, bushes, water,
to find their place.Whether in public gardens, or in private

gardens, the quality of exterior space which That is the essence of all gardens and all
agriculture: that built materials, human-madecomes from living process has a particular and

definable morphology. It is visible— for exam- structures create a setting in which people, ani-
mals and plants can thrive. It is the geometry ofple— in this photograph of the bank of the

Danube, at Esztergom in Hungary. Simple, and these built structures, which, like the shell of a
mollusc, makes the growing of the garden, andnearly crude, only the essentials are present. Na-

ture dominates, but within a structure roughly its resulting richness, possible.

COLOR

The edge of the Danube canal, built in concrete, c. 1960; the trees planted about 1920.
Public works Department, Esztergom, Hungary.



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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2 / A S E Q U ENC E O F ADA P T I V E A C T S

How does such a structure come into being? parcels were assembled for the new campus.
The school’s realtor haggled with the farmers.Look on page , at the garden where my friend

and client Hisae Hosoi is walking. How did this Months went by.
One morning, long after we had made thegarden get formed? Years ago, when I first saw

the site, long before making a design for the campus plan, the school had bought the land,
the tea bushes and vegetables still there— I wentcampus, in the middle of the farmer’s land, with

vegetables and tea bushes, there stood a Kiri tree, to the site. There was a vacuum there. I couldn’t
make out what was missing. I looked out overa rare and old tree, with the most beautiful large

purple flowers. the fields, searching for what was wrong. Then
suddenly I realized the Kiri tree was gone. I wentIt was the most beautiful tree, the most

beautiful thing on the site. From very early on I to the place. There was nothing, nothing, not
even a stump. Just a few handfuls of sawdust lefttook that spot seriously; it was a major center in

the land and became a major center in my think- in the mud.
I was in shock as if my legs had been cut.ing. It was reflected, later, as a crossing of four

paths in the faculty gardens (See plan, page ). I went to Hosoi and found out that in Japan, a
tree standing on a land is not— when consideredI urged Hosoi, during the land negotiation,

on no account to let anyone touch that tree, as legal property— part of the land. When the
land is bought, the tree is not bought, unless itto make sure it was preserved when the land

COLOR

The place where the Kiri tree once stood: Gardens of the Eishin Campus, Christopher Alexander and Hisae Hosoi, 1985.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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Hosoi walking in the garden towards the spot where the Kiri tree once stood.

late for me to forget the Kiri tree altogether. The
trace of the tree was there in the position of
the four gardens, the space, the location of the
buildings, and the crossing of the paths. So the
buildings, determined by the special center
where the Kiri tree once had stood, were going
to be built anyway. Some of the tea-bushes stayed
as I directed, and the faculty garden stayed there,
also where the Kiri tree had been. Fences were
made, to mark the paths, where once the Kiri
tree had stood.

Drawing of the garden. The Kiri tree is still visible on this
What you see on this page, in the photo-

graph, is Hosoi walking on one of those fourearly drawing, marked by the dot in the circle. Even
though the tree is now gone, and was gone before we paths. You see here the trace of a sequence of
built the school, it still provides the focus of this path unfolding and structure-preserving transforma-

between the fences. The fences in the photo on page 231
tions, even under painful circumstances. Onepoint towards the place where the Kiri tree once stood.

thing had led to another. First the tree. Then
the garden located. Then the buildings located.
Then the tree cut down. Then the paths stillis paid for separately. A Kiri tree has valuable,

and much-prized wood. The school had not oriented, even now, towards the place where
once the tree had been.paid. The farmers had cut it down.

So I had to forget the tree and the centers . . . Then the rough fences, built to enclose
the paths. . . and now Hosoi is walking there.it created in the plan. But by now, it was too



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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3 / T H U S TH E L I V I N G A S P E C T O F GA RD EN S COME S A BOU T ,
N E C E S S A R I L Y , A S A R E S U L T O F UN FO LD I NG I N T IM E

If the fundamental process is working, a garden people’s confidence up as they spend money; the
place which never, ever, shows something out ofbecomes a trace of the history of the land.We try

to erect structure. The structure comes from the place; the place which avoids ordinary things
like plum trees because they have the nuisanceland. Part of the story may then be forgotten.

But the unfolding goes on. Another trace is of leaves and blossoms and plums dropping, and
instead goes towards special high-tech plantsmade. It continues to unfold day by day and year

by year. chosen because they look natural yet need no
maintenance, because they seem almost naturalThe form of the garden, and its living struc-

ture, come from that progressive unfolding— yet create no debris, need no birds to look after
them, and give little sustenance to lovers strollingthe position of one plant continuing and un-

folding from the earlier growth of another. This quietly arm in arm.
What I advocate, here, is based on structure-living structure in a garden is very different from

the kind of structure typically created by th- preserving processes. There is a latent center
where the tree was so that latent center appears,century landscape design or landscape architec-

ture. It is a kind of wildness which exists in a in the new plan, as the crossing of four crossing
paths. The rudimentary fences, made of diago-semi-cultivated form, backed by built material,

helped by structures that entice natural life into nally tied bamboos, were placed after the paths,
because they reinforce the structure which theexistence. It is a state of the world in which what

happens is always, and continually, in contact paths created. Then bushes grow along those
paths. Of course the bushes grow unevenly. Butwith what is.

The plums dropping from the trees onto the they, too, help to extend and preserve the
structure.paving stones, the plums rotting, swept away by

water or eaten by birds. The path, a pleasant place This unassuming, ordinary, touching qual-
ity can only be created by a living process, byfor people to wander, to think, arm in arm.

How different this is from the developer’s unfolding. That means, by a process which
allows plants, stones, water to exist, to occur, tocommercial ‘‘paradise.’’ The clean paving stones,

the perfectly manicured place, which will keep develop and change in response to one another.

4 / I T U N FO LD S D I R E C T L Y F ROM P EO P L E ’ S
O RD I N A R Y I N S T I N C T S

In the unfolding, the structure comes most eas- This means we must concentrate on it, and put
in a center which we feel something deep about,ily from the true feeling of people themselves as

they are living there. something we really care about. If this is done,
we get a trace of this real feeling in every pot-This is onemeaning of the fundamental pro-

cess which is essential, and which has almost the hole of the place. Then there is nothing else,
only this trace of real feeling, left in every centergreatest opportunity to flourish in the garden.

When we follow the fundamental process, of the structure. The structure begins to have
a meaning!we try to make, at each step, a real living center.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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COLOR

The lake and bridge at Eishin Campus. Ducks brought to the lake by teachers and staff of the school.
Christopher Alexander, Hajo Neis and others, 1985.



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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I remember so well when we finished the ima got them four days ago. It shows how deeply
they appreciated and started enjoying this lake.Eishin project, and Hosoi wrote to me, at once,

about the ducks the school staff had got to put I’m very much pleased to confirm the very
important meaning of the lake by these matters.on the lake. On the day the school opened, the

members of Eishin school bought ten ducks and The lake has started breathing. Let’s enjoy
it tomorrow together.put them on the lake. They did this without

being asked, entirely on their own. It showed, I Hosoi
thought, how far the this place was theirs, al-
ready. The staff treated the school the same way The school staff put the ducks on the pond

because the lake made them feel something.that one treats ones own garden or one’s own
farm. A few days later, I had this letter from They responded with something of their own

feeling. The feeling fills the place, they are notHosoi.
just ‘‘ducks.’’ That place now has their feeling
filling it.April .

Dear Chris, If you do one thing at a time— just a true
thing that comes from a carefully consideredPlease enjoy one good information. I forgot

to tell you it on the phone. feeling— that means, when you do it, your own
feeling is enormously increased, and you chooseThree days ago, I experienced a wonderful

night view from the lake-side near the bridge at it because of that, and you put it there because
of that . . . then something real, ordinary realnight.The lightedgym,homeroombuildings, ar-

cade, the administration building were reflected life, will come into being there.
Living process in a garden depends on peo-on the water. It was an indescribable one. It was

much more beautiful than I expected. ple following their own hearts, allowing the call
of their own hearts, dreams, feeling, to becomeMore than that, ten ducks have started

swimming in the lake very gracefully. Mr. Koj- actual in that place.

Students enjoying the Eishin gardens in the rain. After the ducks and other touches were brought in
(or made) by different people from the school, it seemed to become very easy and very natural

for students to be comfortable, at ease with themselves.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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5 / A COMMENT F ROM THE HEA R T O F Z EN

COLOR

Mr. Murakoshi’s back garden on the Eishin campus: pots, seedlings, columns, bushes, the harmony of everyday life.

So, in gardens, we come close to the heart of of the world around us, and to bring our own
nature— so easily sent off the rails by anzen, to the contact with life which shows it to us

as orderly and uncontrollable, wild and culti- unbalanced position— into harmony with nat-
ural things.vated, dispassionate and unkempt.

In the greatest buildings, and in the great- It needs formality as a backdrop. But within
formality it needs a kind of freedom, not toest art, this quality may also be expressed. But

it is in gardens, above all, that most of us make things up-tight— so that they are regular,
ordered, and yet open to the wild grass and thehave an opportunity to express it at an ordinary

level, to try it, practice it, see it in the life falling leaves and the blowing irises.

6 / T H E B U I L T S U P P O R T THA T NA TU R A L GA RD EN S N E ED

The example of the ducks shows something es- It is my belief that a garden is a structure—
not very different from a building. It is a builtsential. The feeling of the people in the campus

came forward in response to a structure of cen- structure which creates and contains living cen-
ters. That built structure is made of steps, ter-ters which we built, and we put there. Perhaps it

sounds funny to say it, but they could not put races, walls, low walls, high walls, fences, paths,
slopes, and bridges. It may include trellises, rails,ducks on the lake until we built the lake.



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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COLOR

A garden in Teheran, built by my student from long ago, Kamran Safmanesh, 1989.

nails in a brick wall with strings. It will, almost tension of the building, which extends out into
the land, and is a built thing, a built structure.always, include seats, pots, benches, even

rooms— places that invite use. In my experience the cost of this exterior
structure must be included in the price of theSo, to create a garden by the fundamental

process, means finding a piece of land, then building— or subtracted from it. So if we are
asked to build a building for $ we answer,building an extension of the buildings which ex-

tends into and covers the land. Right, the building itself will cost $, the part
of the building which extends out into the landOf course this built structure outdoors is

much lower intensity (as a building) than the around the building will cost $. This means
squeezing the cost of the building to / of whatbuilding itself. It costs perhaps a twentieth as

much per square foot, a tenth, occasionally a you thought. But the $ which is then spent on
the land creates living structure in an area manyfifth. But still, it needs to be understood as an ex-



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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Early cost plan for West Dean Visitors Centre, Sheet One



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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Early cost plan for West Dean Visitors Centre, Sheet Two



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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times larger than the building alone. It has an floor materials, brass fittings and so on, at a later
stage. Build the building for %, the gardenenormous effect, multiplies the usefulness of the

building many times. And, of course, it connects for %, and then the living world will start to
breathe. Otherwise it will never work.it to the other buildings near by.

I have found that people are nearly always On pages – I show the preliminary
calculations from our West Dean Visitor’s Cen-short-sightedandwant toeconomizeonthis%.

When the going gets tough, and money becomes tre in England. This budget was made before
I designed the building, just from my initiala problem, the red pencil comes out, and people

say, let’s do this later. We must have doorknobs, impression of the site, the size of the building,
and what I thought would need to be done toshelves, brass fittings, a second bathroom—we

will spend the money for the garden later. be fitting to that place. As you see, even at that
early stage, % of the budget was allocated forI always resist it when my clients say this to

me. You have to resist it, over the wishes of the exterior structures: terraces, walls, arches, orna-
ments, gates, posts. That is because from theclient even, because our responsibility is for the

whole not for the building alone, which is a beginning, the outdoor structure of the building,
its connection with the earth and with the land,fragment of the whole. The exterior structure is

as vital a part of the structure of the whole, as going out into the land around, were all consid-
ered an essential part of the building. It is un-the building. It happens to be a little cheaper

than the building cost, % v. %. But you usual to spend this much money on these things.
Yet it is because the money was allocated thiscan not forget it, or reduce it, without severely

damaging the whole. This exterior structure is way— and because the allocation persisted with
those percentages right until the end of construc-what brings life to the world. If this % is

robbed from the budget, the thing will die. It is tion— that the building nowworks so well, peo-
ple have a good time there.much easier to put extra bathrooms, expensive

7 / TWEN T Y P E R C EN T O F TH E CON S T R U C T I ON MONE Y
FO R OU TDOOR S T R U C T U R E S

I would like to explain how I use money in a the design is finished, then you end up stripping
everything away, and what is left is just a barebuilding project, whether it is a building or a

garden or a huge complex. At the very outset, shell — a cardboard box of the cheapest con-
struction, with nothing but the plan left that oneusually from the first day of the commission, or

even the first day of preliminary discussion, be- might call ‘‘architecture.’’
So instead, I try, from the start, to balancefore there is a contract, when I only have the

sketchiest idea of what the building might be things out, and to provide themaccording to their
importance. Thus, for instance, in the early costlike, I already begin making calculations to see

what is possible with the available money, what plan forWestDeanonpages–, yousee right
away that windows are in there for a big num-is the best way to spend the money.

I do this because so many details come out ber— almost a full % of the building budget.
Molded plaster ceiling and ornament is in there:wrong. The balance of structure cost, size of

rooms, beauty of windows, extent of construc- % of the budget. The terraces, even with garden
ornaments, are there at % of the budget. It wastion in the outdoors around the house. All these

things have an effect. If one leaves them all until my judgment at that early stage that terraces and



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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Terrace of the Sala House, Berkeley, California. Christopher Alexander, 1983

garden works were needed, at that cost, in order somemoneywouldbeneeded for such a thing, and
made provision for this money in my calculationstomake the project a balancedwhole. Before even

knowing the design, I put in a provision for  from the very earliest moment in the process.
Going back to gardens: In all our buildingfeet of outdoor concrete benches, for  square

feet of terrace,  feet of brick walls,  gates, gar- projects, virtually without exception, I havemade
a practice of spending money for walks, terraces,den ornaments on the stonework.

This last may sound trivial. But there is an colonnades, low walls, retaining walls, small
bridges and so on.item of £ for the garden ornaments. I knew

nothing of what we would do, nor how we would Most of this stuff is expensive. But you have
to spend the money!make them— not even what they would bemade

of (though I assumed some permanent ma- It does not have to be fancy. It is not in-
tended to create an ‘‘effect.’’ It is merely intendedsonry material).

Yet in the end it is the cast concrete spheres to establish, truly establish, those centers which
allow living structure to increase.which add a finishing touch to the building (page

).Andtheir costwasnot faroffwhat I allocated For instance, the long curving seat made of
brick and flint and block and poured concreteon this day, two years earlier, without even know-

ing— in detail —what I was doing. I knew that (illustrated on page , from the entrance to



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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Positive space: A back aisle of the farmer’s market in Fresno. Concrete blocks, columns, vines, in early morning
before the market opens, while farmers set up their stands. Christopher Alexander, Carl Lindberg, Richard Erganian.

theWest Dean Visitor’s Centre) does something something else. But the effect was to create posi-
tive space between the entrance gate and themainof that kind. It gently organizes the space, so

that the garden, and the gardener, feel inspired entrance of the building. It gives people a natural
place to sit. It encourages growth of plants, grass,for things to grow.

We were really scraping the money together all around it, in natural ways.
The same is true of bushes, wisteria, trees,at the end of that project, with what we had saved

fromother constructionoperations, and the client lawns, masses of rose climbing on the shed out
by the back fence.was unhappy that we spent it like this, not on



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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8 / P O S I T I V E S P A C E I N GA RD EN S

If we ask how to build these structures, how to example, the positive space shown in the plan of
the Eishin campus, on page . Then we buildarrange them, where to place them, my answer is

simple. Always, you are trying to make positive structures in these outdoor areas, to differentiate
them further, into smaller living centers, ani-space.

To treat the gardens as positive—more pos- mated by the structures— steps, walls, parapets,
railings, seats, embankments, bridges, slopes . . .itive, even, than the buildings themselves— that

is the first step. Each part must be composed of that we build in them. And then we allow natu-
ral life to rip loose, the plants, the grass, thepositive centers. And to achieve that, each of

these centers which is achieved, must itself be trees, the bushes— and let these form still fur-
ther centers, which then animate the positivemade of positive centers, smaller centers. It is

these second-level centers that are created by the space even further. That will happen almost of
its own accord, if the initial positive space hasstructures which we build.

So we place buildings, to form positive been correctly made. This is the form the living
process takes, in making a garden.space in the garden and outdoor areas. See, for

9 / P R E S E R V E TH E S T R U C T U R E O F WHAT I S TH E R E

The newly created centers— the new positive thing, some trace, that is there already. This is
the key of the fundamental process anyway, thatspaces— work best, if they are based on some

At the heart of the students’ festivals today: the lake. This lake started out in life as a muddy swamp in the tea fields,
before we built the campus. I saw, then, it was virtually impossible to drain it, and so made it a lake. The latent structure

that was there was thus preserved, and extended, and enhanced — and became the living structure we see there today.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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A black white reversal of the plan of the Eishin campus. You see, here, how each part of the garden (each piece that is
black on the drawing) is a positive space. Each part, by unfolding, has arisen to become a positive center.

it embellishes the centers which are there. So we structureof symmetries, thatwill support thenat-
ural land. That is what happens in the lovely En-look for the most significant deep centers in the

land, in the trees, in the flowers, in the views, glish laburnam walk on page . You keep what
you can. You keep the tea bushes which are natu-and try to keep them intact, enlarged,

intensified. ral, youkeep thebougainvillea in theFortLauder-
dale slum. That bougainvillea must stay, and theLeave them, andbuild hard structureswhich

support them. What we build, may be formal, a buildings must then be built around it.

10 / S MA L L AND L A RG E C EN T E R S
CONT R I B U T E TO UN FO LD I NG

Oddly, the wildness of an unfolded garden does trellised structure, small retaining walls, sheds,
which refer to centers that are in the land andnot become most natural without support.

It becomes most vivid, when supported by have been formed by structures built before—
so that the most natural life can then emerge.a delicate system of small walls, edges, terraces,



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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COLOR

The gardens at West Dean, ten years after the first cost plan and conception. The ornaments planned for in the original
cost plan — made long before I had the faintest idea what they might become — are now playing their role.

COLOR

The entrance seat at West Dean, leading the visitors in. Christopher Alexander and John Hewitt, 1995



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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COLOR

In the slums of Fort Lauderdale, Bougeanvillea bush in the Progresso neighborhood of Fort Lauderdale;
an ordinary bush, in a near-slum neighborhood, yet lovely, and inspiring for houses for blocks around.

The loosely, carefully made centers are umn is placed to be a strong center because the
column- though cheap concrete block— is short,the core of our architectural work in the

outdoor world because they loosen, let loose, stubby, well shaped, a place to lean against, with
a water spigot for watering the vines in the heat.what is seeking to happen there, as if of its

own accord. The vines themselves grow in a riot overhead.
The bougainvillea in the Fort LauderdaleThe classic English or Italian garden has

this wildness too, and yet is full of centers care- slum (this page) is largely untended, lush in its
own profusion of growth, because it is on a goodfully arranged in their structure just as I have

described. Just so a classic Japanese garden, each bit of soil, in full sun, and is not trimmed back,
it has grown to enormous size with color thatrock, bush, stream placed, and yet the whole

thing has an un-managed quality that makes us fulfills the neighborhood.
The small swelling terrace at the Salafeel almost as we do in nature at its wildest.

In the gardens of Eishin the fences, hedges, house (page ) creates a step out into the
air of the hillside, enlarges that place, makespaths are placed with very great care, and yet

they are not manicured. They grow wildly, so a formal curve which hits us just where we
want to be when we stop in that garden: itwe see the centers created by path, fence, fence

post, climbing tendrils. is pure pleasure, then carried out in detail with
bench, bench back, lawn, and climbing plants.Our Farmer’s Market in Fresno (page 

and pages -) is an elegant structure of The curved bench back made of segmented
sloping sections, was not very easy to make;arched, bent beams, roughly and cheaply made.

It creates a large center at its core, a huge space I built the structure myself for our clients.
But a few extra hours of fiddling about withused by the farmers on the weekends; each col-



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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COLOR

Laburnams at Bodnant, England

complicated angles on the formwork were what in the land solidly— a place where people
really like to go. Its centeredness is massivelywas needed to make it whole, and to give the

bench it this pregnant bulge, which now sits in the geometry.

11 / C E N T E R S I N YOU R OWN GARD EN ,
C R E A T ED B Y YOU R D E S I R E

On page  there is an example from a garden In another part of the garden, an old
orchard, sheets and laundry is flapping; an oldin Holland, part of a painter’s house. She plants

just what she feels like, with the intensity of iron table stands under a tree, and apples are
laying on the ground. Again, the table, theplacing only what she wants, where she wants it;

perhaps as a painter she has a special courage to sheets, the clothes line, the apples on the
ground even, all just where desire places them.do exactly what she feels.

As a result, we find in one part of the garden In your own garden, too, the fundamental
process has an enormous role, and true unfoldingan intense luxuriant color, dark reds, bright yel-

low, small patches of intense blue. This is quite is possible, as it emerges from the combination
of your feeling for the land, and your egolessformal, the center of each color, very carefully

placed. imagination.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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Hot and cold tubs overlooking vineyards of the California hills, hand-ground colored marble dust, Sonoma,
California. Christopher Alexander, Eleni Coromvli and Mark Briner, 1985

Garden around the Sarlo hot tubs, Sonoma, California. Christopher Alexander,
Mark Briner, Eleni Coromvli, 1985



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D

COLOR
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Hot and cold tubs overlooking vineyards of the California hills, hand-ground colored marble dust, Sonoma,
California. Christopher Alexander, Eleni Coromvli and Mark Briner, 1985

Garden around the Sarlo hot tubs, Sonoma, California. Christopher Alexander,
Mark Briner, Eleni Coromvli, 1985



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D

COLOR

COLOR

The garden of the Sala house, outside the kitchen. Berkeley, California. Christopher Alexander,
Gary Black and other members of CES, with Andre and Anna Sala, 1983

A garden with real life comes from thinking with true life can be made to occur— really,
by almost anyone.in living terms about every plant, every path,

every bush, the fertilizer, the water, every little The most wonderful thing about your gar-
den is that you can do almost anything you wantwall. To get it right (of course, this is like every-

thing else), it has to be made gradually, each bit there. In my picture of the world, these gardens,
thousands of them, reflect not only the beautyadapted to the others, each plant given the place

and sunshine, shade that it likes best; each bit of nature, flowers, vegetables, trees. They reflect,
too, our own heart’s desire, a place where weof grass protected; any trickle of running water,

if it occurs, helping plants to grow. may see the individuality and love of different
people expressed in the most ordinary way, aThis is something which nearly everyone

can have a hand in. At one time or another million-fold. It is the least constrained part of
our environment, the place where each of us isin our lives, most of us do some kind of work

in a garden. Gardens are therefore the easiest most free to do what we want. So we can express
ourselves; we can have our heart’s desire; wepart of the world to influence; the most accessi-

ble of the parts of the world where unfolding really can do what we want to do.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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12 / T H E W I L D AND CU L T I V A T ED GA RD EN

COLOR

Dutch painter’s garden in Betuwe region, Holland, 1997

To get the wild true garden by unfolding, all we does. Like a painter placing one color at a time,
most carefully, giving each precious drop of colorhave to do, really, is what every good gardener



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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its life, wemust pay attention to each place, flower
by flower, bush by bush, one bit at a time, and ask
what its character is.Oneplace is shady, quiet.An-
other is hot, by a wall which the sun pounds. In
another place, I walk to the tennis court, from the
house, each day, and on my way I cross the lawn.

I ask myself what is the inner character of
each of these spots, what I might do to intensify
what is already there, how the character now
latent there can best be amplified.

Of course, I am concerned with sunshine
and shade, water, drainage, soil condition, a
warm wall that catches the sun for growing
peaches or honeysuckle; an old tree which can
carry a climbing wild rose or clematis. That is
just the stuff of gardening. But— and this is
less obvious, to gardeners, even— here again, in
making a living world, we must above all be
concerned with centers. Centers govern life. The
fundamental process asks us again to see, feel
the centers latent in the land.

COLOR

A painting of a handful of flowers. Here the centers are

In the Eishin project, there was a swamp in
the vegetable fields. We made the lake with a

visible, and accentuated: the picture works just as ahard stone edge in its most critical points: this beautiful garden does, center by center, each illuminated
by the others. Lily Alexanderstone edge and the bridge then allowed natural

garden and plant life to attach themselves to it,
just as the land required. We left the tea bushes
where they were, in places, from the previous the tea bushes. The memory of the land then

continued to grow, within the context of the newagricultural life of the land (you can see them
in the photograph on page ). The land liked things we were building there.

13 / S P L E NDOR I N O RD I N A R I N E S S

The beat of informality against the discipline of a need for order that comes from people—
the lawn where the two-year-olds can play andgeometric order, can lead to the most splendid

qualities— seen, for instance, in the photograph roll around, the flattened path where it is
comfortable to walk, the hard edge of a swampyon pages -. Even big public gardens need

some version of this formality and wildness, pond which allows us to meet the water and
stare at it.the relation of the cultivated to the wild.

This character, rather like roughness and Leaving trees intact: we make things go
around them, give them the dignity of thecontrast, comes about as a result of natural

unfolding where people and nature meet. The structure the growing trees have established
there. Then plant in relation to the sun andwild growth of the grass, trees, bushes, meets



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S

montaggio indesign book3.indd   265montaggio indesign book3.indd   265 03/04/21   15:0103/04/21   15:01



COLOR

shade which is created. Allow the mess, where The meadow is cut, nettles and bushes are
cleared away.it wants to be, as a natural counterpart to the

cultivated and pruned and tamed. At Meadow Lodge the blackberry bushes
grow, wild, straggle along the lane. The boxes,The path meanders through the landscape.

Sometimes it is solidified to form part of a build- trays, seedlings, lie against the house. A toolshed
stands, made up of plywood, boards, chickenwireing. The trees stand, buildings go around them.



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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COLOR

Tall cherry blossoms planted around the main gate of the Eishin Campus.

and rusty corrugated iron. It gives the touch to The back garden of Eishin: hedges, tea
bushes, fences, bushes, all easy, and just rightthe garden which is there for usefulness. Lilies

grow in the corner of a field. like a patchwork quilt against the formal dignity
of the buildings (page ). Sitting in this backA line of apple trees are planted to form an

avenue, leading to the entrance of theWestDean garden, not far from the magnificent gate shown
on this page, among the seedlings whose boxesVisitor’s Centre. A terrace is closed off by pots.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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COLOR COLOR

Garden of of the Upham house, looking towards Berkeley Garden of the Medlock house, looking towards Vancouver
and the San Francisco Bay. Christopher Alexander, with Sound and the Olympic peninsula. Christopher Alexander,

Randy Schmidt, Carl Lindberg, and Gary Black, 1988 with Kurt Brown, James Maguire, and Ann Medlock, 1988

lay on the porch, Mr. Murakoshi said to me, He was much too kind to me. But it was a
very nice way for him to summarize my hopesquietly: ‘‘You have taught us to appreciate an-

other way of life.’’ and aspirations as an architect.

14 / I D ON ’ T C A R E K I ND O F C A R I NG

The loveliest gardens, I think, come from paradise, ‘‘I wish I could live here,’’ she said
again. It was a very ordinary place. I don’t knowallowing nature to take its course very strongly,

helping it to be more like nature, allowing things that it would ever make it to the pages of a gar-
den magazine.to be themselves.

I remember once a girl stopped on the road And yet, is there anything more wonderful?
The mass of flowers against the wall. We seeoutside our garden in Berkeley; she spoke across

the wall. ‘‘I love it here,’’ she said, ‘‘I wish I could the flood of red and pink roses, they establish
themselves, and in relation to these roses, gera-live here.’’

The garden in those days was full of rabbits, niums grow. Next to the geraniums, the feeling
of small blue flowers, periwinkles and forget-fish in the pond, straggly plants growing where

they could, earth, beaten earth on the ground, me-nots: it is the red and pink which generates
the blue.boxes all over the place. But to that girl it was



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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A favorite seat, an old tree stump carved to make a chair. Later, irises were planted around it.
My garden at Meadow Lodge in England.

The landscape we built and tended for the Eishin campus, including the tea bushes we found there and kept,
and four years of growth. Christopher Alexander, Hisae Hosoi and Hajo Neis, 1989.



T H E C H A R A C T E R O F G A R D E N S
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15 / T H E S T R U C T U R E L I K E L Y TO A P P E A R I N GA RD EN S
S H A P ED B Y L I V I N G P ROC E S S

The outline of each gardenmade by living process, and each part of every garden, is
likely tobepositive space.Within thepositive space of eachgarden, further positively
spaced structureswill have been placed, creating local symmetries,which then form
positive space at smaller scales, so that the garden, even when it is raw and un-
grown, already has positive space that one can feel at many levels in large centers
and small centers.

There will be few places which do not form definite and coherent centers of this
kind. We shall see an interaction of formal shapes possessing local symmetries and
forming large scale centers (lawns, courts, hedges, flower borders, paved areas, a
seat around a tree) with land-inspired shapes that have smaller-scale symmetries
typical of grassland, forest, and rocks. And these areas themselves will often have
very subtle minor centers and symmetries, like the raked sand in a Japanese sand
garden, connecting them to the formal symmetries of the outline, to the smallest
symmetries of nearby buildings, bushes, trees, plants, and water.

Color will probably play an important role, in flowers and flowering bushes
and trees of different season— even if it is based only on the huge variety of greens.
Seats, fences, and other centers, placed in the landscape to connect the garden with
the buildings, will form a continuity of structure between inside and outside, and
make the gardens usable almost in the sense that rooms are usable. Curved forms
will enter in only rarely.More often, rectilinear structureswill interactwith organic
contour-inspired forms. Walls, catching the sun, are likely to play a special role for
climbing trees, fruit, apricots, roses and trellises. Wildness covers everything.

Yellow wall, oil on panel, 13 inches by 20 inches
Christopher Alexander, 1995



A V I S I O N O F A L I V I N G W O R L D
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