Willard Museum Campus Garden Project
Contemporaneous Landscape Designers

We hope to re-create the sense of gardens that could have been present at the time of Frances Willard's residence on the grounds during her association with the WCTU, roughly 1870 - 1898.  Historical records provide somewhat sparse evidence of the gardens' general appearance and virtually no documentation is available on the plants that were used on the grounds during the time of interest.

In view of this, the design and plantings for the renovated gardens propose to use those of leading garden designers who were contemporaneous with the Willard/WCTU historical period in Evanston.  The following is a synopsis of those designers along with some representative examples of their work.  Separately, a list of plants used by these designers has been compiled to keep the new plantings true to the spirit and implementation of the historic restoration and is available elsewhere on this web site.

19th century British Gardeners

William Robinson - 1838-1935 (began career 1867). Robinson's ideas were instrumental in spawning the English cottage garden movement, often said to be a partner of the popular Arts and Crafts movement.  He advocated more natural and less formal-looking plantings of wild flowers, hardy perennials, shrubs, and climbers (a "wild garden" with plants growing unfettered in natural settings) and reacted against the High Victorian patterned gardening, which used tropical materials grown in greenhouses. His ability to integrate natural plants into arranged gardens ("the rightness of plants allowed their natural settings") was what made him such a memorable figure in gardening. Modern gardening practices first introduced by Robinson include: dense plantings of perennials and groundcovers that expose no bare soil; use of hardy perennials and native plants; and large plantings of perennials in natural-looking drifts.

The truly "wild gardens" were intended for larger tracts of land, but the fashion was incorrectly utilized by many Victorian homeowners who made jungle-like settings for their homes.  These pictures represent some of his more "restrained" plantings for traditional herbaceous borders.








Gertrude Jekyll - 1843-1932 (began career 1883). Jekyll should be more correctly categorized as a planter than as a "designer".  She did indeed design, but did it through her plantings rather than traditional design aspects. She was one half of one of the most influential and historical partnerships of the Arts and Crafts movement, thanks to her association with the English architect, Sir Edwin Luytens.

Jekyll was influenced by Robinson as her designs always had the fundamental goal of "arranging plants and trees and grassy spaces that they look happy and at home, and make no parade of conscious effort".  She used her painter's understanding of color and proportion to develop her famous flower borders; she is remembered less for her outstanding designs but instead for her subtle, painterly approach to the arrangement of the gardens she created, particularly her "hardy flower borders" (= herbaceous borders).  Her work is known for its radiant color and the brush-like strokes of her plantings.  Jekyll was one of the first of her profession to take into account the color, texture, and experience of gardens as the prominent authorities in her designs, and she was a life-long fan of plants of all genres.







19th century U.S. Gardeners

Jens Jensen - 1860-1951 (began career 1895). While Danish by birth, Jens Jensen was the first landscape designer to embrace a truly American approach to landscaping and played a prominent role in the creation of a uniquely North American design aesthetic, the Prairie Style (not the same as the architectural style of FLW - ed.).  He was one of the most influential designers to popularize native gardens.  Jensen organized and inspired the early conservation movements that led to the creation of the Cook County Forest Preserve District, the Illinois state park system, the Indiana Dunes State Park and National Lakeshore.

Unfortunately, most of Jensen's designs were done for large-scale public parks (Columbus Park and Garfield Park in Chicago are examples) and most of his residential commissions were for large North Shore estates.  Many of his designs for residential gardens have been lost to history, although the Shakespeare Gardens at Northwestern and the Evanston Art Center grounds are still extant.  Using some native plants, including grasses, and including an outdoor meeting area (using his "council ring" construction albeit on a smaller scale) may be the best ways we can represent Jensen's influences.
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Beatrix Farrand - 1872 -1959 (began career 1897). One of the founding eleven members, and the only woman, of the American Society of Landscape Architects.  Farrand joined the likes of England's Gertrude Jekyll and William Robinson in championing the use of perennial plants in combinations based upon color harmony, bloom sequence and texture. Her style was designing garden rooms, defined outdoor spaces which transition distinctly from one another.  Farrand believed in using native plant materials whenever possible to connect the natural and the designed landscape. Her style often used an impressionistic palette of plant color and texture as a counterpoint to her more formal constructed garden elements.

There are currently few opportunities to create garden rooms on the site without constructing walls or planting hedges, neither of which seem reasonable nor appropriate.  We will include her addition of native plants and more modern plant inventory, as well as reviewing her design schemes, to recognize her influence.
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