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      A summer border in Kay Ritter’s garden

  


  
     

     

    To my father, Henry Paolini, from whom I inherited not only my gift of gab but also my love of hydrangeas and peonies. He dug my first garden and, despite any evidence to the contrary, always believed I could make it grow. —JP

    


    Life has bestowed me with many blessings, the biggest one being my family. I dedicate this book to you, my entire family, with all my love. —NT
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      Annabelle hydrangeas fill the petite allée in the

  New Hampshire garden of James Aponovich and Beth Johansson.

  


   

  “Show me your garden and I shall

  tell you what you are.”

  —Alfred Austin
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    The front walkway to Maggie Foskett’s home

  


  Introduction

  “Art is the unceasing effort to compete with the beauty of flowers and never succeeding.”

  —Marc Chagall

  Many books have been written about artists’ gardens—entire volumes on the most famous: Claude Monet’s Giverny, Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s garden at Les Collettes, Paul Cezanne’s in Les Lauves. So much is known about these gardens that they are now inseparable in our minds from the artists’ work.

  Later-twentieth-century artists have also been recognized for their magnificent landscapes, courtyards, details, and vistas. Isamu Noguchi’s Mure challenges our definition of garden with its minimal-ist design. Niki de Saint Phalle built her imaginative Tarot Garden from glazed ceramic, mirror fragments, and handblown glass. Frida Kahlo’s cobalt-walled home, studio, and gardens at Casa Azul, in Mexico City, reflect the same strong cultural identity evidenced in her paintings. Sculptor Barbara Hepworth used her gardens in Cornwall, England, as an open-air studio and viewing area for her monumental bronze abstracts. Contemporary artist Jennifer Bartlett’s multi-level rooftop gardens in Greenwich Village were frequently the subject of her large oil paintings, and a year in her native wet-land garden in Amagansett, on Long Island, is depicted in a more recent series of pastel drawings.

  Artists bring their visual acuity and innate sense of design to the garden, but they also bring a certain fearlessness, a penchant for experimentation, a willingness to break established gardening “rules” in order to achieve a particular effect. These are often the same characteristics they bring to their art. For the most part they approach garden layout not from a horticultural perspective but from a purely aesthetic one, often eschewing established wisdom on everything from plant combinations and color schemes to hardscaping materials and even garden location. When the need to work from a very personal point of reference outweighs conventions, the results can be quite spectacular.

  Gardens continue to be a source of inspiration and a means of expression for artists living and working today—with no less spectacular results than those of their predecessors. In this book we explore the gardens of several extraordinary artists located throughout New England. The beauty and serenity of the region has long been a strong draw for creative individuals. The painters, sculptors, and print-makers, and the ceramic, conceptual, and multi-media artists represented here work in a wide range of materials, and their art is as different from one another’s as are their gardens. But they share a common sense of connectedness to the natural world, a desire to honor and preserve the region’s agricultural and horticultural heritage, and a need to express themselves beyond the confines of the studio. They also share an appreciation for the sense of balance that the New England seasons offer.

  Summer is the shortest and most treasured season here, concentrating the work and pleasure of gardening into a few months. Many of the artists build their lives around this inevitability—some saving the days of the growing season for the gardens while spending the long winters in the studio. Others take advantage of the warmth and inspiration of the gardens to produce the bulk of their work in summer. This work may exhibit direct reference to the gardens, or it may not. But in all cases the interplay of idea and expression is evident in both pursuits, whether the artist is consciously aware of it or not. We hope this constant, sometimes silent dialogue carried on in the common language of art and garden will inspire readers to search their own personal vocabulary for new ideas for their own gardens.
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    ABOVE: From Maggie’s second-floor studio the view into her back garden is framed by the dense greenery of Weeping Elm, rhododendron, euonymus, and a single Japanese white pine.

  

  

  Maggie Foskett

  a small marvel

  With steady hands, Maggie Foskett carefully arranges a small piece of red leaf lettuce and a lacy maple seed between two thin squares of glass and holds them up to the light. “I’m nearsighted, so I always need to look closely at things. If something has a vibrant color or unusual shape, I want to pick it up and touch it. They’re really small marvels—when I find them I like to record them.”

  In her darkroom on Florida’s Sanibel Island, Maggie spends the winter creating images with a cameraless photographic technique called cliché-verre. In a tiny rectangle of glass the size of a 35mm slide, she layers found bits of nature and begins the arduous process of transforming them into large, brilliant Cibachrome prints.

  “With photography, I think you’re missing something if you don’t fool around in the darkroom,” Maggie says. She took up photography at the age of fifty-seven and became interested in cliché-verre almost immediately. Developed by William Fox Talbot in the early 1800s, the technique originally involved drawing on glass and using sunlight to make a direct print onto light-sensitive paper. Maggie has adapted the technique using an enlarger to capture the colors and details of translucent organisms in compositions that magnify their unexpected patterns and surprising beauty. Over the years she has varied the process to include the use of contact-printed X-rays. When utilizing organic material such as a luna moth, she must work quickly and precisely because her chosen material will soon deteriorate, resulting in only one or just a few final prints.
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    ABOVE: Choosing objects with translucent properties, Maggie enlarges them in her prints to reveal the intricate patterns within their structure.

  

  With the same exacting eye and sensitivity to nature’s form and detail, Maggie has composed a small marvel of a garden within the rectangular boundaries of her summer residence in Camden, Maine. When Maggie and her husband, John, moved here in 1983, the backyard was a patch of grass. Maggie laid out the plan for her Japanese-inspired garden with string, then hired a down east carpenter to construct the deck, which is the centerpiece of the design. Inspired by the bow of a beloved boat they have since donated to a nonprofit institute, the deck is an intersecting series of triangles at varying levels surrounded by and interplanted with a range of hardy, low-maintenance shrubs, specimen trees, and perennials.
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    ABOVE: The geometry of the cedar decking makes a striking visual statement. Blue Rug juniper is allowed to creep over the edges of the weathered wood and soften its strong lines.

  

  The grayed cedar deck creates the framework within which Maggie has constructed her garden of contrast and pattern. In much the same way as she makes her cliché-verre compositions, she has chosen and arranged the garden elements carefully. But as she has discovered in making her prints, nature is ever-changing, so the results are often unpredictable. That delights her.

  Over the years, the surrounding trees have grown and shaded the yard, helping to define its structure through shape and scale. “My small garden, submerged in shade, is dependent upon shape and contrast—the shape of lichen-covered rocks, the contrast between the texture of foliage and the deck’s weathered wood.” Maggie loves how the ragged edges of low-growing foliage contrast with the geometric lines of the decking. “A natural flow of line” is also crucial, she emphasizes. “Nothing is pruned to the precision of a shaving brush.”

  “My small garden, submerged in shade, is dependent upon shape and contrast.”
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    ABOVE: In a deeply shaded rock garden in front of the house, pachysandra, hostas, and low-growing azaleas thrive in the cool, moist soil.

  

  “They’re really small marvels—when I find them I like to record them.”

  
    [image: ]

    ABOVE: Maggie in her Maine studio.
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    ABOVE: Whirlybird derives its composition and color from radicchio leaves and the winged seeds of a silver maple tree.

  

  If a plant survives in the harsh northern climate, it stays. If it fails, Maggie does not attempt to replant. What does survive flourishes. At one edge of the deck, volunteer ferns sprouted and spread, obstructing a large stone. So Maggie moved the stone to another location. “These plants are like characters in a book who tell the author what they want to be. I’m not the boss here.”

  Maggie may not have ultimate control over the plant life in her garden, but much of the hardscape is a product of her passion for stones. She hauls them from local beaches and arranges them in groups that create visual anchors for the plant material. Sometimes, following the advice of a seasoned local, Maggie pours buttermilk over lichens to encourage their spread. Because they can tolerate environmental extremes, lichens are almost eternal. “If there’s any vegetation on Mars, it’s likely to be lichen,” she says.

  Scrambling around the rock yard in nearby Rockland looking for just the right stone, Maggie is attracted by shapes and patterns. When an overgrown cypress began to dominate the center of her garden, she ripped it out and went rock hunting. The focal point of Maggie’s collection of stones is a group of three hand-cut well covers. She speculates that the huge granite slabs were hauled by dray horses from hills scarred by retreating glaciers. Farmers placed the slabs over newly dug wells, their circular holes having been chiseled out by skilled stonecutters. Tilted upright now, these natural sculptures throw patterns of light over hostas and a pair of long-legged cast-metal wading birds.

  Perhaps because Maggie was born and raised in Brazil, her choices in flowering plants tend toward exotic colors. Throughout the garden, gray stone and green foliage are punctuated season to season by bursts of intensely rich hues. In spring, the curved wooden walkway to the front door of the house is canopied by the vivacious, frilly blossoms of chrome yellow and deep peach azaleas. The two-story rhododendron that creates a green wall along one edge of the backyard is dotted with bright magenta flower heads until early summer.

  Each year, on a raised triangular platform in the middle of the deck, Maggie arranges a display of annuals in large simple pots. Some years the pots hold long-blooming Mandevilla senderi ‘Rosea’, also known as dipladenia or Brazilian jasmine or simply Mandevilla ‘Rosea’. Its thick, glossy leaves and deep pink blossoms are still lush when the plants are brought indoors in late fall. Other years, petunias and annual Argyranthemum (marguerites) in shades of pink and deep magenta burst from cylindrical white planters. By the back entrance to the house, another mandevilla vine, “Red Velvet” blooms from the Fourth of July until Thanksgiving. It’s no surprise that one of Maggie’s favorite potted plants is Passiflora incarnata, a native form of passionflower whose blooms are smaller and less showy than those of the cultivated species but no less intriguing.
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    ABOVE: Picking up on the hues of the neighboring rhododendron, pots of annual petunias and Argyranthemum create a strong color focus.

  

  Maggie’s summer garden is a constant source of wonder and reflection, yet she produces no artwork while she’s in Maine. From June until November, when she’s not gardening, she spends her time visiting galleries, keeping in contact with other artists, and absorbing creative stimulation from her surroundings on the midcoast. She spends the winter months in the self-imposed isolation of her Florida studio. “I think many artists are naturally people of solitude. I never go out, never go to lunch. I need to save any time I have to work.”

  Into that isolation Maggie brings the raw material of constant observation and study. “There is an infinite variety of patterns in the way plants behave. There is always something else to see.” The roots of a hydroponic lettuce that remind her of a rain forest, a slice of grapefruit from her tree in Sanibel—all are transformed in her darkroom into the tonal poetry of color and light.

  Maggie’s work can be seen as a form of poetry—the unexpected transfiguration of something ordinary, such as an onion, into something quite different. “To me, a slice of onion suggests the constant changes in a human cell. Writers transform the commonplace with words. I try to do the same through cliché-verre in my darkroom.”
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    Along the front walkway to the house, surrounded by foliage, structures, and sculpture in shades of greens and grays, these orange and peach azalea blossoms are rendered even more brilliant than they would be in a garden that included other colors.

  

  One of Maggie’s favorite poets is a fellow Bryn Mawr alumna Marianne Moore. The last lines of Moore’s poem When I Buy Pictures, could easily be referring to Maggie’s work:

  It comes to this: of whatever sort it is

  it must be “Lit with piercing glances into the life of things,”

  it must acknowledge the spiritual forces which have made it.

  Maggie refers to herself as a “rag picker of small finds,” a collector of the fragments of nature that cross her path. What emerges from her vision is a glimpse of what others often overlook. She believes that all nature is connected: “Thousands of years ago the glaciers of the last ice age melted and left striking patterns that exist around us today. We collect the rocks, and we carry within us the bones and cells of our ancestors. Whether to keep a garden alive or not is to experience the delicate balance of our mortality. As the Greek philosopher Xenophanes said, ‘We are all sprung from earth and water.’”

  
    Discovering Form and Pattern

  

  
    
      
        	The structure of even the smallest elements in the garden often reveal intricate patterns. Both the early new growth (left) and the blue-green cones (middle) of Japanese white pine (Pinus parviflora) are worthy of close examination. Japanese andromeda (right) are best known for their pendulous clusters of white spring flowers, but their equally intriguing seed pods will last until winter.
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    ABOVE: Potted annuals and arborvitae flank the entrance to the rose garden where James and Beth have planted dozens of hardy varieties over the years.

  

  

  James Aponovich and Beth Johansson

  a tradition of beauty and harmony

  In the late 1800s atop a hill in the hamlet of Cornish, New Hampshire, a group of like-minded artists came together with a common goal: to escape the stifling heat of the city and take advantage of the spectacular vistas and dense, cooling forests that the region had to offer. They came at first to rent the homes and farms recently purchased by New York attorney Charles C. Beaman. But eventually they bought and refurbished their own properties into resplendent summer homes with large studios and lavish formal gardens the likes of which had not been seen in this part of New England.

  One of the first artists to migrate to the area was renowned sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens, who purchased a former inn at the base of Dingleton Hill and transformed it and the surrounding land into what is today a national treasure. Through his actions he was helping to fulfill Beaman’s dream of creating a “Little New York”—a concentration of creative and intellectual talent that would give birth to the Cornish Colony. Saint-Gaudens was followed by a number of other prominent artists, in particular the sculptors Daniel Chester French and Frederick Remington, painter Maxfield Parrish, a number of writers and poets, and dancer Isadora Duncan.

  By the early twentieth century, Cornish was home to some of what were considered the most beautiful gardens in any village in the nation. In the years that followed, the beauty and solitude of the New Hampshire hills gave birth to a number of other artist colonies. The artists used their visual acumen and sharp design sense to create both formal and informal gardens, each unique and perfectly suited to their homes and the natural landscape. The time and care that the artists lavished on their gardens were matched only by their devotion to their art. In both, a sense of pride and friendly competition was infused with and ignited by an endless quest for beauty. That quest is the driving force behind the work and gardens of New Hampshire artists to this day.
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    ABOVE: Among the many varieties grown in the “peony walk” is this distinctive single pink.

  

  Sixty miles south of Cornish lies the Monadnock region, home to meticulously preserved villages, verdant rolling hills, and cool, deep woods—and to New Hampshire’s artist laureate, James Aponovich, and his wife, painter Beth Johansson. Their home, studios, and gardens both honor and rival those of their predecessors and speak eloquently of the rich connections between painting and planting.

  
    [image: ]

    ABOVE: White Annabelle hydrangeas alternate with small arborvitae along both sides of the petite allée. One side is planted in cool colors where blues, purples, and silvers dominate. Warm reds, yellows, and fuchsias are more prevalent in the opposite bed.

  

  With the green-black forested slopes of the Monadnock range as a backdrop, James and Beth have built a home and a life filled with color and texture, contrast and harmony, fueled by the visual, physical, and emotional acts of gardening and painting. Their handsome house of cedar and stone is the geographic and creative heart of the property. Radiating from this center, each garden has been carefully designed to evoke a time and place significant to this couple’s life and work.

  To the south a series of bluestone terraces and granite steps leads down to broad borders edged with fragrant mounds of purple lavender. Tucked behind them are dense clusters of daylilies, their tiny buds just emerging in anticipation of midsummer. But the showpiece of this walk consists of masses of luscious yellow intersectional peonies, a hybrid of herbaceous and tree species from a propagator in northern Vermont. Like much of what grows here, these peonies lead a double life. They are revered by the couple for their color, structure, and hypnotic scent. The buds and flowers are cut and brought inside to fill large porcelain urns. And then the best of them have their portraits painted, framed, and hung in museums and galleries across the country.

  “Everything that we do is about making something harmonious and beautiful from elements.”

  Both James and Beth have chosen flowers as a subject in much of their work. Over the years the gardens they have grown have fed their painting, just as their painting has influenced the gardens. James is most drawn to flowers that suggest movement and rhythm; then he twists and bends them in ways that nature does not. In one canvas, a blue and white Chinese bowl cradles a mass of flaming parrot tulips much larger than the vessel could actually hold. The individual flowers reach out in all directions, their ser-rated petals curling and spiraling in an exuberant dance. Echoing the Renaissance still lifes that influenced this work, the choreography of the flowers is set against a serene landscape, in this case a lone lighthouse on a calm sea.

  This painting is part of an exhibition about the historic Isles of Shoals, off the coast of Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Beth’s contribution to this exhibit is a painting of red hollyhocks, inspired by the Isles’ most famous gardener, Celia Thaxter, whose flowers were the subject of dozens of paintings by American Impressionist Childe Hassam. The color, form, and flatness of individual hollyhock flowers are a fascination to Beth. She often chooses these blooms, as well as those of annual poppies and pansies, for their open structure and their quality of translucence. But whether choosing flowers for her paintings or the gardens, color is her central theme and the element that brings life to both.

  On the northeast corner of the house, a pea-stone terrace surrounds a granite-edged bed of ornamental grasses and low-profile perennials grown mostly for their foliage. Beyond, a lawn and steps lead down to a sizable vegetable and perennial propagation and cutting garden. Until recently, a long bed of tall white phlox, peach- and maize-colored daylilies, purple coneflowers, and blue balloon flowers defined the eastern edge of the cultivated area. Interspersed among them, atop tall, sturdy pale green stems, were the saucer-size heads of dozens of pastel yarrows. Called the “Maine Border,” this area paid homage to the couple’s fifteen summers on Eggemoggin Reach in Penob-scot Bay, and to Julia Martin, the professional Maine garden designer who mentored Beth all those seasons.
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    ABOVE: The pebbled walk to the front door is bordered by an ever-changing spectrum of flowering perennials, including the couple’s beloved intersectional peonies.
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    The Italian Garden

  

  
    The design principles of high Renaissance gardens, most often attributed to architect Donato Bramante, are balance and harmony between the natural elements and the man-made compostiion. Architectural in form, these gardens often feature potted shrubs and fruit trees and are distinctive in their minimal use of color. The network of paths helps to guide the visitor’s experience.

  

  Most of the plants in this bed were transported from Maine, but because of the longer growing season here in southwestern New Hampshire, they acted quite differently. On the coast, bloom time for most of these perennials is condensed into a few warm months. In this more extended summer, the yarrow and phlox seldom flowered in tandem. The spirit of the Maine border remains, but for practical reasons it has been divided and dispersed to more hospitable parts of the property or to fellow gardeners.

  In fall James and Beth plant a thousand tulip bulbs for cutting and painting. Recently the local white-tailed deer have discovered this delicacy, so future plantings will be scaled down and fenced. This plot acts mainly as a nursery for the species that will eventually end up in one of the planned formal gardens that are the signature of this beautifully designed property.

  Every year since 2001 James and Beth have conceived, drawn, discussed, revised, and finalized a plan for a new garden. This year’s project is a Florentine-style courtyard inspired by the garden at the Hotel Monna Lisa in Borgo Pinti, where James and Beth have stayed on their frequent trips to that Tuscan city. The couple’s garden, modeled after the high Renaissance style of design, has at its central axis a large terra-cotta pot holding a fig tree. Each quadrant is planted with small-scale arborvitae and groupings of perennials—astilbe, lady’s mantle, epimedium, baptisia, and anemones—primarily chosen for their texture and the forms of their foliage. The garden’s horizontal axis is marked by a pair of Sargent crabapples in square iron planters. At the back edge, the columnar form of a beech tree balances pairs of lower-growing intertwined smoke-bushes. Their dusty purple and bright yellow-green foliage will grow together to reinforce the garden’s palette of purples, reds, and chartreuse. Broad paths of pale brown pea stone, the human scale of the vegetation, and the symmetrical layout add to the accessibility of this, the most formal and sculptural of the gardens.
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