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Those large glass windows on your mid-century modern home make perfect 
picture frames—for the sculpture gallery in your garden. 

For all of us who spend too much time at the office, with our noses stuck to 
computer screens and ears glued to our mobile phones, more time in our backyards 
and courtyards might be just the ‘Prozac’ we need to lift our spirits and make more 
of the here and now. 

Set the mood, define the space, and create a moment of pause in your day with 
one of these artful creations artfully positioned in your great outdoors.

1 Delicate Accent
These Allium steel sculptures look delicate,  
but they will stand up and sway gently in  
wind, bright sun, and rain. The three-piece set  
includes 8-, 10- and 12-inch stems. Ironvein.co.uk

2 Steel, Spiky Statement
Handmade in Whales by artists Viki Govan and  

Richard Warner, the galvanized Phormium steel  
sculpture comes as one plant with a single spike. 
Maintenance-free for life. Available in 24- and 
47-inch heights. Ironvein.co.uk

3 Modern Mushrooms
UK potter Jonathan Garratt digs up his own 
clay from a farm and chops wood for the  
fire as part of his labor-intensive process of 
create these earthy Modern Mushrooms. 
Jonathangarratt.com

4 Wonder Sphere
Ruth Moilliet produces highly detailed  

metal and glass sculptures inspired by the 
plant kingdom. This one is called Allium.  

By Tanja Kern 

Commission similar pieces from 21 inches to 6.5 feet  
in diameter. Ruthmoilliet.com

5 Elegance in the Round
These spiky Seedheads metal forms look as though they 
were blown in with a strong gust of wind, but they’ll plant 
themselves elegantly in your garden. Ranging in diameter 
from 25 to 49 inches in diameter. Ruthmoilliet.com

6 Sisters of the Ring
Artists Jennifer Gilbert Asher and Mario Lopez formed 
brushed stainless steel into stacked rings for these limited-
edition Sisters sculptures. The sculpture stands on a bronze 
powder-coated steel base. Terrasculpture.com

7 Leaves of Agave
This steel Agave sculptures will be  
even more drought resistant than the  
one found growing in nature. The hand-forged leaves can 
be made in any size and arranged individually to suit your 
garden. Ironvein.co.uk

8 Reaching to the Sky
As the Tempest, these three seductively curved pieces 
of weathered steel hold up an airy stainless-steel wire 
sphere. Stands 72 inches tall. Terrasculpture.com  

9 Modern, Rustic and Curvy 
Your favorite garden perennials will grow beautifully 
around and into the curve of this Taffy weathered steel 
sculpture. Stands 68 inches tall. Terrasculpture.com 

10 Sculptural Waterway
This modern piece can act as a rain chain or as sculpture, 
hanging from a tree branch or the house. Crafted of recycled 
aluminum and solid copper wire, it hangs nine feet.  
Patriciazilinskydesigns.com  

11 Fish Out of Water
Sculptor Mike Savage studied  
silversmithing before developing  

his sculptural work at the Royal College of Art. His silver  
aluminum fish are sold individually so that you can make  
a school of any size. Mikesavagesculpture.blogspot.com

12 Cry Me a River
Inspired by the environment, luxury glass artist Neil Wilkin  
creates his Tear Drops from solid glass and fuses them to 316 
marine-grade stainless-steel stakes. Neilwilkin.com

13 Kinetic Energy
English artist Ivan Black transforms metal wires that can only  
be described as poetry in motion. He is inspired by the  
molecular laws that govern nature. Ivanblack.co.uk 

14 Heavy Metal
Florida artist Jon Allen forms metal into clean, fluid  
compositions that portray playfulness or intensity.  
Statements2000.com
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Creating a sculpture garden of your  
own with modern marvels like these



Tommy Church and his 
brood—creators of the  
‘California School’ of  
modern landscape design

during The noT-for-everyone dark 
days of the Depression, folks in need of a 
garden in San Francisco’s Pacific Heights 
or Hillsborough knew who to call.

Thomas Dolliver Church—known as 
‘Tommy’ to some, ‘Dolliver’ to others—
with his quick wit, unpretentious man-
ner, and unerring eye for beauty, could 
produce a garden that was “absolutely 
Versailles,” in the words of one friend—
even on a tight urban lot.

Folks in high society loved Tommy 
Church, and he loved them.

Odd thing to say, perhaps, about a 
revolutionary.

Still, in the late 1930s, Church 
helped give birth to the ‘California 
School’ of modern landscape archi-
tecture—and to modern landscape 
architecture itself.

Versailles? Bye bye.
Until Church and a small coterie 

of fellow modernists entered the field, 
landscape design in the main was either 
formal French, arranged with clipped 
hedges along a central axis, or naturalis-
tic English, evoking an oh-so-romantic 
bosky dell.

The modernists didn’t go for either 
style, seeing both as irrelevant for mod-
ern man. 

What was needed, the Bay Area-
raised, Harvard-bred Garrett Eckbo 
argued, were landscape designs based 
on scientific analysis of the site and the 
needs of the client.

Rather than designing formal 
gardens for wealthy clients to look at 
or pursue their horticultural art, this 
new breed of landscape architects began 
designing gardens to be used as living 
space by ordinary people while serving, 
in Eckbo’s words, as “homes of delight, 
of gayety, of fantasy, of illusion, of 
imagination, of adventure.”

Landscape architects designing 
usable outdoor areas for ordinary 
people represented a major shift in the 
profession. It was good business, too, 
Eckbo noted.

“Such a concept of the garden 
increased the audience, and the possible 
clientele if you wish,” Eckbo wrote. “In 
our climate, people using outdoor space 

Story: Dave Weinstein

CALIFORNIA SCHOOL. Great landscape architects of the mid-century. Top: Thomas Church stands before his  
garden design at the Martin Garden, Aptos, circa 1949. Above: Garrett Eckbo (far left) and Robert Royston (far  
right) were both principals of Eckbo, Royston & Williams, with branches in Northern and Southern California, when  
this early 1950s photo was taken. Also pictured: Francis Dean (center left) and Edward Williams (center right).

RHYTHMIC GARDENS. Thomas Church was called “the last great traditional designer and the first great modern designer.” Above left: Church with one of the tools of his trade. Top left: His Donnell Garden, 1950, with its kidney- 
shaped pool and sculpture island. Top right: Church’s book Gardens Are for People, a classic of landscape architecture. Above right: Young Garrett Eckbo out for a joyride. Above center: Eckbo’s Nishi Garden, Los Angeles, 1952.

must outnumber [serious] gardeners by 
several times.”

Landscape architect Doug Baylis, 
who got his start working for Church, 
inveighed against the older generation 
of landscape designers, whom he called 
“the fuddy-duddies.” 

Baylis “felt that classic landscape 
architecture was stuffy, that it related to 
‘what did it look like,’ rather than ‘what 
did it give,’” his widow, Maggie Baylis, 
told an oral historian in 1977.

Baylis’s goal, she said, was to “help 
people live better,” a goal he shared with 
the entire modern school, which pro-
duced “outdoor living rooms” and tried 
to integrate indoor and outdoor living.

The residential gardens (including 
many for Eichler subdivisions and indi-
vidual Eichler homes), campuses, parks, 
and civic and highway projects designed 
by Church, Eckbo, Baylis, Lawrence 
Halprin, and Theodore Osmundson 
came to define the modern California 
school of landscape architecture.

1  THOMAS CHURCH
Garrett Eckbo called Tommy Church 

(1902-1978) “the last great traditional 
designer and the first great modern 
designer.” 

What made Church modern was 
his focus on how a garden functioned 
for people who wished to live part of 

their lives out of doors. Consider the 
title of his famous book, Gardens Are 
for People.

 “Formal or informal, curved, 
straight, symmetrical or free, the 
important thing is that you end up 
with a functional plan and an artistic 
composition,” Church wrote. Plants 
would be part of the garden—but not 
the raison d’etre.

Church’s gardens often featured 
large areas of ‘hardscape’ (packed sand 
or wood or masonry paving) to create 
usable spots for living outside. He pio-
neered the use of the redwood deck.

As architect and longtime col-
laborator Theodore Bernardi recalled, 
“Tommy invented the idea that 
landscape gardening was not necessar-
ily plants, at least out West.” Church 

worked often with architect William 
Wurster and his firm Wurster, Bernardi 
and Emmons.

Also modern were Church’s wonder-
fully freeform designs, with amoeba 
shapes and curves playing against 
straight lines and zigzags. “It is as if the 
landscape architects were composing 
an abstract painting for people to live 
within,” UC Berkeley professor Stephen 
Pepper wrote about the modern school. 

Church, “so charming and unas-
suming,” in the words of one col-
league, often sketched his designs 

on a sheet of paper and improvised 
on the site. He designed hundreds of 
residential gardens, many for Eichler 
homeowners, gardens for large housing 
developments such as Parkmerced in 
San Francisco, for low-income housing 
like Valencia Gardens in San Francisco, 
as well as large projects, including col-
lege campuses.

 “His designs were never forced,” 
colleague Ruth Jaffe recalled. “They 
flowed out of him onto the ground, and 
when they got onto the ground, they 
flowed all over the ground. It was just a 

“until he brought up his own tribe of 
competitors.” 

2  GARRETT ECKBO
Much more than Tommy Church, 

who moved in High Society as though 
he belonged, Garrett Eckbo (1910-
2000), who grew up in poverty and 
didn’t hide his distaste for capitalism, 
represents the socially conscious side of 
landscape design.

Like many landscape architects, 
Eckbo, who later studied at Harvard, 
began with small residential gardens, 

designing and helping install hun-
dreds in the Pomona Valley. Soon he 
was helping design communities for 
migrant farm workers.

“This was an opportunity to design 
and build exemplary modern com-
munity social/spatial structures for 
the lowest economic levels. They were 
not corrupted by the pressures for 
social distinction and profitability that 
tended to destroy the larger environ-
ment,” he wrote.

Eckbo, who spent much of his 
career in Southern California, is known 
for dividing gardens into zones of activ-
ity marked by plantings or by different 
materials, and for spatially dynamic 
compositions integrating curved 
borders, lawns and waterways with 
rectangular forms and diagonal lines. 

“The gardens have movement;  
they are rhythmic, dynamic,” he wrote. 
“There is no careful, static symmetry. 
The eye is carried around the area by 
clean, free curves or strong angles,  
and is not forced to concentrate on  
any one point.”

Many of Eckbo’s gardens are 
designed around a “characteristic open 
center,” where the people who use the 
garden serve as the centerpiece rather 

than plants or structures, wrote Reu-
ben Rainey, a professor of landscape 
architecture.

Eckbo’s work is influenced by Asian 
design. “The history of design in China 
and Japan equals that of the West but 
is infinitely more subtle and flexible in 
form and space, less rigid in interaction 
with nature and richer in its content of 
people/nature relations,” he wrote.

His larger work included the 
California Open Space Study in the 
1960s, a survey of all land within an 
hour’s drive of the state’s large cities. 

joy, to make things joyous.” 
For a time, architect Donn Emmons 

remembered, Church was the only 
landscape architect in the state doing 
modern work. “Everybody else was 
doing Renaissance gardens,” he said.

Eckbo, Royston, Halprin, Baylis, 
and Osmundson all began their profes-
sional careers working for Tommy, 
although Osmundson and Eckbo both 
did so briefly. “I don’t think of anybody 
being his competitor,” Bernardi said, 
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