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EARLY AMERICAN MEETS MODERN IN A GEORGETOWN GARDEN

by Aoriax Huging | PROTOS oy ROGER FoOLEY

The gardens of Georgetown present
particularly thoeny design problems
for lindscape architects.

Unlike

Features of Revoluoonury-cra estlie

the well-documented

gardens and plantanons, the wrban
vards of Wazhingtons oldest and
minst Famous neighborhood come with scant record of their
carly form or use. As i other city settings, the desipner must
deal with issucs of prvacy and stressful environments for
plants. And che elongated yards—as nurrow as 20 feer, as long
ax 120 fect—provide a vexing canvas.,

Over the years the solutions have come in many forms,
from sull formalicy to herbaceous jungles. Wharever the incar-
nation, the object was to soften and musk the basic enclosure.

Samnuel H, Williamson, a Jo-vear-old Farvard-cramed lind-
scupe architect, has taken a daring and diffcrent approsch o a
chents garden i the hean of the colomal port sertlemeni.
Instcad of secking to hide or subdivide the backvard of the
clicnt’s aurucrive 1806 Federsl row house, he has produced un
axial landscape that remforces the properey's longitudinal char-
dcer. Parallel paths straddle a sunken water canal and togecher
the lines of brick and water stretch 1he space berween the immeg-
uliar envelope of the house and a distant woodland cermace at the
garden’s tur end. “The moad s faintly minimalise and firmly
architectural, yer this starkness is cempered by forms and mute-
rials of the Rarly Amernican town garden. This paradox, i cum,
stimuilates the senses. “There is 2 tension beoween something
contemporary in character but vaditional in feel,” he savs,

Atrer Williamson completed studies at Harvand's Graduate
School of Design, he worked in the Cambridge-based practice
of Michael Van Vilkenburzh, Aspects of the Georgerown gar-

den— s strong axialicy, paths coursing through terraces —ure

57

resminiscent of Yan Valkenburgh's
wark, and Willlamson acknowl-
edges his influence. But the greacer
seimulus came from the site 1tself,
and the need to conneet the garden
to the house as parc of the system-
atie renovation af bach,

When the new owners came to it from Manhactan, they
renavated the house and buile a multiscory addition that
vinclides o modern kKitchen and breaklast room on the parden
level and, above, an oftice opening to u rooftop terrace. A see-
ond terrace was built one Swory hagher, above the office.

The verm “vard™ was too kind a deseription of the land-
scape: It was a sca of scrub and weeds, including poison vy
Williamson was engaged as plans for the house were finalized.
The archireer, Maron Jay Rosenblum, of Philadelphia, wanted
the addition to form a strong bond with the garden, with an
emphasis on cucolation and secess. The dining room was fic-
ted with French doors, as was the new breakiast room. More-
over, Rosenblum wanted o creare a link between the office-
level parden and the ground-level terrace. This was achieved
by placing brick stairs off the office terrace. The stairs e
connect with the garden ourside the breakfase room. Here, at
the end of the house, the ubnquitous brick fabric is replaced
with a creamy stucco fimish and classical arches, “T'he cham-
fered wood piers How together to form a gromed ceiling above
a brick landing vutside the breaktast room doar,

This trearment was devised o evoke a garden pavilion and
provide a decorative finish to what has become the important
privace. garden sude of the house. "T'he pavilion allusion pro-
vided the point of departure for Williamson. Here, he placed
one of the two garden patchs.

The second path wravels ulong che other sule of the garden,
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OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: STAIRS COMMECT OFFICE TERRACE WITH GARDEN. IRIS FOLIAGE SPIKES

THROUGH SWEET WOODRUFF. HERITAGE RIVER BIRCH. SWEET WOODRUFF: HOSTAS ADD CONTRASTING TEXTURE.

un axis from the dining-room doocs. The paralle] pachs frame
the water raunel before ending gt the mised brick wondlamd
terrace. Driped behind chis teraee, a new rear wall s deco-
rated with g series of six lacticed panels berween brick paers,
Their transpurency and Light coler brigheen the back of cthe
parden and allow bresses o cool i

The waterway grew out of 2 desire for o sunken feaone
berween the paths, Iris fed by a trekbng fountin that fows
from stenes set s a focal poing 2t the Tar end of the el The
narucal fotms play off the man-made geometry all around i
with ther spring-like allusion reinforce the wondland mood
Willzimson sought o caplure in the garden’s hinterdand.

The owners were New Yorkers, but it was thelr coun-
cry property in Maine chat inspired Willismson in
Georgerown, An existing black walnur tree and a matnre
flowering dogwood on che ganden’s west side were umder-
planted with other native of
woodland trees and shrubs,
amaong them amelanchicrs,
rcuntain Liprels, more dog-
wonds, and Eastern cedbd.
Olpposice, o different nnder-
seory plane palecre was used

to allow for the east border's

sunnicr aspect, among them
nandinas and Rossian alive, 1o both hosdes, Williamsoen has
uged 2 variety ol pround covers and pereuniuly 1o creare rex-
tral combinucions, including cilliom, ferns, hosoas, inses,
and, with much exoavagance, sweer woodrufl, The canal is
planted with Heders fefix “Needlepoint and ‘Green Gem,” nwo
delicare-leafed varneues of English vy, The predemimant
plant, however, is the handsome and popualar "Heritge’ nver
birch. It was chosen because of the ehents” noechem associa-
tions and because the ercamy apricot colonng of 15 peeling
bark Blends with the pinks and browns of the bnek, Seven
ferrmn a thicket behemd the woodland terrace (1 be chinned in
chue course)d, and anocher six are placed ar regular intervals
along the case side, tying the remote woodland space inoo cthe
side =zarden. Williamson has alzo used bold -t,'.lump:t of the
coarsc-lealed Hosta sicholdiane as accencs along this border,

Tust us designers in New Englaind must know wood and
those m che Southwest adobe and ole, the landscape architece
in Creargetown, incvitably, 3 drawn o the world of bricks.

From the facades of s Federal and Viewtibin houses oo the

il

decoracive sidewalks, brick is the materal cthar defines the old
*oromac seaport.

Rosenblum directed che making of hand-formed bricks in
a rosv-hrown 1o build the addicion, selecting a hue ssmewhere
i che mdedle of the honse's wanddering color band, Williamsoen
reeveled paving bricks from the old garden, wsing them in the
rerraces in a drv-lanl, diagonal heringbone pattern. For the
parhs, he used o redder brick as eantrase, in a runsing bond
parcern. They are wire-cur, giving o much sharper edae than
the molded brick of the cerraces. The rerraces are allowed to
e free of cheir surrounding waills, 1 waneed them respond-
ing w the architecture rathers than an exwension of the archi-
tecture.” he says, “Jost the idea of i1 not quite touching
seemed o make the space more eaherent.”

Such ouches pive the garden 4 depree of complexite and
derail char is net immediacely apparent. Romantics, ne doubr,
would assail the desion for s
lack of visual layering and
evvatery, Bue che soeonge lingar-
ity makes the far termee a
magnet, a place that is used
instead of just devised. Wil-
liamson could not have placed

it closer 1o the honse withoot

the four-story STRICIure over-
powering the eve and harming the sense of journey to the er-
wve, And in spite ol s simplicity, the garden vields some very
diftercnc moads, From che office terriee, the acrial view rein-
forces the axialicy of the design. On the ground plane, the axes
lengthen the garden. Looking back w the house from the
wiodlund terrace, the lmearity is all bur crased. 1'his 13 noc a
redl woodland, of course, but its remoteness brings vou closer
to nature: to the sound of the water, to the ormamenc ol the
birch trecs, and to the silent fliting of an clecoric-Blue draganily,

o orow-house vard waould have been made this way when
the house was by, bt che gat‘n’.lclj 15 treie tio chie hallmarks af
the Federal sevle —classic and cesteamned amd deriving beauty
frenn simplicioy.

“I'here’s an architectural quality 1o che warden thac we
enjov 2 lon"™ suys the miscress of the house, “And then there's
a sort of sculprural qualivy: sive and shape and color and tex-

mre. Very, very pleasing.”™

Adlrvar Hipgins Lt a Wasbivater oriter chair Bonk, The Secret Giardens of

Chomngctown, sl b pellihed mil yeah
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