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ABSTRACT: Exploring methods to embrace a temporal factor in design,to both augment 
and challenge the dominant discourse of spatial design, has been a concern of the 
environmental design disciplines for some time. Nowhere has this argument been more 
compelling than in the field of landscape architecture. Gardens in particular are subject to 
environmental forces, plant growth and horticultural practices, and become something new 
all the time, well beyond the anticipated projections of the designer.  The garden has no 
final form, “no unchanging inert core”.  
 
Something of a disjunction can occur between designer and the ‘caretakers’ of a design, the 
gardeners. Generally the gardeners take over at the point of the ‘completed’ design, 
exercising horticultural skills in the care of a garden, but not usually design intent. In an 
attempt to find common ground between design and the future evolution of a garden, this 
paper explores the parameters for design and ‘re-making’ of a type of garden most 
ostensibly fixed, sculptural and of a static quality: the Japanese karesansui, dry raked 
garden.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Landscape architecture and garden art offer perceptual experience figures of a very 
peculiar kind: forms that are formative, appearances that approximate what they will 
become, and things made that remake themselves. Certainly gardens present spectators 
with things to see –groves, ponds, hedgerows, and fountains – but the peculiarity of 
figures such as these is that what they offer to sight largely conceals their capacity to 
become something quite different. All that landscape art makes available to the senses is 
never more than an approximation of what is still to be sensed, yet to appear, or still to be 
shown, for with the passing of the day, the seasons, or simply of time landscapes show 
themselves to be exactly what they have not been.  

    
        Leatherbarrow 2004:131 
 
While spatial or material design has been well established in the design disciplines generally, temporal aspects of 
design have remained elusive. Gardens, composed in large part of living matter and exposed to environmental 
factors, are especially subject to change, continual, periodic and often of some magnitude.  “Time and process 
are at the heart of landscape architecture” (Hunt 2000:9). According to Raxworthy “the notion of designing with 
change constitutes a fundamental and foundational theoretical premise for much of what constitutes landscape 
architecture” (2003:1).  
 
1. GARDENS AND CHANGE 
 
Gardens are composed of and are part of an environment, which includes the systemic interaction of species and 
their habitat. “Plants grow, winds blow, pests ravage” (Ross 1998:9). The make-up of the designed landscape 
includes plant materials, soils and water -  “dynamic construction media” (Raxworthy 2004a:196). Ecological 
processes include disturbance, and interventions, the latter including human horticultural practices.  
 
Miller makes the claim that gardening is an essential feature of garden identity: the garden “probably demands 
more unremitting effort and attention from its creator than any other art…. Much of what we see in a garden… is 
being actively resisted by the gardenist (sic), who spends exorbitant amounts of time weeding, pruning, mowing, 
raking, and otherwise counteracting the changes taking place in his garden against his will” (in Ross 1998:19). In 
other words gardens cannot become what they are intended to be without the ongoing input of gardening. The 
outcome of course is dependent on type, scope, quantity and intensity of horticultural practices.  
 
Raxworthy further argues that the change itself is the productivity of the garden, that change is not merely what 
must be dealt with, but what is desired (2004b). Moreover he also claims that the the element of chance, of 
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unpredictability and surprise, is desirable, if not inevitable, in designed landscapes: “it offers serendipity” 
(2006:3).  
 
Ross writes that “gardens are shaped by their makers” (1998:9). This is true of both designer and gardener. She 
goes on to suggest that “often a designer who reshapes an existing garden in fact creates a new one” (1998:9). 
At the same time she argues that it is the nature of gardens that they are a continuous creation. “There is no final 
form to a garden, no unchanging inert core” (Miller in Ross 1998:19). Gardens are renewed with every input, 
intervention, or impact, whether accidental or intentional. Given that we have established that gardens change in 
many different ways and to a variety of degree at what point can it be defined as a new garden?  
 
The very existence of a garden or its capacity to be understood or recognised as a garden may be considered 
ephemeral. Hunt describes gardens as “one of the most fragile of art forms” (Hunt 2004:12).  Becoming a part of 
the total environment it may very readily lose its cultural attributes and become ‘feral’, or only recognisable as 
part of the wider landscape.  
 
Depending on the level or type of change to a garden it may become either a different garden or disappear as a 
garden, if its difference from the wider landscape is indiscernible. This makes for some indeterminancy of garden 
and not garden or garden and different garden, recognising that all gardens are likely to undergo change. A new 
or different garden may be dependent on a designer’s intent – that is the intent to make a different garden. And 
the disappearance of a garden is likely to be the cessation of gardening.   
 
So for the sake of ensuring a garden survives both as a garden and as a particular design an essential input is its 
management – the relationship between the powers of wind, sun, rain and pestilence, and the ongoing effort to 
work with, combat or yield to these forces by way of horticultural practices, gardening – a kind of interractive 
dance.  
 
To test the ideas that gardens of any sort might be subject to change, and that both the design of them and their 
management are essential garden making practices, a type of garden with little or no plant life and of static 
appearance was chosen. Both qualities are likely to challenge the prior suppositions of gardens and change 
attributes.  
 
 
2. JAPANESE KARESANSUI 
 
Ryoan-ji (Fig. 1) in Kyoto is generally considered, in Japan and perhaps even more abroad, an exemplary 
karesansui, dry raked or stone garden. It attracts over a million visitors annually. 
 

 
Source: (photograph by L Elliot, used with permission) 

Figure 1: Ryoan-ji temple garden  
 
Karesansui are designed to be viewed from a single position seated on the temple veranda. When you sit on the 
veranda of the temple at Ryoan-ji, before you lies a garden of moss-surrounded rocks amid a field of raked 
pebbles. It appears stable, unmoveable, fixed, without even leaves to rustle in the wind. If you come back the 
next day it will appear exactly the same. Even if you return in a year, or ten, it will be as though you had not gone 
away. There are a few seasonal changes, mainly because on occasion it snows. And a cherry tree that hangs 
over the wall – not exactly part of the karesansui as such – flowers profusely and briefly in spring. But otherwise it 
is as a sculpture – in fact more like an installation –  to a greater degree than any other garden type. 
 
The record seems to indicate that there have been some changes in composition to this garden over that 
timeframe. In this fact we might consider Miller and Ross’s discussion over what constitues the same garden – 
locality, designer/maker, attempt to retain essential character or some other integral quality? If we record these 
changes, we can then put them aside, and move to an understanding of the garden as has been described and 
analysed over the last couple of centuries, and the garden that is visited by so many people. 
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Ryoan-ji was originally an aristocratic residence, gifted by Hosokawa Katsumoto on his death in 1473 to the 
Rinzai branch of the Zen Buddhist sect. In the 1680s the earliest known descriptions of the garden indicate that 
there were 9 stones. There are now 15, a number of significance to the garden’s visitors, because famously only 
14 can be seen from any one position on the veranda. In the seventeenth century the temple building was 15 
metres long (now 22 metres) and a covered corridor ran through the middle of the courtyard, and so the nine 
stones likely suited this setting. All the buildings were destroyed by fire in 1797. Damage to the garden, if any, is 
unknown. A woodblock print by Sakuma Soen of the garden dated 1799 shows the garden layout as it is today 
(Fig. 2).  The only other possible, but unrecorded, compositional change, could be a change in the gravel field 
from one of sand rather, more popular in a former time, to the present gravel. (Kuitert, 2002) 
 

 
Source: (photographed by author on-site) 

Figure 2: Woodblock print of Ryoan-ji 1799 by Sakuma Soen 
 
Given the essential characteristics – its locality, size, shape, layout and composition of elements – this garden 
remains recognisable by all as Ryoan-ji, and is likely to meet the criteria of both Miller and Ross as the same 
garden. But it does seem to beextreme as an example of a garden with little or no change, at least for many 
decades if not centuries. How is this so? 
 
A lack of vegetation partly explains this. Only moss around the rocks on the gravel field and lichen on the rocks 
themselves are living matter in this garden. The moss obviously was not there at construction, but has been 
permitted, perhaps even encouraged, to grow. But only within narrow bands around the rock groupings. This is 
not always a part of karesansui. And the restriction to contained areas is not always effective: at Saiho-ji, famous 
as the moss garden, the original groundplane was sand or gravel, which became covered with moss through 
neglect. At Ryoan-ji the moss growth is an extremely slow change over time, maintained in certain places at a 
certain coverage, and weeded to prevent invasive weed species. These are very small and slow changes with 
regular but minimal management input. Such a temporal dimension seems almost glacial compared to other 
gardens, and not too much different from other built environments exposed to natural elements.  
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   Source: (photographed by D Bellemy, used with permission)  

Figure 3: Ginkaku-ji   
 
On the other hand, the  field of  gravel, both a surface material and a raked volume, making up the bulk of this 
garden, both as surface and a volume, has the capacity to change under the influence of wind and rain, and this 
quite rapidly, enough to significantly change the character of the garden. Ginkaku-ji, the Silver Temple, 
demonstrates a visible exposed volume of raked gravel (Fig.3). Raked patterns will lose their sharpness after 
a shower of rain, and may disappear altogether after 3 or 4 heavy showers (The Ginshanada 2010). Given that 
the field of gravel is a continuous patterned matrix upon which the other features – rocks and moss – are sitting 
or embedded, this is a significant decay of the garden composition.  The gravel used at Ryoan-ji, shirakawazuna, 
a granite gravel from the Shirakawa River emanating from Mt Hiei, near Kyoto, is more resistant to weathering 
than sand or some other gravels (The Ginshanada 2010). Nevertheless this will still happen over a relatively 
short space of time. A close inspection of photos from the same garden at different times indicates various levels 
of clarity and depth to the gravel pattern (Figs. 4& 5).  So this element of the garden, the pattern, is quite 
ephemeral, unable to survive without attention. 
 

  
  Source: (www.zen-garden.org)   Source: (photographed by author)  
Figure 4:  Tofuku-ji    Figure 5: Tofuku-ji 
 
To maintain the raked pattern, and as such the field or matrix, and therefore the integrity of the garden, the gravel 
requires regular raking, a large investment in ensuring the garden is managed. This management returns the 
garden to its ‘original’ design, or at least close to its original design if the same pattern is repeated or attempted. 
In other words it is remade (recreated) every time it is raked. Patterns may be varied, intentionally or accidentally 
or by slow accretion. Even if the accuracy of the pattern is maintained, every time it is raked the gravel particles 
are moved around.  
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So this is a fluid field. Interestingly often this field is described as ‘empty’ or, in contrast to or as a foil to the rocks 
as ‘nothing’, in line with the idea of Zen Buddhism (Keane 2004). Although Kuikert (2002) disputes the idea of a 
Zen garden, as do other garden commentators (Hansken, T. et al. in www.rothteien.com), it has some traction in 
both Japan and abroad. Rather than empty or an expression of nothingness, a better reading of this element of 
the garden, the raked field, might be a fluid volume, moving about every time it is raked, dynamic in its raked 
physicality, as well as its three-dimensional markings observed from the temple veranda. 
 
The re-newing and hence re-forming of this three-dimensionally patterned fluid volume is done by gardeners, 
usually in the case of karesansui by monks cleaning, tidying, restoring regularly, sometimes daily. Without the 
attention of these gardeners the bulk of this garden would become something different, perhaps initially 
imperceptibly, but of a significant difference nevertheless. Through gardening operations the garden is a dynamic 
and fluid body. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Though this garden does not provide much in the way of serendipity, as expressed by Raxworthy (except 
perhaps for the cherry tree hanging over the wall), its dynamic nature proves its garden attributes, rather than 
those of an installation. Ryoan-ji is re-shaped in Ross’ words, but continues to be Ryoan-ji. Though its 
appearance may belie its shifting ground, in reality Ryoan-ji continually becomes exactly what it has not been, in 
Leatherbarrow’s description (2004). Seemingly a fixture, even the ‘field’ of this garden holds no ‘inert core’ (Miller 
in Ross 1998), its surface regularly re-scarified and its constituent parts displaced.  
 
The crucial role played by gardening as well as designing cannot be underestimated in this garden. And if that is 
the case in this apparently constant garden, it is at least as much in any other. Though environmental forces are 
constantly exerted, gardening intervenes to sustain the essence of the design, but in the process is reforming and 
therefore re-creating the garden anew at every intervention.   
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