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Installing impermanence : Landscape artist to create nature-
based sculpture at Santa Barbara Botanic Garden
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An installation in Saratoga, Calif., mirrors 
the curvy lines of a snail shell and invites 

visitors to venture inside. 
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An outdoor stage within a living museum, the iconic 
Meadow at the heart of the Santa Barbara Botanic 
Garden has inspired floraphiles and artists since the 
garden's inception in the mid-1920s. Planted with 
perennial bunch grasses, herbs and seasonal flowers, 
this one-and-a-half-acre expanse will soon play host 
to a busy cast of characters as they assemble a 
remarkable work of art.

From May 12 through June 5, community volunteers 
will join Herb Parker, a landscape artist from South 
Carolina, in building a one-of-a-kind installation, 
tentatively titled "Labyrinth: Respite." Comprised of 
steel, sod and a variety of native California plants, this 
large-scale environmental sculpture promises light-
and-shadow-laced visuals, as well as delightful 
aesthetic surprises.

In 2007, after powerful gusts carried away Toad Hall, 
a many-chambered, willow sculpture that had graced 
the lea for two years, a group of SBBG staffers, 
trustees and community artists began the search for 
another nature-based work of art. Using project-
specific funding from foundation grants and the 
community at large, they commissioned Mr. Parker to 
work his magic in the Meadow. Patrick Dougherty, 
who built Toad Hall, tipped them off to him.

"Herb's work immediately excited the committee," 
said Nancy Johnson, SBBG's vice president of 
marketing and government relations. "It was in 
keeping with the garden's desire to support nature-
based work, and we believed it would resonate with 
the Santa Barbara community, as well.

"The sculpture will be approximately 1,200 square 
feet, with the highest peak reaching about 13 feet," 
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A sketch for the Santa Barbara Botanic 
Garden's upcoming installation, at left, 

reveals a labyrinthine form with a courtyard 
tucked into the center. 

 

 

Landscape artist Herb Parker creates 
complex, intentionally temporary structures 

from natural materials. 
 

she continued, "and it will be in the Meadow until May 
2011."

For an inherently impermanent form of art crafted 
from mostly natural, and often living, materials that 
tend to cycle back into the earth from which they 
came, two years is a long time.

"Because of the living nature of the work," Mr. Parker, 
55, explained by phone from his home in Charleston, 
S.C., "it's always changing. I usually design sod 
installations to last just one year. The Santa Barbara 
project will be the first one I've done that's intended 
for a longer duration."

It was at SBBG's request, although Mother Nature 
may have different plans.

Mr. Parker has done outdoor installations all over the 
country, in Italy, Japan, Sweden and Canada. They 
are featured at art schools, city plazas, state colleges 
and in forests. He's completed two or three each 
summer, all with volunteer help, for the last two 
decades. He also teaches art at the College of 
Charleston during the winter.

Mr. Parker has chosen a labyrinth-like form for the 
Meadow installation and designed an intriguing interior 
that invites exploration. The house-sized structure will 
sport a sod roof installed over a grid of steel rods, as 
well as a variety of durable indigenous plants.

"My goal is to have 140 redwood columns," Mr. Parker 
said, "so it'll look like a small, designed forest. As you 
move into it, these columns will, hopefully, come off 
as a small stand of redwoods. It should be this 
amazing, growing thing that's supported by these 
trees."

Measuring about 6 inches thick, the roof will sport grass and other plants on top, with 
more grass hanging from the ceilings inside. A small courtyard tucked deep within the 
spacious structure will reward explorers with the pleasures of a hidden garden.

"I like to engage viewers and seduce them into experiencing my outdoor work," Mr. Parker 
said, "as opposed to it being an object that they just walk around and look at.
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"I think, in the most successful work, when people enter, they discover things as they 
move through it," he added. "There might be a hidden place for them to sit or an oculus in 
the roof where light comes through, or a little fountain or water element. I try to have 
something to keep them amazed as they're moving through."

In addition to enticing visitors to explore his innovative structures -- which have ranged 
from a sod maze to a snail-shaped hut to a giant, stacked stone cone -- Mr. Parker hopes 
to bring people together.

"I want them to interact," he said. "The last 10 years or so, I've been including seating 
elements, so people can relax. This project will have two different entrances, so that when 
they come in they might meet in the center and maybe not know each other, and it would 
be the basis for the beginning of a conversation."

Mr. Parker has been developing his unusual craft for 30 years, beginning with simple 
excavation projects that yielded handy, brick-shaped pieces of sod. He started building 
with them, first simple constructions, and then moving on to larger, more complex works, 
both structurally and conceptually.

"I learned a long time ago to roll with the punches and let it evolve because it's going to 
grow into what it wants to be," he said with a laugh. "It's always exciting to see how the 
work turns out, because it's almost always more interesting than what I initially 
envisioned. I'm always amazed at the end.

"I love the Meadow site, with that vista," Mr. Parker added. "And having this kind of 
activity in that sort of bowl shape with all the space around it, I can hardly wait!"

K. Reka Badger is a master gardener and makes her home in Templeton.

IF YOU GO

Landscape artist Herb Parker will install "Labyrinth: Respite" from May 12 through June 5 
in the Meadow at Santa Barbara Botanic Garden, where it will remain for two years. To 
volunteer to help with the installation (no particular skills required), call SBBG at 682-
4726, ext. 119, e-mail Cherie Welsh at cwelsh@sbbg.org or go to www.sbbg.org.

To see more of Herb Parker's nature-based art work, go to www.cofc.edu/~parkerh.
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