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A Japanese Culture Garden Grows

Story by Lucy Birmingham
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n these turbulent times, with cultur-

al clashes worldwide, the Portland

Japanese Garden inspires with its
growing cultural successes. Opened to
the public in 1967, the garden has offered
not only seasonal splendor and quietude
but now also a remarkable new center for
Japanese arts. Designed by renowned Jap-
anese architect Kengo Kuma, it serves to
educate, enlighten and entertain visitors
from around the world.

“We're growing by leaps and bounds,”

says CEO Steve Bloom. “It’s the power of

the garden. It’s the power of our staff and
our visitors.” Annual attendance has in-
creased from 100,000 in 2005 to 350,000.
With so many people moving through,
the garden was facing wear and tear, and
its tranquility affected. Expansion was the
answer.

The ambitious vision: Become the
leading Japanese garden organization
in the world, and a global center for
Japanese arts and culture. “We're not a
museum. We’re not a cultural center.
We're not a performing arts center. We're

Earthly Delights
Dappled light on sand
and stone garden
(opposite), and (above)
view through wisteria
garden (both photos
by Roman Johnston);
architect Kengo Kuma
in the garden (photo
by William Anthony);
Portland Japanese
Garden (PJG) CEO Steve
Bloom speaking.
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a garden,” says Bloom. “So we decided to
take a unique perspective in presenting all
of this and creating a cross-pollination of
ideas.”

Reaching Out

And unique it is, with a new Cultural
Village complex that opened its glass and
shoji paper doors last month. On offer is
an enticing lineup of cultural festivals and
events, exhibitions, lectures, courses, food
programs, and more.

The nonprofit garden also produces
community outreach programs includ-
ing the highly successful “Haiku Alive”
for children from low-income families,
organized through Portland’s Parkrose
School District. Collaborations with local
and Japan-based universities, art and
cultural institutions, as well as Buddhist
temples and Shinto shrines, are another
core effort.

Overseeing this array of activities is Di-
ane Durston, Arlene Schnitzer Curator of
Culture, Art, and Education, who joined
in 2007.

“Most people who come to the Garden
may never have a chance to go to Japan.
So, if they can try one of our classes or
activities and have their eyes opened to
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Natural Design
Antique gate and
Douglas firs in winter
light (above; photo
by Roman Johnston).
Opposite: Cultural
Crossing rendering
(by Kengo Kuma and
Associates); Sadafumi
Uchiyama moves a
boulder; pavilion
and flat garden with
weeping cherry (photo
by Jonathan Ley).
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something from another culture, that’s a
wonderful thing”

Cultural Village exhibitions will include
a show of pottery and calligraphy works
by former Japanese Prime Minister Mori-
hiro Hosokawa, followed by an exhibition
of kabuki costumes with performances by
a popular, young kabuki onnagata (female
role) actor. Rounding out the year will be
an exhibition of noh drama masks and
costumes with performanc-
es by a leading noh actor.

Seasonal Studies
Among new courses is a
seasonal series of intro-
ductions to tea, ikebana,
calligraphy and bonsai.

“We're showing the
history, philosophy, and
aesthetics and how they can
become art practices, not
just a class you do for a few
months,” explains Durston.
“Once you learn ikebana,
for instance, you can do it
for the rest of your life. You refine it, and
it continues to refine you.”

Those arts will also be part of the cur-
riculum at the new International Institute
for Japanese Garden Arts and Culture,
with its own building in the Cultural
Village. Garden Curator Sadafumi Uchi-
yama oversees the international initiative,
which will launch this summer. Courses
will be taught by master Japanese gar-
deners and limited to about 20 students,
ranging from garden professionals and
landscape designers to amateurs. The
emphasis will be hands-on learning.

“There are over 200 Japanese gar-
dens in North America and probably
thousands worldwide, but the number
of gardeners who have the skill set to
properly maintain them is not enough.
We've set up the institute to fill that gap,”
explains Uchiyama. Japanese garden arts
are also dwindling in Japan. He adds, “Our
challenge is to efficiently teach the true
art form. In fact, we're the first institute
of its kind.”

Harmonious Conversation

For architect Kuma, there have been sev-
eral firsts: His first public project in the
United States and his first time to work
with a traditional Japanese garden.

“When Steve Bloom invited me to
lecture at the Garden in 2011, I was
so impressed by what I saw and really
wanted to add something to that special
place,” he says. “In Japan you can’t add
to traditional gardens, as they’re usually
historical landmarks. But in this project
we could add harmony with a new kind
of conversation between the traditional
garden and our contemporary buildings.
It’s been a very exciting and interesting
project for us.”

The Portland project was very different
from designing a museum, says Kuma.
His team’s design is based on human
scale and using natural materials that har-
monize with the Garden. “These are very
important elements of Japanese design,”
he emphasizes. In this way, they could
also achieve a village feeling reminiscent
of the bustling, old-style Japanese gate-
front towns located next to important
Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines.

“Most architectural projects involve de-
signing a building,” says Kuma. “For this
project we designed a total sequence of
spaces and also experiences. Architecture
should include a sense of experience.”

Durston reflects on the many cultur-
al experiences she has organized and
managed. “For me, having been involved
with Japan for 35 years, being here at this
moment when all of this is coming to-
gether, I see every day wondertul kinds of
exchange. [ see an American’s eyes being
opened to things they’ve never considered
before.” She adds, “Maybe we're a mirror
of what potential Japanese gardens have
for modern society—in Portland, Japan,

and beyond.” i

Getting There

ANA serves Seattle daily from Tokyo (Narita).
Flights from Seattle to Portland take under an
hour; and drive time from downtown Portland to

the Portland Japanese Garden is about 30 minutes.
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All photos are courtesy of PJG. Unattributed photos are credited to PIG. §
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	PJG in Ana's Inflight (scan 1)
	PJG in Ana's Inflight (scan 2)



