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How artists garden: creativity at 
Chanticleer 

In May 2026 I spent a week gardening at 
Chanticleer in Wayne, Pennsylvania, USA. 
Chanticleer is one of North America’s most 
imaginative public gardens, renowned for its 
theatrical displays. It calls itself ‘a pleasure garden’, 
meaning it’s a space for horticultural fantasy. Who 
better to create these exuberant exhibits than 
artists? Most of Chanticleer’s senior staff originally 
trained as artists and artisans. Likewise, I was a 
contemporary art curator before becoming a 
gardener. I’m always looking for ways to bring these 
two fields together, so the purpose of my visit was 
to study ‘how artists garden’: what makes 
Chanticleer such a creative place? What working 
practices stimulate horticultural creativity? 


I also came to expand my plant knowledge. 
Chanticleer has over 5000 taxa across its 5 acres of 

gardened land. This is made all the more interesting by Pennsylvania’s dramatic climate. Its 
winters are harsh, with temperatures buckling to -6℃. Outdoor work ceases entirely for 3 snowy 
months. Meanwhile in Summer the heat and humidity soar unbearably high. Secretly delighted to 
be avoiding these extremes in mild May, I was nonetheless looking forward to observing how 
North American plants thrive in their native climate.


Chanticleer opened in 1993, so it’s exceptionally young for somewhere so established. It is 
situated on the former grounds of a mansion owned by Adolph G Rosengarten, chemist and 
philanthropist extraordinaire. However it is not a historic garden. Inspired by the work of the 
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, the Rosengartens bequeathed their estate for the enjoyment 
and education of future generations. The goal was not to preserve something predefined, but to 
create a space for beauty, horticultural experimentation and education. Although the mansion 
remains, the garden was entirely re-landscaped so that very few of its original features remain. 
This unfettered approach is at odds to Britain’s preservationist culture and I was excited to 
experience a truly contemporary form of gardening.
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Me amongst Primula japonica in Bell’s Creek 
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Each of my 5 days were spent in different areas and I lived in the Rosengarten mansion, right at 
the heart of the garden. So although my trip was short it was totally immersive. I left 
understanding how artistic training can inform horticultural habits. I also came away with a roster 
of favourite North American plants. 


So, how do they do it? What structures and processes generate creativity at Chanticleer? Here 
were my key findings, some big and worth a ramble, others small yet distinctly memorable.


A map of Chanticleer, marking each gardened area 

1. A devolved Head Gardener model fosters a diversity 
of creative approaches 

Chanticleer prides itself on its unique staff architecture. Unlike most public gardens, which have 
one creative lead, Chanticleer has nine: eight Head Gardeners and one Executive Director. Each 
Head Gardener is responsible for a collection of adjacent areas and Bill Thomas (Executive 
Director) steers them to ensure cohesion. 
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The overarching steer 

The Winter Shrub Border (extension) 

Chanticleer’s creative founder, Christopher Woods, encouraged Chanticleer’s areas to feel 
distinct. His successor, Bill Thomas, favours a more unifying approach. Bill’s created marginal 
spaces for the gardeners to collaboratively knit their schemes together. One example is the new 
curving borders along the winter shrub bed. Managed by Lisa Roper, they overlook Carla Hetzel’s 
‘Elevated Walkway Garden’ so there’s purposeful species overlap between the two, such as the 
use of Aquilegia canadensis and Isatis tinctoria. 


Another unifier is presentation standards, which are consistently high across all areas. The site is 
manicured with typical American ‘cues-to-care’: tightly clipped and edged lawns, the lack of self-
sowers and spillers in generously wide tarmac pathways. Admittedly, I didn’t warm to this 
sanitised sense of perfection. The Ruin Garden has paved floors to prevent trip hazards; its 
polished walls do not crumble and there are no pockets for moss, moisture or decay. But as a 
Brit, I am not the intended audience; most Americans find a neat and orderly landscape 
reassuring (J. Nassauer, ‘Messy Ecosystems, Orderly Frames’, 1995). I observed even greater 
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’hygiene’ levels at neighbouring Longwood Botanic Garden and Mount Cuba Center. Presentation 
standards are simply far higher in the US than in the UK.


Nonetheless, the site feels cohesive. Speaking as an exhibitions curator, Bill’s approach seems 
more effective than Woods’. Instead of repeatedly breaking the fourth wall between spectacle and 
audience — ‘here’s a display…here’s a different display’ — the visitor is invited to relax into an 
unfolding journey of experiences. This is inherently more immersive and memorable — two 
significant factors when you consider membership and ticket costs — and develops a 
characterful sense of place.


Under Bill’s oversight, each Head Gardener enjoys a fairly high level of autonomy, enabling them 
to develop their own style. Consequently, Assistant Gardeners and Interns are exposed to 
different leadership and garden management techniques, encouraging them to form their own 
models. This egalitarian structure fosters a diversity of creative approaches. Head Gardeners Tim 
Erdmann, Lisa Roper and Przemyslaw Walczak (aka Przemek) are three great examples.


A) Tim Erdmann 

Tim gardens around the Chanticleer house and terraces. These are the most dynamic, decorative 
and densely planted areas of the entire garden; only 10% of the plants are permanent features. 
His borders tend to be highly experimental, with edibles and ornamentals, wet and dry-loving 
plants all mixed together. He mixes tropicals and succulents with native annuals but has a 
particular fondness for western North American plants, having recently visited Colorado on a 
research trip financed by Chanticleer. He originally trained as a musician, and demonstrates a 
confident understanding of counterpoint and harmony through his horticultural compositions. 
These traits come together in his whimsical West Bed: Colanthus inflatus, an alien-looking 
chartreuse Californian annual known as the ‘Desert Candle’ was the starting point, around which 
he’s planted a violet undercurrent of Streptanthus farmsworthianus, angular supporting characters 
like Cirsium oxedantale and Aloe maculata, a flurry of Ferula communis foliage against sumptuous 
splashes of apricot - Digitalis ‘Sutton’s Apricot’, Eremurus ‘Cleopatra’ and Geum ‘Mai-Tai’. Vivid 
textures within a lusciously soft palette.


Tim draws on his musical background throughout the gardening calendar. Referencing Jazz, 
plants are subbed in and out on an improvisational basis. Call-and-response between him and 

West bed details


students brings their feedback into the process. Similarly, he encourages students to choose the 
location and density of new plant introductions, making the process feel semi-collaborative.  
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Above: West bed. Below: West bed textural details. 
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B) Lisa Roper 

Stipa tenuissima in the Gravel Garden (Lisa Roper) 

Lisa’s areas are bold and edgy; she leans deeply into each border’s environment with a ‘right 
plant, right place’ approach. Her gravel garden is on an exposed slope and she’s landscaped it 
with meandering paths and limestone boulders. Hot-hued blooms mingle with sun-bleached 
grasses: Asphodeline lutea, Anchusa azure ‘Dropmore’, Knautia macedonia and Centranthus rubra 
soar above hairy wisps of Stipa tenuissima, S. gigantea and Festuca glauca. Escholzia californica 
and Oenothera macrocarpa pepper the ground, radiating heat. The planting is mostly permanent, 
so the spacing is more realistic than Tim’s, the selection more refined. It was inspired by a staff 
trip to the Dolomites, so makes good use of European alpines like ultra-violet Phyteuma 
corniculatum as well as Mediterranean staples like Cistus, and Euphorbia rigida.  By contrast, the 
Ruin Garden - her neighbouring space - is a dry-shaded tapestry of verdant foliage varieties 
planted into the semi-ruined remains of another Chanticleer family mansion. Sinuous swathes of 
Sinelesis palmata sweep through ferns (possibly Dryopteris wallichiana and Athyrium nipomicum 
pictum), Heuchera and Aquilegia. Three varieties of climbing Hydrangea scramble up the old 
walls, providing lush shade and a sense of faded grandeur.


Lisa’s a confident leader, reflecting her experience as one of Chanticleer’s original gardeners. She 
will place plants precisely, so you learn how she spaces and patterns each variety. She 
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demonstrates what she’d like you to achieve and 
explains her rationale thoroughly before inviting you 
to complete a task for her. She’ll pre-emptively 
name each plant we’re working beside in 
anticipation of you asking and to avoid any 
confusion. She’ll also communicate how she’s co-
ordinating people and equipment so that students 
learn how she manages resources. She’s a master 
of her field.


Lisa originally trained as a photographer and she 
spends early mornings photographing the garden. 
Photography informs how she evaluates and 
develops her borders. On her personal website she 
explains: “[When photographing the garden,] I see 
where repetition or contrast of form is needed, 
where a sweep of purple allium bulbs should be 
enlarged, where a view has become obscured. The 
photographs inform the garden and the garden 
inspires the photographs.”


C) Przemek Walczak 

While Tim and Lisa stage theatrical mise-en-scènes, Przemek’s area (Bell’s Woodland) sits at the 
back of the garden and recedes naturalistically into the surrounding landscape. The complexity of 
Tim and Lisa’s areas lies in their floral compositions, whereas Przemek is the master of scale. 
Przemek spent his childhood exploring forests in Poland and he brings that sense of ‘play’ to 
Bell’s. The woodland follows the meandering flow of Bell’s Run, the creek he restored over the 
best part of a decade. Look up and the canopy’s tracery engulfs you: local stalwarts like like Acer 
pensylvanicum, Betula alleghaniensis and Fagus grandiflora act as a foil for rarer, shorter 
specimens like Magnolia macrocarpa and Styrax americanus. Flowering climbers and vines 
connect floor to ceiling: Przemek has welded trellises and manipulated bamboo lathes to create 
parabolic structures for Clematis, several of which have Polish connections - C. ‘Mikolaj 
Kopernik’, C. ‘Polonez’ and C. ‘Solidarnosc’. His most dramatic trick is with Adlumia, a delicate 
native biennial climber whose tendrils will corkscrew as high as you let them, reaching for the 
light. He hoiks a throw-line and string several storeys up over a tree branch for a 1 year old vine to 
gradually wind up and around. 
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Escholzia californica, Oenothera macrocarpa and 

Festuca
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Przemek’s management style sits somewhere 
between Tim and Lisa. He knows exactly how he 
wants a plant tended to, but encourages students 
to design their own parabolic structures. Bell’s 
Woodland is much larger than the West Bed or 
Gravel Garden, so is managed less intensively by a 
process of gradual editing. Most of my time was 
spent cutting spent Camassia and Carex fronds 
whereas under Tim and Lisa I was planting annuals. 







The creek shimmies downhill through the trees to 
expose a flat plain with curvilinear beds, de-marked 
by the ornate remains of dormant Matteuccia 
struthiopteris. I learned plenty of new North 
American plants in this area. Przemek favours large 
drifts of flowering specimens, such as the Primula 
japonica, which were in flower while I was there. 
These, he explained, are succeeded by waves of 
damp-loving North American perennials including 
Gentiana austromontana, Asclepias incarnata, 
Louisiana Irises, Physotegia virginiana ‘Vivid’, Salvia reptans (once the stream bed has dried) and 
Viola tricolor (a nostalgic nod to his memories of Poland). I was particularly taken by the native 
foliage plants adorning the creek’s bank: Dormera peltata, Sanguinaria canadensis, Napaea dioica, 
Mitella ovalis (which he propagated from seed collected from a local woodland) and Podophyllum 
peltatum, known locally as the ‘May Apple’. Native fauna populate this fantastical American 
landscape: chipmunks scurry across the paths, hummingbirds pollinate coral-red Lonicera 
sempervivens ‘Major Wheeler’, bullfrogs croak in an adjacent pond and 
Cambarus c.f. acuminatus sp. C - a new species of crayfish - spawn in the creek.
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Bell’s Creek

Przemek winding string around a branch for 
Adlumia

Clematis parabola & Bullfrog
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So… 


What’s the impact of this staff hierarchy? Having no ‘house style’ provides equal billing for 
different creative approaches, both in the Head Gardeners and students, while Bill’s steer ensures 
a smooth visitor experience. This plurality of voices is egalitarian and exploratory. Head Gardeners 
have peers and students have a wide pool of influences, teaching them multiple ways to garden 
and lead.


2. Ephemeral exhibits 
Chanticleer has a programme of ephemeral exhibits for testing new ideas. The formats are 
constant, so the only variable is the creative input. Their lifespan, risk and skill levels vary, 
providing opportunities for junior and senior staff alike. 


The most impermanent exhibit is the gravel circle. A former turning circle beside the house, it sits 
below mature cherry trees, whose Spring sakura pool in the raked rivets. A student is invited to 
rake it in a design of their choosing once a week. Inspired by his musical approach, I raked in the 
shape of a waltz, tracing the footwork of the dancing female partner. Within a few hours of 
opening, it had been decimated by a giddy group of visiting children, but if anything can cultivate 
acceptance, its a zen buddhist gravel circle. 
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L-R: Clematis parabola, Bullfrog.
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Up a notch are the cut-flower arrangements for the museum and visitor facilities and floating 
flower bowls for the terraces and seating areas. In leaner months, these are replaced by budding 
willow sculptures. These are the domain of Interns and Assistant Gardeners. These tasks develop 
gardeners’ ability to combine textures, colours and patterns harmoniously in the borders. They’re 
completed to a deadline, between 8-11am on Wednesdays before opening to the public. They 
vastly improve the visitor spaces and only last a week, so although these decorative 
arrangements garner plenty of attention, the stakes are low. Gardeners learn from each other’s 
choices and come to recognise their own style, guessing who did which. The best ones are 
rewarded by being placed in prime positions, favoured by whichever senior horticulturist is 
supervising, adding a competitive edge to a weekly chore.


Permanent staff have access to bigger opportunities. Tim Erdmann has a cluster of super-sized 
hanging baskets on his terraces. He fills these with bedding that must last from opening in Spring 
until late Summer. David Mattern has been tasked with designing an exhibit for the Pennsylvania 
Horticultural Society’s Philadelphia Flower Show 2027. He is also responsible for this year’s trial  
bed: a research partnership between Chanticleer and ‘Hemp Alternative’, a Pennsylvania-certified 
industrial hemp operator who are researching different Hemp hybrids. Chanticleer is growing 
Cannabis sativa L. ‘Jurassic’, a variety valued for its strong stalks and seed production.
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A Waltz for the Gravel Circle
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Finally, the most spectacular temporary 
exhibit is undoubtedly Carla Hetzel’s 
Serpentine, a work of Land Art. Every year 
Carla selects a two agricultural crops - for 
Spring and Summer - to grow in celebration of 
their aesthetic qualities. She plants them in 
two organic waves, through which the visitor 
path winds. It’s best viewed from the Gravel 
Garden, where you can appreciate its form 
murmur in the breeze. This year was Rye 
followed by Okra. I was lucky enough to 
witness the the transition between the two, 
when Carla tried something new. Instead of 
cutting the Rye down, she flattened and 
braided it to act as a cover crop. She then 
planted the Okra between each woven ridge. I 
found it beautiful and thoughtful. It showcased 
the crop’s secondary value as a weaving 
material, fusing Land Art with Craft; it created 

decorative texture in what would otherwise be bare earth, reduced 
waste and created a humid environment for the juvenile Okra to bed in. 
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Above: Floating flower bowl 
Below: The Serpentine
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Above: Trinity Tobe braiding the Rye (Lisa Roper). 
Below: Braided Rye
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3. Winter 
Wayne has a humid continental climate. There are four distinct seasons but winter is perhaps the 
most dramatic, causing the garden to close entirely. From December to early March, the weather 
is cold and freezing, with regular snow and temperatures often dropping below freezing (averaging 
lows near 24°F/-5°C). Plants senesce. Interns and part-time staff are dismissed. 721, the mess 
room, falls eerily quiet. 


However, this void is a busy season of creative opportunity for Head Gardeners down at the Staff 
Workshops. Chris Woods, the first Director, established Chanticleer as somewhere exclusively 
designed and built by gardeners. He set a precedent by investing in his team’s non-horticultural 
talents and interests: purchasing tools and equipment for carpentry, glassblowing and welding. In 
doing so, he made the point that garden-making is more than just Horticulture.


All of the benches, water-fountains, gates, bridges, ceramics…..every garden accoutrement at 
Chanticleer was hand-crafted on-site by the gardeners as part of their creative vision for their 
space. This transforms Chanticleer into a ‘total work of art’.

These vary in scale. At one end are ambitious works like the Chanticleer gates, which line the front 
entrance. They are welded in an Art Nouveau style featuring plants from the garden: Acanthus, 
Digitalis, Clematis, Alliums, Colcasia, Lilies and Sarracenias. The original design is stuck on the 
wall like a scrappy frieze above the toolboard. Przemek modestly explained that you can tell 
which end they started at, because their technique improved as they went along. This is the 
Chanticleer way: artistic people trying new things with thoughtful purpose and perpetually 
improving. 
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At the other end are humble objects, like the water-fountain at the bottom of the hill. Positioned at 
a junction before a steep climb, it’s the perfect spot to quench your thirst. As you press the 
release button, water shoots and spills into a concrete dish the shape of an oak leaf. It’s only 
when you get closer to take your sip that you can appreciate how the leaf veins are marked by 
deep rivets, so the water pools and traces in the direction water actually flows through a real leaf. 
Feeling revived, it may inspire you to look up and notice you’re beneath a canopy of oak leaves. 


Moments like these transform a place into poetry. The key lesson for gardeners - and their 
managers - is to take advantage of quiet times to nurture creative interests and encourage them 
in the garden, instead of relying on prefabricated objects or external contractors. Art work is 
garden work.


4. Money where it matters 
It’s important to mention money. Chanticleer is a wealthy garden. It runs at an annual budget of $5 
million (£3,698,500) inclusive of capital funding. It’s hard to compare, but Great Dixter - possibly 
the UK’s most creative garden - is a similar size with 5 gardened acres within a wider property 
footprint (52 acres) and runs at approximately £2.4m ($3,235,716) a year, including staff costs. 
That being said, Chanticleer’s money is spent wisely. 14 of Chanticleer’s 20 full-time staff work 
directly in the garden. The other six staff are spread across public programming, facilities, 
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Clockwise from top left: Plant List box, welded gates, Przemek making a trellis, oak leaf water fountain 
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administration and planning & engagement. This is a very lean office for a garden attracting 
65,000 visitors annually. 


With so many hands-on-deck, there’s enough time to craft beautiful things from inexpensive 
objects, such as the bamboo tunnels within the Asian forest, the curvilinear dead hedges that 
pepper the woodlands and the plant cloches we wove from last winter’s Cornus whips to protect 
Lisa’s zinnias from rabbits. These tasks could not be prioritised by a small team. 


Things are different in winter, when Interns and Assistant Gardeners are dismissed to keep costs 
down. This is a big compromise which irks junior staff, who have to apply for unemployment 
benefits or find alternative work. However it carves out budget for having so many staff in milder 
months, maintaining the workshop facilities, staff development opportunities and purchasing 
plants. Chanticleer’s plant-purchasing budget is a whopping $100k a year. They buy everything 
from Florida, where the climate is consistently warm year-round, and apparently this provides 
better value-for-money than growing everything on-site.


As an educational institution, a significant portion of their spending budget is ring-fenced for staff 
development. Interns are salaried, provided with uniforms, have a monthly field trip and are 
hosted in comfortable on-site accommodation with a garden for their own experiments. There’s 
an annual US travel bursary which any Chanticleer staff member can apply for. They also fund a 
scholarship at Great Dixter.


It’s fair to say that money is essential to foster creativity, but more important is how it is spent. 
Chanticleer invests in its gardeners, by way of investing in its garden.
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5. Care builds respect 

A minor point, but something I won’t forget, is how 
clean and comfortable the staff facilities were.


Every staff member and volunteer has their own 
cubby hole. There is a large communal waterproof 
and PPE collection, including a communal glove 
laundry service which ensures nobody has to persist 
with cold or dirty hands. There is hand lotion at the 
WC sinks, crunchy ice in the freezer, gatorade 
electrolyte powders, SPF, teas, coffee, milk and other 
basic refreshments. The mess room is cleaned 
professionally. The architecture is homely, the lighting 
is soft, the seating is comfortable. These sound like 
basic comforts, yet they are neglected all too often in 
the UK, especially when gardeners are a small part of 
a much larger organisation. 


Care finds its way into management practices. Bill 
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Clockwise from top left: Bamboo tunnels through a bamboo forest in the Asian Woods, Zinnia cages to deter 
rabbits, a grafted archway, Serpentine dead hedge.

The little things….communal glove laundry
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hosts a weekly salon to hear what junior staff think of recent work. During my week, we gathered 
beside the Serpentine and discussed Carla’s decision to braid the Rye. We also discussed the 
mature conifers growing beside it and their impact on the wider landscape’s vistas. Akin to an art 
school ‘Crit’, this exercise is a healthy challenge to senior authority and cultivates students’ 
critical analysis.


The upshot of these little measures is that staff feel valued. Their labour and opinions are 
respected. This respect feeds back into their work in the garden’s cues-to-care.


Conclusion 
How do Chanticleer’s artists garden? Creative gardening requires the same essential ingredients 
as any artistic practice: space, time and money. A devolved Head Gardener model gives physical 
space and creative autonomy to multiple practitioners to hone individual styles. Long winters and 
a large seasonal staffing pool afford time for creative tasks, that aren’t directly horticultural. 
Having education as a core organisational objective protects funding for professional 
development. Perceiving investment in staff as an investment in the garden is directly impacts the 
garden’s level of artistry.


It’s tempting to compare Chanticleer’s egalitarian system to different art world models. Art 
schools, artist studio complexes and group exhibitions all spring to mind. Chanticleer shares 
positive attributes of each, yet lacks any whiff of art world ego. How liberating. Perhaps this is 
because Horticulture is fundamentally collaborative: you’re always working with a previous 
gardener’s work, with the seasons and plants themselves, whose ‘aliveness’ dictates the course 
of action. I may have come looking for ways to bring these two fields together, but I left happy to 
be a Horticulturist.


My trip was exceptionally memorable and I look forward to implementing my learnings as my 
career progresses back in the UK. Thank you to Bill Thomas, Leirion Sorensen, Erin Dougherty 
and the entire team at Chanticleer for welcoming me so warmly. Thank you to Michael McGowan 
for chauffeuring me around Longwood and Mount Cuba. Thank you to Trinity Tobe for being such 
a good host and housemate. Thank you to Great Dixter for sponsoring my trip. 
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