
Trendy restaurants, 
first-class hotels, 
interactive museums 
and shopping malls often 
set aside a space where 
customers can enjoy 
the sights and sounds of 
nature. Many modern 
office structures are built 
around professionally 
maintained atriums or leafy 
flora and fauna displays 
where employees can go 
to de-stress. Getting close 
to nature has always been 
a way to soothe body, 
mind and spirit, and so 
it’s no wonder that spas, 
inherently dedicated to 
promoting health, beauty 
and balance, are creating 
garden retreats for their 
clients and employees. 

Spa gardens are 
unfailingly popular with 
clients, offering natural 
beauty, healing powers and 
simple charm, serving as 
retreats within retreats. Spa 
owners and directors who 
preside over the creation 
and construction of gardens 
take pains to choose the 
right garden for their 
facilities. The first order 
of business is to clarify 
the reasons for adding a 
garden, or expanding an 
existing one. Those reasons 
can vary, as the following 
examples suggest. 
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SPAS CAN ENHANCE 
THEIR MESSAGES OF  

HEALING AND  
SERENITY BY  

OFFERING GARDENS 
ON THEIR PREMISES.

By Carol Driscoll

got arden?g
Courtesy MacArthur PlaceCourtesy lake austin spa Resort





 DAYSPA      March 2006

flowers, to add beauty, harmony and aroma.
Cottage gardens. These gardens originated in 

England, where villagers planted them for food and 
herbs, with a few flowers for decoration. They’re 
usually casual in style and free in form, commonly 
featuring hollyhocks, delphinium, daisies and flow-
ering herbs. Cottage gardens are densely and tightly 
planted to cut down on weeding and watering.

Japanese gardens. These gardens are likely to 
include the following elements: water; an island; a 
bridge to the island; a stone lantern; a teahouse or 
pavilion; raked sand or gravel and rocks with inter-
esting shapes or colors; bamboo plants; ferns; moss-
es; and evergreens. Japanese gardens are usually 
designed with both strolling and sitting in mind. To 
make the landscape outside the garden seem to be 
part of the whole, nearby buildings are often hidden 
with shrubs and greenery. This practice is known as 
shakkei, which means “borrowed landscape.”

Rock garden. Rocks are the main attraction 
in this garden, so plants are generally kept small, 
planted in containers or in well-drained ground 
soil. Rock gardens often display Bonsai trees, with 
large rocks placed between plants. 

Tropical gardens. Not surprisingly, a tropical 
garden requires frequent rainfall or an excellent 
irrigation or sprinkler system. To create one out-
side a tropical climate, experts suggest using palm 
trees, ferns, large-leaved plants and thick vines. 

Water gardens. Enjoying a surge in popularity 
in recent years, these areas usually pair a container 
or pool of water with aquatic plants strategically 

placed under, above and floating on the surface of 
the water. Fish (mostly goldfish and koi) are often 
added to enhance the ecosystem, and fixed items 
such as rocks, fountains, statuaries, waterfalls and 
watercourses are often combined with the pool to 
add visual interest and integration with the local 
landscape and environment.

Wildflower gardens. These gardens feature pri-
marily native plants with the idea that since these 
plants grow naturally in the existing climate and 
soil conditions, they require less artificial treatment 
(chemicals and fertilizers) to help them flourish in 
a display. These plants usually have deep roots to 
discourage water runoff. Some of these gardens are 
planted to attract species such as butterflies. 

Zen gardens. A Zen garden is an enclosed shal-
low sandbox containing sand, gravel, rocks and 
sometimes grass or other natural elements. Japanese 
Zen monks conceived of them with the goal of cre-
ating a peaceful space for meditation surrounded by 
elements of nature. 

While individual decisions about the type, size, 
design and location of a garden space will always 
vary, the universal appeal of a garden stays con-
stant. Gardens pose an invitation to stop, linger, 
even loiter and escape from the relentless demand 
of scheduled activity. The same description could 
apply to a spa—and so it’s no wonder that the two 
mingle so seamlessly.  •
Carol Driscoll is a freelance writer based in Boulder, CO.
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Ivan Shvarts, owner of Zen Landscaping 
and Design (www.zenlandscapingart.
com) in San Francisco builds gardens, 
meditation rooms and teahouses in the 
Zen practice of “living in the moment.” 
He begins each project with a meeting 
with the prospective client during which 
he concentrates on experiencing the 
environment as a whole and learning 
what he can about the space, the people 

involved and the client’s particular goals. 
He then customizes the design to fit both 
his client’s needs and his own vision.

When the initial planning discussions are 
over, Shvarts, an artist as well as a landscape 
designer, draws up his garden design on 
rice paper for the client’s approval. More 
often than not, the client frames the elegant 
hand-drawn print and puts it on the wall 
of the new space. The projects usually take 
four to eight weeks to complete, depending 
on their size and scope. 

Shvarts uses mostly stone, glass, 
wood and, not surprisingly, absolutely 
no plastic in his gardens. He often adds 
fire elements in the form of small gas 

fireplaces because he believes a fire can 
be effective for soothing people who are 
stressed or anxious. The water element 
is added with a soaking tub next to the 
fireplace to enhance the meditative state. 
Paintings are placed where the clients 
can focus their eyes while meditating. 

garden artistry

Ivan Shvarts’ Zen Landscaping work is  
customized to suit his and his clients’  
combined vision.


