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VII. TI-IE GARDENS 

The Ga rd ens of Dutnbarton Oaks, genera l1y considered an1ong th c 
finest in the country., stand as a montuncnt to the vision ~nd devotion 
of l\1rs~ Robert ,,roucls BJiss~ ''-'hen the estate ,vas purchased jn 1920, 

it consisted of an old-fashioned house standing in rather neglected 
grounds enc un1 bcrc d , vi th f nrn1 bu i id in gs, roads, and hap h g z ard paths. 
The site, ho,vcver, is in1posing: the house is situated on a rise in the 
highest part uf Georgeto\vn~ the oldest section of '''ashington. 

For rna ny· y cars j\ 1r. -and lv1rs~ BI i ss , vcr e almost con st-ant l y a broad 
on diplon1atic dut_r, but the idea of creating a garden of her U\Vn had 
long been ~Vlrs. Bliss's drean1~ It \Vas only during perjods of leave that 
they· could return to \i\'ashington to supervise the transforn1ation of 
their estate. The house ,vas con1p]ete]y rcrnodeled, regaining its earl):r 
11inctecnth-cc11tury Jines, and the garden began to take shape under 
the direction of the landscape architect Beatrix F'arr~u1dr 

l\1rs. Farrand, lilcc Airs., Bliss, had visited the great gardens of Europe 
and 11 ad a ,vid c ra ngc of cxpcrien ce of garden architecture and history .. 
Both ,vcre in1bued ,vith the idea, of Roman origini that a gnrdcn should 
b~ <le~igned as place to be lived in as 1n11ch as a house~ l~hus, pro-
vision \ vas n1ad c for enclosed 2reas or garden rooms, 1 argc and s nl a: 11~ 
,vhich ,vould be suitable for f-an1ily use or exte.nsi vc cntcrt2i1ling. Fro1n 
the first~ nvo principles governed the over<i-11 plnn and p1anting: a 
progressive inforn1ality of design, materials~ -and planting ,vas cn1ploycd 
in the gardens as the}T receded frorn the house; ~nd plants ,-vcrc chosen 
,vhich ,vonld afford beauty and jntcrcst in ,vinter as ,vell as during the . 
.spring and autun1nr the seasons for v~rhich the ~rdcns ,vcrc prin1arily 
intended to be used. 

In a. garden of this kind I arch i tee rural f ea tnres such as , va Us, h a1 us-
trad es, steps, gates, pavcn1entst and pergolas arc aln1ost ~s important 
as the planting, and they comp]e1nent each other .. Fron1 years of resi-
dence j n F ranee, ,vhere formal gardens rca ch cd th cir highest develop-
111 cnt, lVlrs.. Bliss had acquired extensi vc kn o,,1" I edge and , vas deter-
111in cd that in her O\Vn garden every f cature, f ron1 a fountain to a 
foot-scraper, should be individually designed for its place and use. 
Urns, marble garden sc~tsi fountain sculptures fron1 eighteenth-cen-
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tury French gardens ,vcrc purchased. T.o these ,vere added ,vrought-
iron gates and garden seats, urns and fini•J1s \vhich \Vere de.signed and 
made by the artists and crafts111en V/orking for l\1rs. Bliss ~t Dntnharton 
Oaks. 

Since l\1rs. Bliss ,vas absent for n1nnJr n1onths on end., litcrnHy· hun-
dreds of sketches and detailed designs had to be sent abroad every year 
for her to sec and choose fron1. \Ji1hen i\·1r .. and IVIrs. Bliss arrhTcd home 
on 1 ca vc~ the past ,v ork \ vas surveyc d, f u tore -acti \1 i ti es pl an ned., and 
finishing touches d ccided on~ For this purpose f nil-sized mock-ups 
, vou ld b c pre pared of a ga tc, n f oun tai n, or a pi cce of sculpture, so that 
the exact scale or position of the finished product might be ;udgcd. 
Sta kcs of varying heights ,vould be aeranged to give a prC'vjc,v of the 
effect of u proposed planting~ ,vhile orn~mcnts, such :is urns or finials 
or the decoration of a fountain, ,vould be n1odelcd in \vet clay so that 
detaHs could be altered on the spot. 

1'he Gardens , v ere J uf course t orj g ina 11 y in ten <led to en-1bel l is h a 
private residence 1 hut ,vhen l\1r. and 1Vlrs4 Bliss gave Dun1harton Oaks 
to Har\rard Uniyersity·, tlleir f\1nction cl1angcd. Qnict -and beautiful 
surroundings DOlV play· an jrnportant part in the life of the scl1olarl3r 
establishment and every af tcrno on ( exec pt during the sun1111 er) the 
sixteen acres of gardens arc open to the public to enjoy. A sense of 
tranquillity and na turn I ch arn1 p rcvai ls~ b11 t pro ba bl )T f c,v visit ors are 
a,vare of the degree to ,vhich this is the result of careful planning and 
planting, and attention to perfection of every detail. It seen1s unlikely 
that the future ,vill produce i1nything of this kind again, and Dun1-
barton Oaks 111n y be virtual I y the last great garden created in An1erica. 
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