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TRAILS OF TREES:
THE J. PAUL GETTY 
CENTER TURNS 20
OLIN’S MOUNTAINSIDE DESIGN 
STANDS THE TEST OF TIME.
BY KELLY COMRAS, ASLA

 Los Angeles is the lucky beneficiary of a ma-
turing urban forest of more than 10,000  

evergreen native oaks, hundreds of pine trees, 
and dozens of Deodar and Lebanon cedars scat-
tered across the main campus of the Getty Cen-
ter. These trees were planted when the Getty 
opened in the Brentwood section of the city 
in 1997, along with scores of deciduous native 
sycamore, crape myrtle, and London plane trees, 
as well as tens of thousands of ground cover 
plants. Twenty years later the trees form a canopy 
that embraces and interweaves throughout the 
campus of the contemporary art museum, real-
izing the landscape architects’ intention for a 
seamless transition from designed landscape to 
wild chaparral. Its impeccable blending of artistic 
functionality and beauty has earned OLIN the 
2017 ASLA Landmark Award, which is given 
to works of landscape architecture between 15 
and 50 years old that have kept their design 
integrity and contributed to the civic realm. One 
juror said, “I don’t think we could do better than 
recognizing the Getty as a special, special place.”

OPPOSITE 
The J. Paul Getty Center 
is situated on more than  
700 acres of open space  
within the Santa Monica 
Mountains National 
Recreation Area.
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The J. Paul Getty Center, a celebrated cultural 
institution in Los Angeles, blends art, architec-
ture, and landscape architecture into a cohesive 
and serene experience. It is situated on more 
than 700 acres of open space within the Santa 
Monica Mountains National Recreation Area. 
Its main campus occupies 110 of those acres ar-
ranged along two mountain ridges shaped like 
a y, with its tail pointing north. Although it lies 
directly next to the San Diego Freeway, the Getty 
Center serves as an island of tranquility amid its 
urban setting. The Getty Museum is open without 
charge to the public. Many of its nearly two mil-
lion visitors a year use its landscape as a public 
park, a meeting space, and an oasis of quiet. 

The OLIN principals Dennis McGlade, FASLA, 
and Laurie Olin, FASLA, developed the landscape 
plan in collaboration with Richard Meier & Part-
ners Architects. It has been argued that Meier 
violated the Frank Lloyd Wright maxim never 
to build on top of a hill, but rather into a hill, 
as I. M. Pei did at the Miho Museum in Japan 
around the same time. But many critics agree 
that Meier demonstrated a strong sensitivity to 
the project’s mountaintop location, climate, and 
light by taking careful advantage of spectacular 
views across the city and to the Pacific Ocean 
below, and by wisely breaking up the building 
mass into a set of pavilions. OLIN rationalized 
the relationships among the many different levels 

of the museum’s buildings. To link the pavilions 
to one another and to the surrounding landscape, 
McGlade and Olin conceived of the Getty as a 
20th-century reinterpretation of a classic Italian 
garden, one with an intimate juxtaposition of 
gardens and architecture. The Mediterranean 
climate of Los Angeles influenced their decision, 
as did the similarities of native plant palettes to 
those of southern Europe. And then there was 
the zone between cultivated gardens and the wild 
chaparral landscape surrounding the Getty Cen-
ter. McGlade and Olin looked at classic gardens 
such as Villa Lante, where the created garden 
splits the architecture and goes right between 
the buildings, and they studied Italian hillside 

garden transitions, including 
artificial gardens, native gardens, 
and natural landscapes. One example came 
from the cross section of Villa Gamberaia in John 
Shepherd and Geoffrey Jellicoe’s Italian Gardens 
of the Renaissance.

Early on, Meier had established a 30-inch-square 
ground-plane grid to bring the campus into a 
cohesive whole. McGlade subsequently developed 
multiples of the module (affectionately dubbed 
“the Meier grid”) as a basis for defining the hard-
scape elements, as well as the location, spacing, 
and shaping of major trees throughout the cam-
pus. Stone paving in the various plaza levels, for 

TOP 
Canopies of more than 
10,000 native oak trees 
form a gentle greenbelt  
on the hillside.

BOTTOM LEFT AND RIGHT
A “trail” of Italian stone 
pines terminates in a 
grove of four pines  
where visitors disembark 
at the Arrival Plaza. 

ABOVE 
California’s active 
geological history  
is embodied within  
the sculptural boulders 
of the central  
courtyard fountain.
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example, uses this single organizing element to 
achieve an architectural link to the stone walls of 
otherwise unconnected pavilion exteriors. Mul-
tiples of the grid extend into the hardscape to 
shape spaces for patios and plazas, seating areas, 
stairways, planters, fountains, pergolas, and other 
exterior elements. OLIN’s and Meier’s partner-
ship produced a plan in which the intersections 
of building and landscape are exquisitely resolved 
and integrated.

Public entrance to the Getty Center campus is 
carefully sequenced. You arrive at a parking ga-
rage at the base of the mountain and proceed up 
to the Fran and Ray Stark Sculpture Garden. This 
is your first encounter with the modernist figu-
rative and abstract sculptures in the outdoor art 

collection of the Getty Center. Mc-
Glade and Olin placed 28 pieces of 
sculpture in this area in a series of 
outdoor rooms. They are paved in 
a casual texture of decomposed 
granite and bordered by an edge 
of white-flowering crape myrtle 
trees, intimate and peaceful outdoor gallery spac-
es designed to promote contemplation or quiet 
conversation. 

Leaving the Stark Sculpture Garden, you board an 
electric tramcar that glides up the mountainside 
through a forest of oak trees. The process gives you 
the opportunity to relax and ease into the experi-
ence ahead. Here, the Meier grid extends into the 
adjacent natural hillside landscape, establishing 

the organizing principle for installation of more 
than 10,000 native oak trees (Quercus agrifolia) 
at 20 feet on center. The geometry of the grid was 
easily visible when the trees were first growing. 
Now, the canopies interlace with one another, 
forming a gentle greenbelt on the surrounding 
hillside; as the tramcar proceeds upward, the 
precision of the planting scheme is perceptible 
to the visitor as an understory experience. The 
Getty Center was constructed with a balance of 

cut and fill, but excavation for infrastructure and 
parking facilities necessitated extensive replanting. 
Thomas Gillespie, a biogeographer and professor 
in the Department of Geography at UCLA, has 
called the Getty’s oaks and other tree plantings “an 
urban forest of real consequence.”

McGlade is a consummate plantsman; his skill, 
experience, and appreciation for the qualities of 
individual plants show throughout the landscape. 

TOP 
Site plan of the  
J. Paul Getty Center 
mountaintop buildings  
and gardens.

INSET 
A site study from 1986.

ABOVE 
Architecture and 
landscape work 
together at the Getty 
Center to create unique 
outdoor rooms such as 
the café patio, shaded 
by a bosque of pollarded 
sycamore trees.
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These attributes are especially apparent in the 
mountaintop museum gardens. He understood 
that multiple uses of specific trees could unify 
the different levels throughout the campus. This 
understanding also applied to the use of different 
trees with harmonizing qualities. He designed 
“trails of trees” to link the museum entrance, 
mountainside plantings, and the lushly tailored 
mountaintop campus. These included extensive 
plantings of pine and plane trees, which recall 
classic Renaissance Italian gardens, placing them 
throughout the property to enhance one’s sense 
of immersion in a particular place. To reinforce 
that experience, he created a trail of Italian stone 
pines (Pinus pinea) that begins at the entrance 

and lines the road going up the mountain to the 
top. The trail stops, and then re-emerges in a 
natural-looking grove of four pines where visitors 
disembark at the Arrival Plaza. Growing in only 
four feet of sand over a parking garage, the grove 
pines are, nonetheless, now substantial in height 
and girth. They serve as a signpost to guide you 
up a set of stairs to the main plaza. (Most visitors 
never realize the extent to which the majority of 
the museum garden’s trees are growing in rooftop 
planters. The Getty Center’s trees are essentially 
very large bonsai in six-foot or four-foot planters, 
pruned carefully to reduce the weight of biomass 
and thinned to stave off damage from the strong 
mountaintop winds.)

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT 
A fountain originates 
in a long runnel on the 
upper plaza and drops 
into a void from a basin 
at the end of the runnel; 
the water rematerializes 
below in a grotto 
modeled on the shape 
of an amphora; rivulets 
drip down grotto walls; 
drawings of amphorae. 

OPPOSITE 
A Museum Courtyard 
fountain features a line of 
Montezuma bald cypress. 
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Sycamores native to California (Platanus racemosa)  
cluster in a small grove at the entrance near the 
parking garage and ascend the adjacent canyon, 
then reappear at the front of the mountaintop 
museum as a casually sculpted drift that reminds 
us of the surrounding native landscape. The no-
tion of having these native California sycamores 
meet the cultivated European hybrid plane trees 
(Platanus x acerifolia ‘Yarwood’) within the lushly 
designed center of the campus intrigued Mc-

Glade. At the center, he created another trail of 
the cultivated plane trees, using three different 
methods of pruning and shaping to distinguish 
three different areas within the campus. The café 
patio features a pollarded grid of dense summer 
shade and airy openness in the winter. This area 
leads to a descending stairway with a cascade of 
naturally pruned plane trees. Finally, the trail 
extends into the Central Garden, designed by the 
artist Robert Irwin, where the trees are shaped 

into a continuous double row of 
40-foot square-shaped canopies 
that serve as an overstory for a 
path that leads down to the gar-
den’s circular water parterre with 
azaleas. The maintenance is me-
ticulous. The effect is gorgeous.

The “trail” of cultivated plane trees 
is one of two features that link the 
main campus landscape with the 

Central Garden. The second is a fountain that 
originates in a long stone runnel on the upper 
plaza. From a basin at the end of the runnel, water 
drops into a mysterious void, then rematerializes 
below as rivulets that drip into a giant grotto to 
run downstream through the middle of the Cen-
tral Garden. 

The presence of fountains provides a key to some 
of McGlade’s other plantings. These include a 

trail of water-loving sweet gum (Liquidambar 
styraciflua) trees, five in a row, which run be-
tween the East Pavilion and the South Pavilion 
and point to a circular pool featuring sculptural 
boulders found in Northern California, speci-
mens of the state’s active geological history. The 
sweet gums disappear from view near the East 
Pavilion and reemerge in another row of three 
cultivars below the Exhibitions Pavilion. Micro- 
climates of the two locations are sufficiently dis-
similar to extend a brilliant fall foliage display. 
Another fountain in the Museum Courtyard is 
long and aligns with the front of the Exhibitions 
Pavilion. It features a line of Montezuma bald 
cypress (Taxodium mucronatum). Native to the 
swamps of Texas and Mexico, the trees, 40 feet 
high, are planted in just four feet of sand and 
precisely pruned to feathery perfection. Along 
the stairway from the Arrival Plaza to the Main 
Plaza, McGlade planted the slope with white-
flowering Australian tea trees (Leptospermum 

ABOVE 
The South Promontory 
adapts harsh conditions 
of a chaparral landscape 
with an abstract 
composition of Opuntia, 
agave, and cactus with 
underplantings of blue-
gray Senecio and red-
flowering Kalanchoe.

MCGLADE AND OLIN 
CONCEIVED OF THE GETTY 
AS A 20TH-CENTURY 
REINTERPRETATION OF  
A CLASSIC ITALIAN GARDEN.
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laevigatum) and trailing rosemary ground cover, 
both pruned to arch and spill downward like a 
tumbling stream.

The South Promontory of the campus, located 
on the southern tip of the eastern ridge top, 
offers a dramatic contrast. The planting design 
in this section explicitly recognizes the harsh 
conditions inherent in a chaparral landscape 
exposed to heat, drought, wind, and glare. Using 
cacti and succulents, McGlade continued his 
idea of the Old World meeting the New World. 
The stairway down from the plaza features speci-
men African tree aloes and Euphorbia, and the 
promontory features cactus and succulents from 
the Western Hemisphere. Here, McGlade cre-
ated a breathtaking abstract composition of 

Opuntia, agave, columnar cactus, 
and prominently placed golden 
barrel cactus. This tapestry of 
bold textures is underplanted 
with blue-gray Senecio and red-
flowering Kalanchoe. The design 
is also meant to tell the ecological 
story of the site. “It really does tell you this isn’t 
a well-watered place,” McGlade says. “It’s like 
pulling the curtain back to see a little bit of the 
truth. And although it’s not a desert, and those 
aren’t natives, there is this squinting into the sun 
and getting it—that it’s actually a dry region.” 
This garden requires no irrigation. It reaches 
out toward the downtown Los Angeles skyline, a 
testament to both the fragility and the resilience 
of the chaparral landscape. 

Twenty years after the museum’s opening, the 
Getty Center gardens present a centrally situated 
urban oasis of extraordinary quality. McGlade’s 
Aesthetic Landscape Maintenance Manual for the 
Getty, a very thick book that articulates the de-
sign rationale and specific effects intended for 
each plant, has become an institutional archive of 
OLIN’s original intent, constantly referred to as 
the landscape matures. The Getty Center gardens 
also provide a glimpse of the astonishing success 

of the urban forest aspect of the plantings. “This 
is one of the best habitat restorations I have ever 
seen,” said Gillespie, the UCLA biogeographer. 
Especially when the land is seen from above, “the 
Getty Center did a fantastic job, one that is beyond 
compare.” 

KELLY COMRAS, ASLA, IS A LICENSED LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT 
AND A MEMBER OF THE STATE BAR OF CALIFORNIA. HER BOOK, 
RUTH SHELLHORN, WAS RELEASED IN 2016. 

ABOVE 
Stone paving in the 
various plaza levels uses 
the Meier grid to organize 
outdoor spaces and 
achieve an architectural 
link to the stone walls of 
otherwise unconnected 
pavilion exteriors.

OPPOSITE 
Precisely pruned white-
flowering crape myrtle 
trees define a walkway 
above the Arrival Plaza.


