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Artist Adam Schwerner asks visitors to please touch the 
art. His exhibition Your (Un)natural Garden, premiering this 
spring, is an experience like nothing at Descanso before. 
Installations at The Sturt Haaga Gallery, Boddy House, and 
throughout the landscape will intrigue visitors’ senses and 
invite participation. Archways and artworks, created with 
recycled materials, will lead to the art gallery and house. 
Once there, explore rooms that will surprise you — from 
hundreds of bells playing to feather boas hanging from the 
ceiling. Here, the artist tells us about the creation of Your 
(Un)natural Garden. 

What should visitors expect from Your (Un)natural 
Garden? I do not want to tell visitors what they should do 
or experience in the exhibition. It’s for the visitor to decide. 
It will make me most happy when guests have their own 
unique reactions to the work. Visitors will see what they 
did not expect, and I hope that this will surprise them and 
that it will be energizing for them.

During the years of planning for this exhibition, I have been 
aiming to create a series of interventions that encourage 
visitors to touch/walk through/sit on/move around/play with 
the various elements of the exhibition. This is not a show 
that tells you: “Get over here and engage!”

Tell us about a few of the specific areas that you are 
most looking forward to. I am very much looking forward 
to hearing the “music” that will be produced in “All the 
Bells.” This installation is an interrogation of the relationship 
I had with my parents and the one they had with one 
another after their divorce. I guess it does not matter how 
old one gets, one’s parents have an indelible impact. In 
my case, my father and mother hated being in the same 
room and, in this installation, there are elements of each of 
them. In a way I am forcing them to get along in a way I 
never could when they were alive. I don’t think anyone who 
enters this gallery will know any of this. It’s just going to be 
a great experience hearing and ringing a hundred bells.

I have been making the pieces for “Agora (after 
Abokonowicz)” in my home studio for the last few years. I 
had been thinking about wanting to create a neutral place 
for conversation given the political and racial tensions in 
our country and, when COVID struck, imagined that the 
installation of sculptural chairs could provide a place, finally, 
for us to be together and socialize after so much time apart. 
The “furniture” I have created, often, includes art historical 
references to some of my favorite artists (Rauschenberg, 
Twombly, Tanguy, Brancusi, Giacometti, Tingley, Bourgeois, 
Gates, Chicago, Barlow, Golub) and is intended to be sat 

Sowing Your  
(Un)natural Garden

Above: A mock-up of a “snakeway” that will lead visitors to the Sturt Haaga Gallery and Boddy House. Facing page: Mock-ups of the “The Uncomfy Room” 
(left) and “Zeppelin” (right). This exhibition is being produced in collaboration with Just, Art Mafia, and Pink Sparrow.



on/played with and includes a large table with 12 chairs that 
will be made available to groups for public meetings.

Why did you choose to work with/at Descanso 
Gardens? I am a botanical garden nerd. I worked at the 
New York Botanical Garden for 12 years and have been 
a member of the American Public Gardens Association 
throughout my career. It is at the NYBG that I began 
bringing my artistic instincts to my work. Descanso 
Gardens, like all botanical gardens, is a place that is filled 
with beauty and opportunity. Descanso is managed by a 
group of curious, engaged, thoughtful and supportive staff 
and I could not have found better partners to work with 
on this exhibition.

Are there any specific plants or areas at Descanso 
that inspire you? I’d say that it is the majestic 
Quercus agrifolia (oak) trees that are the most defining 
characteristic of the Gardens. For me, they represent a 
connection for all of us to a time before we inhabited this 
area. They provide a connection to the past that calms me.

Where are you from and how does that affect your 
work? I am a New Yorker. My parents were both artists. 
My mother was a playwright, sculptress, singer, tap dancer, 
painter and performance artist. My father was a poet and 
performance artist. Living in New York (Staten Island and 
Manhattan) surrounded by all that my parents and their 
friends created was very impactful. Further, my mother 
started bringing my brother and I to New York’s museums 
and galleries in our youth.These experiences have given 
me permission to think outside the lines.

Who are your biggest artistic influences? As to current 
artists, I love the work of Phyllida Barlow, Sarah Sze and 
Theaster Gates. Cy Twombly, Robert Rauschenberg, Louise 
Bourgeois, Constantin Brancusi, Louise Nevelson, Joseph 
Cornell, and Isamu Noguchi are a few of the earlier artists 
that I have great fondness for.

What is your favorite medium? I like to use material 
that has a history. For this exhibition I have sourced 
the majority of the material from a recycling company 
called Tierra Verde Industries in Irvine. They have  been 
remarkable and I am thankful for them. It accepts a wide 
variety of debris and we have used scrap wood, electrical 
wire, aluminum ladders, kitchenware, tables, chairs, 
bicycles, computer parts and more, sourced there. I like 
finding objects that have a history; that have had a life and 
show the scars of the use they have had.

Color is also very important to me. I very much connect the 
colors I use to the people, the places and the experiences 
in my life.

Where do you find inspiration? I use my art-making 
as a way to navigate through my life. It’s while I garden 
or make things that I get clarity around my life. So, my 
process is certainly inspired by my life experiences. My 
parents and their ways of engaging with the world 
through their art making certainly provides inspiration as 
does the work of many artists.

For this show, I found much inspiration in the Gardens, 
the galleries, the historic home and the staff of the Garden 
as well as my partners in the show’s production; Pink 
Sparrow, JustDesign, and Art Mafia.

What motivates you to create? I have to. If I don’t, I am not 
happy. Creating is a way for me to find equilibrium and joy. 
Thank you, Descanso Gardens, for giving me a way to find joy.
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