Shakopee, Minnesota

The Garden of Time
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he Minnesota State Prison for Women is
not a place where I ever thought I would be
working. It took years for the Minnesota
State Arts Board to finally decide that a white male
was capable of designing a new landscape as part of
their percent-for-art program.
I spent quite a bit of time inside and it was the kind
of experience many men should have because even
though I had a name tag, they called me “Pants”
because inside, I was told, “You only fresh meat.”
It looks more like a Junior College than a prison. This view
is looking toward the chapel. Modernist brick architecture
plunked down in a featureless landscape. The work-release
building is off to the right about 200 yards.

Shakopee Correctional Facility is the only women’s
prison in the state. The inmates don’t wear uniforms
and you can’t tell the credit car forgers from the
axe murderers, but they are all there. Most of the
women are mothers and the cells (they look like
college dormitory rooms) even have trundle beds
under the normal beds when the children visit.
However, the warden told me she had to stop the
visitation program because it was too difficult to
tell the difference between dandruff on an eight
year old and heroin.
Over lunch with the warden, I asked if she had any
problems she was not able to solve. She said, “The
problem I can’t solve at the moment is that there
are only two lesbian bars in Minneapolis.”

Near the chapel, a corridor is known as ‘Main Street. It
contains the library, chapel gym and medical examining
rooms. Before this building was constructed, the prison was
in an outmoded facility nearby. The warden told me she had
complaints that the prison was now too nice. She responded
by saying you start out with a new building and eventually
it gets old and beat up, just like the last prison did.

I looked at her incredulously, obviously not
understanding. She continued, “Take a look around
this room, have you ever thought about who would
want to be a guard at a women’s prison?” “It works
like this, The average rate of stay here is about
eighteen months. The inmate gets friendly with a
guard, the inmate is released, goes to one of the two
bars, strikes up a relationship with the guard, gets
a little leverage somehow and then the drugs start
coming into the prison. You get it now?”
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When you look out most of the windows on ‘Main
Street,’ you look across a barren, flat, grass expanse
to one of the outlying buildings called the WorkRelease Center. This is a kind of half-way house for
partially released prisoners. They work in nearby
communities during the work day and return to
this building for nights and weekends. The prison
has a very high recidivism rate and they want to do
everything they can to ease the transition back into
civilian life.
Early on in design development. Watercolor.

It seemed very important to make a more
meaningful connection between the Main building
and Work -Release. This time and this place was a
critical juncture in a woman’s life and it needed to
be noticed.
The melding of a sequence of events with a path
kept recurring as the project moved into design
development. I wanted spaces intended for
procession and ritual. The references are regional
and local. When a woman walks out of the door of
the Main Building, She enters a maze. And because
this is at the edge of the prairie in Minnesota,
it is an Agricultural Maze. Rows of plants in
straight lines. Adjacent, and in front of the chapel
is a Prairie Swirl, planted in little blue stem grass
that will grow to about three feet, as it does on the
original prairie.

Presentation model showing a single large greenhouse.

After having negotiated the Maze and the Swirl, she
proceeds onward to the Pathway of Decisions. It
consists of seven connected paths which all deadend in circular clumps of Birch trees. The Lakota
Sioux believe there are seven great decisions in a life
that eventually lead us to where we are meant to go.
Finally, she arrives at the Forest Knoll. A
hemispherical mound, cut into four quadrants and
planted with trees and grasses native to the zone in
Minnesota that marks the transition from prairie
to forest. The four paths are literally straight and
narrow. At the top of the mound the last set of
decisions are made by choosing one of the four
directions. Escape to the right, escape to the left,
straight ahead to Work-Release, or turn around
and go back to prison.
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It can get to more than forty below in Shakopee so it
was obvious that we had to have an understanding
of this garden in winter

The original walkway cutting through the Forest
Knoll was intended to be about two feet because I
wanted it to feel difficult, but we had to change it
to conform with the Americans with Disabilities
Act of 1990. Even though there has never been a
wheel-chair using prisoner in the history of the
prison system, we widened the slots to three feet.

Seasonal studies were done with particular attention
paid to fall leaf and blossom colors.
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Between the chapel and the gym, adjacent to the
prairie swirl is the Blossom Calendar. The prison
has a horticulture program and trains women
to work in the nursery business. In this early
watercolor, thirteen green houses are shown. Later
versions show the same number of green houses,
but twelve of them have green plants and only one
has plants with flowers. The single green house
with flowers rotates with the other houses on the
cycle of the full moon. This is because of the cycles
of women’s bodies. As you walk down Main Street
it is possible to know what month it is by noticing
which green house has the flowers. It is a way to
make time visible for those who are doing it.

Far too little consideration is given to what exterior
space looks like at night. And by extension what it
will take to be lit properly.

At one point we thought it would be important
to have the maze move among the greenhouses,
but later abandoned the idea. The shape of the
greenhouses is a direct mimic of the architecture of
the main building, particularly the adjacent chapel.
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Budget constraints finally forced us to modify the
greenhouse idea. It turns out that to build a fully
functioning, heated and ventilated greenhouse in
a harsh climate is very expensive. One greenhouse
and twelve steel frames whose interior is planted
with arborvitae, which is trimmed to conform to
the shape of the frames.
The preceding article was written soon after
construction and I am happy to report that the
walk through The Garden of Time has become
a ritual at the prison and crowds of women stand
around on Main Street and watch one of theirs
walk the walk.
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