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HISTORIC AMERICAN LANDSCAPES SURVEY 
 

GREEN ACRES 
 

          HALS NO. NJ-5 
 
Location: 401 E. State Street, Trenton, Mercer County, New Jersey 

 
Lat: 40.220387 Long: -74.756955 (Center of Site, Google Earth, Simple 
Cylindrical Projection, WGS84) 

  
Significance: Located in the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) 

building’s 1980s era courtyard, Green Acres is a significant site specific 
sculpture by Greek American Artist Athena Tacha.  The sculpture is named in 
honor of the State’s land protection program.   

Green Acres is one of the pre-eminent of over 40 commissions by Athena Tacha 
across the U.S. from New York to Alaska.  Tacha is one of the initiators of “site-
specific” architectural sculpture – a significant shift in attitude that brought “land 
art” into social context.   

Created in 1985 it was the result of a competition held by New Jersey State 
Council for the Arts % for Art program.  The sculpture was created in honor of 
the State’s Land protection program, also called Green Acres and contains 46 
slabs of green granite onto which photographs of state landscape plants and 
animals (many of them endangered species) have been sandblasted.   

It has been praised by museum directors and historians and is documented in the 
Contemporary Landscape Design Collection of Dumbarton Oaks in Washington. 

In August of 2012 the State of New Jersey intended to demolish the work, a 
move which would have resulted in the loss of a significant and defining work of 
social art.  Fortunately, with the crucial help of the Cultural Landscape 
Foundation, after nationwide publicity decrying the plan and a petition to save 
the work with more than 400 international signatures, Governor Christie issued 
an order that it must be preserved.

  
Description: The following is Athena Tacha’s statement about Green Acres, as published in 

her brochure of 1987.    

A LANDSCAPE SCULPTURE FOR THE DEPARTMENT OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, TRENTON, NEW JERSEY        

Surrounded from three sides by a continuous 7-storey building of buff concrete, 
and paved with red quarry-tile, the courtyard of the new D.E.P. building seemed 
in need of organic shapes and greenery, just as the urbanized State of New Jersey 
is in need of the Green Acres program that suggested the title for my work.  Its 
curvilinear steps and planters, reminiscent of vegetation, waves and other natural 
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elements, create a human and peaceful environment, enclosing a central terrace 
of greenish slate that evokes a lake or a meadow.  Interspersed within the slate 
are 46 slabs of polished green granite on which have been sandblasted 
photographs of landscapes, plants and animals (mostly endangered species) of 
New Jersey.  As the entire courtyard has become a metaphor for the State's 
precious nature reserves, so the slate terrace symbolizes the goals of the 
Department of Environmental Protection, whose main divisions are named in 
inscriptions accompanying the photographic images.   

Irregular, though fluid in its organic forms, the sculpture is sited asymmetrically 
within the nearly square courtyard, enlivening its neutral space.  Yet, it takes into 
account the pedestrian traffic and the main entrances to the courtyard (from State 
Street, from the adjacent parking lot and from the cafeteria), allowing 
corresponding accesses to the slate terrace and passages through it.  Thus one 
can walk through the photographs of New Jersey nature, encountering first 
mammals, birds and insects upon entering from the State Street side;  landscapes 
and plants if entering from the cafeteria side;  or aquatic birds and reptiles when 
coming from the parking lots.  Counteracting the three approaches to the 
sculpture's center and relating it back to the rectangular courtyard and building, 
the photographs are actually oriented along four axes, as they follow the grid of 
the slate slabs (which is parallel to the pavement of the courtyard).  The multi-
directionality of the images creates many playful juxtapositions and surprises 
that one experiences while walking through the sculpture.  A comprehensive 
overview is offered from the many windows of the offices surrounding the 
courtyard on all floors. 

In spite of the symbiotic and inter-contextual relationship of Green Acres with 
the D.E.P. building, both formally and thematically, two other sources were at 
the root of the work:  Upon my first visit to the site, I walked the entire State 
Street and was struck by the semicircular brick patterns on the pavement of its 
downtown section.  This in turn brought to mind a curvilinear drawing I had 
done in 1977, Intervals, inspired by Chinese Sung landscape painting and its 
perception of nature through the philosophy of Tao.  Green Acres evolved from a 
small segment of that drawing.  The use of endangered species images was 
instigated by a more recent experience with environmental concerns, during the 
conception of my work Land Marks for the exhibition of the same title at Bard 
College. 

The ten crescent-shaped planters are an essential living element of the work.  
Topping the stepped forms at different levels, they add patches of bright color 
(pink, blue, yellow) each season, with low blossoming ground-covers and tall 
accents of yuccas and lilies.   

Sandblasted Images of New Jersey Nature -- Photographers and Subjects: 

Leonard Lee Rue III:  Mountain Lion, Striped Skunk, Raccoon, Snowshoe 
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Rabbit, Bobcat, Opossum with Young, Dragonfly, Cicada, Honey-Bee on 
Blossom, Screech Owl, Flock of Canada Geese Flying, Snowy Egret, Great Blue 
Heron, Crayfish, American Toad, Yellow-Spotted Pond Turtle, Amanita 
Muscaria Mushroom, Sweet-Scented Waterlily, Pin Oak. 

Irene Vandermolen:  Monarch Butterfly, Tiger Swallowtail Butterfly, Bald Eagle 
Screaming on Branch Top, Bald Eagle Flying Carrying Fish, Osprey Landing 
with Fish, Osprey Landing on Nest, Greater Yellow-Legs Sandpiper. 

Donald C. Gates:  Woodland Fern, Swamp Grasses at Assanpink, Dune Grasses 
on Island Beach.  

Carol C. Nash:  Turkey Tail Fungus, Pitcher Plant.  

Robert T. Zappalorti:  Leopard Frog, Northern Pine Snake. 

Robert A. Marshall:  Pair of Mallard, Devil's Brook at Gordon Pond. 

Earl K. Baker:  Pair of Sea Gulls, Canoeing. 

William K. Edwards:  Pair of Canada Geese at Allaire State Park. 

John E. Miller:  Early Mist. 

Leonard Lee Rue IV:  Red-Spotted Purple Butterfly. 

Len Rue, Jr.:  Coyote. 

Charles G. Summers, Jr.:  Morning Cloak Butterfly. 

Frank Gehr:  Yellow Ladyslipper. 

D.E.P. Division of Fish, Game & Wildlife:  Deer, Bald Eagle Standing on 
Branch.   

Anonymous (mid-1930s):  Parvin State Park. 

The photographs were collected with the kind assistance of the Leonard Lee Rue 
Enterprises, Blairstown, N.J., and of Howard J. Wolf, Director of Resources 
Interpretive Services, and other staff members of the Department of 
Environmental Protection, State of New Jersey.   

PLANTING 

“Besides the "accents" of Yucca, planter 1, had Sedum reflexum;  planter 2; blue 
flox;  3, Rosy glow sedum;  4, Coreopsis;  5, Ajuga;  6, Pink;  7; Geum; 8, 
Plumbago;  and 10, Alyssum.  At least two did not do well from the start and 
were replaced by Scylla siberica and yellow mums -- the latter without my 
approval (because they were too tall and out of character).” - Athena Tacha 
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History: 
 

Green Acres is one of over forty U.S. commissions produced by artist Athena 
Tacha in the past 35 years. Her projects can be seen across the U.S., from New 
York to Alaska, and even include an entire city-block park in downtown 
Philadelphia. Tacha is one of the initiators of "site-specific" architectural 
sculpture -- a significant shift in attitude that brought "land art" into a social 
context. 
 
The Green Acres project, a 77 x 85 foot work, created in 1985, was the result of 
a competition held by the New Jersey State Council for the Arts’ % for Art 
program. The sculpture, which sits at the center of red-quarry tile courtyard, was 
created in honor of the State’s land protection program, also called Green Acres, 
and contains 46 slabs of green granite onto which photographs of state 
landscapes, plants and animals (many of them endangered species) have been 
sandblasted. Crescent shaped planters with stepped seating ring the edges and the 
whole design recalls Roberto Burle Marx’s biomorphic modernism. 
 
The sculpture is surrounded on three sides by a seven-story buff-colored 
concrete building. Visitors to the courtyard are invited to engage with the 
sculpture, which has multiple points of access and egress, and provides a variety 
of experiences which vary with each vantage point. The sculpture is intended as 
a living addition to the courtyard: planters contain low-blossoming ground 
covers and yuccas whose colors change with the seasons. 
 
The work, which took two years to execute at a cost of $400,000, is Tacha’s 
most complex commission; it has been praised by museum directors and art 
historians and is documented in the Contemporary Landscape Design Collection 
of Dumbarton Oaks in Washington, DC. Other examples of the artist’s work can 
be found in museum collections and at more than 40 public installations 
nationally.  
 
The following people were instrumental in the execution of the work.  Members 
of the New Jersey State government: Thomas Moran, Director of the NJ Arts 
Council and C. Martin Conrad of the Division of Building and Construction, 
who oversaw the project at its start with enthusiasm and dedication; James Ton, 
Director of D.B.C. who lent his unfailing interest and support; Dale B. Smith, 
Manger of the project; Harry Byrne, Kathy Powers, Arthur Dalle-Molle and Paul 
Staudt, Jr. of D.B.C., who assisted with extreme tenacity in preparing the bid 
documents; and Doug Ramseur, Site Supervisor who was responsible for the 
smooth running of the operation.   
 
Jim Bratt of Fotolithics who did the transparencies for the stencils and Bill 
Heisserman of Wood and Stone coordinated the photo-sandblasting of the 
granite slabs for the pavement.  The engineer John Bowes and his associate 
Ralph Daudet who prepared the structural drawings and bid specifications.  
Hoagland’s Landscape and Garden Center of Trenton, NJ who executed with 
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meticulous care the planting and rock placement.  Ray and Bob Reali of 
Salvatore Contracting who had the courage and knowledge to undertake the 
exacting job of building this unusual and difficult work of art.  Their workman 
maintained the highest standard, especially in the excellence of the brickwork, 
due to the combined skills of Tom, Joe and Tom, Jr. Moffat; pavement setting by 
Salvatore Primerano; and the diligent assistance of Michael Rapciewicz and Ted 
Oakley.  Above all, Phil Jarvie Project Foremen with his unique sensitivity, 
efficiency and hard work executed the lay-out, the molds, the pouring and 
reinforcing of the concrete understructure, while supervising all other aspects of 
the job.   

  
Sources: MONOGRAPHIC BOOKS ON ATHENA TACHA INCLUDING GREEN 

ACRES: 

Dancing in the Landscape: the Sculpture of Athena Tacha, Grayson Publishing, 
Washington, 2000. 

Elizabeth McClelland, Cosmic Rhythms: Athena Tacha's Public Sculpture, 
Cleveland, 1976. 

Catherine & John Howett, Athena Tacha: Public Works, 1970-1988, High             
Museum of Art, Atlanta, 1989. 

Forms of Chaos: Drawings by Athena Tacha, 1974-86, Oberlin, OH, 1988.  
 
Athena Tacha, “Rhythm as Form,” Landscape Architecture, May 1978, pp.  
         196-205. 
 
ARTICLES AND GENERAL BOOKS (HIGHLY SELECTED, IN CHRON. 
ORDER): 

Catherine Howett, “New Directions in Environmental Art,” Landscape  
Architecture, January 1977, pp. 39, 41. 

Mark Stevens et al., "Sculpture Out in the Open," Newsweek, August 18, 1980, 
pp. 70-71.  

John Beardsley, Earthworks and Beyond, Abbeville Press, New York, 1984, pp. 
         112-14.  
 
Ellen H. Johnson, American Artists on Art, 1940-80, Harper & Row, New York 

982, pp. 215-21.,  

Theodore F. Wolff, "Artist Athena Tacha," Christian Science Monitor, April 9, 
1981, p. 18. 

Ellen H. Johnson, "Nature as Source of Athena Tacha's Art," Artforum, January 
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1981, pp. 58-62. 

Lucy Lippard, "Athena Tacha's Public Sculpture," Arts Magazine, October 1988, 
pp. 68-71.  

Steven Rosen, “Women Are Reshaping the Field of Public Art,” New York Times, 
November 8, 1987, p. 78. 

Joan Marter, "Athena Tacha's Sculpture: Outdoor Sites Transformed," Sculpture, 
July 1987, pp.12-15.  

J.William Thompson, "The Poetry is in the Water's Edge", Landscape Architecture
February 1991, pp. 54-57. 

Shoichiro Higuchi, Public Art: Urban Sculpture of 50 Cities in USA, Tokyo, 
Japan, 1990, pp. 60-61 & 183. 

Shoichiro Higuchi, Water as Environmental Art, Tokyo, Japan, 1991, pp. 130-
31, 164, 10, 30.  

Designed Landscape Forum 1, Washington, DC, 1998, p. 25. 

Heather Hammatt, “Simply Stellar,” Landscape Architecture, November 2001, 
pp. 28-30. 

Glenn Harper, “Athena’s Other Selves” (interview), Sculpture, November 2000, 
pp. 22-29. 

Regina Flanagan, “Rhythm as Form, Rhythm as Place”, Landscape Architecture, 
March 2007, pp. 72-79. 

Brenda J. Brown, “Athena Tacha: Natures of Abstraction,” Sculpture, October 200
pp. 32-37. 

1000x Landscape Architecture, Verlagshaus Braun, Berlin, Germany, 2008, p. 
259. 

  
Historian: Athena Tacha 

Artist, creator of Green Acres 
3721 Huntington St., NW 
Washington, DC 20015 
tel.:  202-362-2347 
FAX:  202-362-5626 
atacha@umd.edu 
 
Sean Ryan LLA, ASLA 
landscape architect 
525 Locust Street  
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Roselle Park, NJ 07204-1317 
908.245.0448 home 
908.499.9619 cell 
beta.regio@yahoo.com 

 
October 30, 2013  

  
 

PLAN, STEPS & PLANTERS, with color marking of flowering plants: blue, pink and yellow, 
one each per season, + an orange in the summer.  Delineator: John. W. Bowes & Associates, 
1986.  
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Plan of the slate pavement, with location of sandblasted photographs of NJ endangered species & 
landscapes with inscriptions of DEP’s divisions, indicating their direction.  Delineator: Athena 
Tacha, 1986.  
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Plan of Green Acres with planters marked in colors and A. Tacha’s notations after her inspection 
of June 10, 2005.  
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This is the information on each drawing by the engineer and  
delineator, John W. Bowes, 1986.   
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Aerial view of Green Acres in DEP’s brick courtyard, ca. 3 x 77 x 85 ft., buff brick, green slate, 
photo-sandblasted green granite slabs, red tuffa rocks and plants. Photographer Richard E. Spear, 
1988.  
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Aerial view (from top of DEP building) of half of Green Acres across from  
cafeteria, with employees sitting on the steps with their lunch.  Photographer  
unknown, ca.1988.                   
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Partial view of Green Acres approaching it from the back alley with the artist sitting for scale.   
Photographer Richard E. Spear, 1988. 
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Aerial close-up of Green Acres’ brick-work taken from the DEP’s roof.  Photographer Richard 
E. Spear, 1988. 
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Aerial view of urban environment surrounding DEP and Green Acres. Image courtesy of USGS 
and New Jersey Office of Information Technology (NJOIT) 2012.   
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Aerial view of DEP building closer up, showing the old cemetery along its back alley. Image 
courtesy of USGS and New Jersey Office of Information Technology (NJOIT) 2012.   
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Aerial view of DEP building still closer up (with scale), showing the old cemetery across from 
the courtyard .  Image courtesy of USGS and New Jersey Office of Information Technology 
(NJOIT) 2012.   
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