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From an urban planning standpoint, sometimes a garden is not just a garden.

City planners see Citygarden as the first step in fulfilling a nearly century-old dream in St. Louis — creating a thriving civic space along the Gateway Mall, the 1.1 mile-long ribbon of grass and trees that unfurls east to west from the grounds of the Gateway Arch and Old Courthouse to Union Station. At the same time, they think it can serve as the catalyst for the development of more commercial and residential space along the mall’s perimeter, and throughout downtown.

“I truly think Citygarden is one of the best things to happen in downtown in many decades,” said Barbara Geisman, Deputy Mayor for Development in the City of St. Louis. “We believe it will be a significant catalyst for development.” 
The Mall, which for most of its length occupies the block between Market Street on the south and Chestnut Street on the north, has been assembled in sections over a period dating back to the 1920s. The space is used for festivals and events, and —especially at Kiener Plaza, between Broadway and Seventh Streets — for rallies. In general, however, the Mall “has never fully realized its potential,” Geisman acknowledges. 
The two blocks where Citygarden is now located, between Eighth and Tenth Streets, are typical. For about the last 15 years, the two blocks were vacant lawn space, devoid of visual interest and human activity. 

The result was that the Mall also failed in another one of its objectives, Geisman said: to serve as a bridge between the north and south sides of downtown. Instead, it has acted more as a barrier. 
That’s not all that uncommon, says Richard Baron, chairman and CEO of McCormack Baron Salazar, a nationally prominent, St. Louis-based developer of central cities. “Pedestrian malls have been difficult to pull off in a lot of cities,” he says.

But Citygarden promises to be so attractive and inviting that Geisman and other city officials believe it can enable the city to finally “fulfill the dream for the Mall.”
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St. Louis-based Gateway Foundation agreed to develop Citygarden at the request of 
St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay. City officials believed that the revitalization of downtown — which since 2000 has experienced a remarkable rebirth, with more than $4 billion in public and private investment and nearly 5,000 new residents — had reached the point where the Mall’s development as a civic space could finally be achieved.

Now, Geisman said, the Gateway Foundation’s willingness to invest so heavily in Citygarden, coupled with its funding of a now-completed master plan for the entire Mall, have stirred “optimism that the Mall can be a beautiful space and an economic generator.” 
The new master plan calls for a linear park made of five distinct areas, or “rooms,” linked by Market Street as a “hallway” following the same general design principles as have been established along Market at Citygarden. The five rooms are: 

· Kiener Plaza, which could be further improved, between Broadway and Seventh Streets; 
· The “Urban Garden,” from Eighth Street to Tucker Boulevard (12th Street), and containing Citygarden from Eighth to Tenth Streets; 
· The “Civic Room,” featuring a permanent venue for events such as concerts, markets, and festivals, between Tucker and 14th Streets; 

· The “Neighborhood Room,” between 15th and 18th Streets and flanked by the Plaza Square apartments, featuring everyday activities such as a dog park and a children’s playground, and 
· The “Terminus Room,” from 18th to 21st Streets and across from Union Station, where plans are being developed for lighting, renovating and beautifying Aloe Plaza, the site of the Carl Milles fountain, “Meeting of the Waters.” 

The recently formed Gateway Mall Conservancy, a public/private partnership, will manage the Mall’s development. Design and fund-raising plans for the “Civic Room” are already well under way. 

An aspect of Citygarden’s impact that cannot be understated, Geisman said, is its quality. “Part of the reason Citygarden is stimulating so much buzz is the extraordinary quality standard it’s setting,” she said. “People see that and they say, this whole Mall could be something really special.” 
–more–
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The garden features 24 works of sculpture by internationally renowned artists, as well as breathtaking design, fountains, architecture, lighting, a video wall, a café, and lush plantings. The St. Louis-based Gateway Foundation, the garden’s funder, has spent $25 million to 
$30 million on the design and construction and front-end “soft costs” alone. The cost of the sculpture is additional. 

Another part of Citygarden’s attractiveness from a development standpoint, Geisman said, is the breadth of its appeal. Built on city parkland, the garden is aimed at and open to everyone — adults and children; art connoisseurs and those without art backgrounds; people wanting to be social and people wanting solitude; strollers, picnickers, diners, readers, video-art-watchers, downtown office workers, suburbanites, and out-of-town visitors. The universality of the garden’s appeal stems from its conception as something more than a sculpture garden — as an urban oasis and one, which, not incidentally, will display its beauty year-round. 
By comparison, Geisman said, other recreational uses, such as a skating rink, might be popular during certain seasons but would be unpopular in others. And any cultural attraction that required a structure would violate the whole concept of public open space on which the Mall is conceived.

Showcasing a collection of art by world-class sculptors is clearly a coup for St. Louis and downtown St. Louis in particular, said Richard Ward, vice president for Zimmer Real Estate Services and a prominent St. Louis-based urban planner and economic development consultant. Downtowns all over the world compete in part on the basis of their cultural amenities, he noted.

But in St. Louis, Citygarden also fills another purpose: It provides a space that will “soften downtown, and give it a human feel,” Ward said. For many years — for perhaps a century or more — downtown has lacked such spaces, he noted. Narrow streets and failing trees have not helped. 
“The garden will bring a sense of comfort to downtown,” he said. “That sense of comfort has value in every way, including economic value.” 
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