
RRocks, trees, fences … not some-
thing one may think about twice. 
But Oklahoma State University 
students learn these simple and 
natural elements play a symbolic 
role in traditional Japanese gar-
den design.
 On an annual study-abroad 
trip, OSU students travel to Japan 
to learn from professional garden-
ers and to study garden design. 
 Each summer, Kameoka, Ja-
pan, Stillwater’s sister city, wel-
comes a group of OSU students 
to participate in a unique cultural 
learning experience.
 Paul Hsu, associate profes-
sor of landscape architecture, de-
veloped The OSU-Japan Urban 
Landscape and Historic Garden 
Design Study Program in 2001. 
Through this study-abroad ex-
change program, OSU students 
work with professionals to learn 
about and help build a traditional 

Japanese garden. 
  “This 21-day 
study-abroad trip 
explores the garden 
design, urban spaces, 
natural resources, 
history and culture 
of Japan,” Hsu said. 
“This program affords 
persons interested 
in garden design a 
unique opportunity 

to study Japanese landscapes 
without any prerequisite classes.”
 Hsu takes students to Japan 
each year, and each group adds 
design elements to the garden. 
In 2005, the group built a dry 
streambed and a bamboo fence. 
Other groups 
have planted 
trees, built 
water ba-
sins and dry 
streambeds, 
and arranged 
large stones.
 “Students get hands-on de-
sign and gardening experience in 
Japan,” said Hannah Thompson, 
landscape architecture senior. “Ev-
ery OSU study-abroad group adds 
a piece to the garden.”
 Students also have the oppor-
tunity to work with professional 
Japanese gardeners.
  “The study includes an on-
site workshop with professional 
gardeners to experience first-hand 
the source of materials, tech-
niques, and process of Japanese 
garden design and construction,” 
Hsu said.
 Professionals help students 
understand the history of Japa-
nese gardens and the stories the 
garden elements tell.
 “Japanese gardens are a very 
sophisticated trade in Japan, and 

even placing a group of 
stones or planting trees 
has certain techniques,” 
Hsu said. “The profes-
sionals teach the stu-
dents how things work 
and students benefit 
from the interaction.”
 Janell Milburn, land-

scape architecture senior, said she 
enjoyed learning about the time 
and dedication the professionals 
take to turn or place a stone in its 
natural setting and to make the 
garden tell a story.
 “The history behind every 

garden tells 
a story, and 
when you en-
ter a garden, 
you start at 
a level with a 
few elements,” 
Milburn said. 

“As you move further into the 
garden, you climb up a path to get 
higher where you reach a temple 
or an overlook that gives you a 
greater appreciation of life.” 
 Japanese gardens feature el-
ements to symbolize something 
and to evoke different emotions.
 “Garden design is symbolic 
of the Japanese culture, whereas 
here in America, gardens are used 
for aesthetic purposes,” Thomp-
son said.
 Although visiting a new cul-
ture, some students may feel right 
at home in Kameoka. A replica of 
OSU’s Old Central, which was for-
merly a part of an OSU campus in 
Japan, is located by the garden.
 “Like OSU-Tulsa or OSU-
Oklahoma City, OSU had a cam-
pus in Japan, but the campus was 
closed in the mid-’90s,” Hsu said. 
“The building’s exterior looks like 
the Old Central in Stillwater, but 
the interior is modernized.”
 Citizens in Kameoka are en-
couraged to visit and enjoy the 
garden created by OSU students.
 “The garden is basically an 
exchange of friendship,” Hsu said. 

Gardening a world
By Jerri Imgarten, Red Rock, Okla.

Students tell a story through Japanese gardening
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This 21-day study-abroad trip 
explores the garden design, urban 
spaces, natural resources, history 
and culture of Japan.

— Paul Hsu




