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1. WHAT IS YOUR PROJECT? 

Introduction  
The Arid Garden at Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria’s Melbourne Gardens is a recently redeveloped cactus and succulent garden 
located on the eastern end of Melbourne Gardens. Inside, we share the heart-warming and inspirational story behind many of 
the spectacular plants in this garden. Between 2015 and 2016, the Field family from northern Victoria, handed over plants that 
were like members of their family to the Gardens for safeguarding and display. Spanning two generations, this collection was 
of such extraordinary depth and diversity that it deserved careful consideration, in both landscape design and storytelling. 
 
Melbourne Gardens’ horticulture, design, storytelling teams and collaborators, worked together with the Field family to design 
this new space and the interpretation within to showcase and share this collection — a space where design and storytelling 
seamlessly intersect, each supporting the other.   

The Arid Garden tells a story of the power of collecting and childhood wonder; celebrates the intriguing adaptations of a group 
of plants; and explores how plant form and function inspire architecture, art and design. 

The storytelling connects deeply and powerfully, is unexpected, curious, colourful and playful.  

Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria (RBGV) worked with Fiona Rice and Alex Miles in developing the stories and interpretation for 
the Arid Garden, creating a beautiful, memorable, accessible and immersive experience into the intriguing world of cacti and 
succulents. 

Why was this needed / Location / Vision / Mission  
Melbourne Gardens is a 175 year old botanic garden in the heart of Melbourne and is a centre of excellence for impactful 
horticulture, science, learning and engagement. Royal Botanic Garden Victoria’s (RBGV) vision is a healthy planet and 
flourishing community sustained and enriched by plants. Our mission is to safeguard plants for the wellbeing of people and the 
planet. Plants, along with fungi and algae, are fundamental to life on Earth. They provide the air we breathe, the food we eat, 
many of the medicines that heal us, and house our wildlife. We prosper and our planet benefits when we understand, 
appreciate and protect plants.  
 
The former Arid Garden at Melbourne Gardens housed part of RBGV’s living collection of cacti and succulents. Dating back to 
1946, the area suffered from poor growing conditions, plant theft and vandalism, and was in need of rejuvenation. Thanks to 
generous donor support from Joan Darling, RBGV commenced planning and development for a revitalised Arid Garden, 
including provision for new storytelling and interpretation.  The former Arid Garden was decommissioned and the plants 
salvaged, and - along with a significant number of cacti and succulents donated by Robert Field - cared for the in RGBV’s 
nursery, awaiting their new home.  

The new Arid Garden design by RBGV landscape architect, Andrew Laidlaw, provides a contemporary setting for an 
extraordinary collection of cacti and succulents. The landscape design is an interpretation of a parterre garden with many 
spaces to sit, gather or to contemplate the landscape. The design enables an up-close and intense experience with around 400 
species of plants, encouraging visitors to wander, linger and reflect. The shape created by the garden beds, pathways and seats 
is inspired by the cellular structure of an aloe, and this cellular pattern is repeated across the seating, literally immersing the 
visitor in cacti and succulents.  

Purpose: Sharing the story of the Field Collection 
The Arid Garden showcases part of the Cacti and Succulent Collection, one of over 20 living plant collections curated and cared 
for by the Horticultural team at Melbourne Gardens. Like artworks or museum pieces, a living collection is a group of plants 
curated and grown for a distinct purpose, around a particular theme (such as geographic location), or to showcase a species of 
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plant. Living plant collections serve many purposes including conservation, scientific and horticultural research, design and 
display, learning, interpretation, storytelling and research.   
 
The Arid Garden’s centrepiece is the Field Collection, an historically rich collection of cacti and succulents with a long 
connection to Melbourne Gardens. Ralph Field started this collection in 1908, when as a boy, he read an article about how to 
graft your own cactus in Boy’s Own magazine. He tried it, and it worked and it sparked something in Ralph, something his 
father recognised and nurtured. On Christmas Day 1908, Ralph’s father took him to the then Melbourne Botanic Gardens, 
where staff gifted an enthusiastic 12-year-old Ralph with a wagon load of succulent and cacti cuttings. His love of cacti and 
succulents never waned, and throughout his life his collection grew through propagation, plant swapping, and notably, an 
investment in a South American plant collecting expedition, the 1936-38 Harry Blossfeld Expedition, of which he is believed to 
have been the sole Australian shareholder. Ralph served in World War 1 and then moved to regional Victoria to farm the land, 
taking his cacti and succulents with him. His collection grew into an impressive private cactus and succulent farm which he 
passed on to his son Robert in the mid-1980s to manage, care for and share. Robert’s life-long relationship with the collection 
has involved exchanging and selling seed and plant material internationally, opening his garden to the public, and hosting cacti 
and succulent enthusiast group tours.  

On Robert’s retirement from farming, it became time to find a new home for the collection, and it seemed natural to pass on 
stewardship of his plants to RBGV, building on the relationship developed over the last century between RBGV and the Field 
family. Between October 2015 and May 2016, with financial support from the Cacti and Succulent Society, over 3,000 plants 
were transported from Robert’s property in Tenneson. Robert and his family are cherished and respected by RBGV staff and 
although he is not a qualified botanist, Robert is considered a trusted expert in cacti and succulents by RBGV’s Horticultural 
team. 

Aims and objectives  
The Arid Garden design intent and the story of the Field Collection greatly influenced the project’s vision and the aims and 
objectives for the interpretation and story telling. 
 
“The Arid Garden is renowned as a place for discovering and sharing the wonders of cacti and succulents through creative and 
thought-provoking interpretation and storytelling that is multi-dimensional, specific to place, and draws upon the human story 
of plant collecting, curiosity, care, childhood wonder, resilience and inter-generational connection underpinning this collection. 
Its interpretation enhances the visitor experience and encourages people to spend time in the space and connect more deeply 
with its stories.” Vision for the Arid Garden interpretation and storytelling, RBGV 2019 

As one of the first major interpretation projects delivered at Melbourne Gardens for quite some time, and the first major 
project delivered by a the new Placemaking and Interpretation team, the key aim of this project was to create an exceptional 
audience experience that aligned with RBGV’s Programming and Audience Development’s programming plan to: 

 present diverse programs and experiences that are engaging, respectful, challenging and relevant to audiences 
 align with our programming principles of programming vibrancy and audience impact, social inclusion, openness, 

innovation and risk-taking 
 align with our programming themes to encourage audiences to listen deeply, to learn about and value plants, to 

slow down, to experience an emotional connection to, and to reflect on, our own place in the natural world and to 
care for its future.  
 

We also wanted to: 
 deliver a project of the which the organisation and the Field family would be proud 
 develop a solid storytelling foundation to inform subsequent programming and storytelling 
 create new networks for the relatively new team 
 create an interpretation outcome that responded to the design intent  
 

2. HOW DOES IT DEMONSTRATE EXCELLENCE AND BEST PRACTICE IN HERITAGE INTERPRETATION? 

Planning 
Prior to this project, Melbourne Garden’s interpretation had focused mostly on guided tours, schools programs and branded 
interpretive signage, generally installed on completion of a garden, often by in-house teams on small budgets using 
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standardised templates. This was mostly due to resourcing constraints. The integration of interpretation and storytelling into 
Arid Garden’s redesign, the generous donor funding and the establishment in 2019 of a Placemaking and Interpretation team 
(part of Programming and Audience Development), allowed RBGV to test new ideas, work with new people and demonstrate 
innovative storytelling approaches.  
 
The Arid Garden storytelling approach / methodology / key messages, themes and storylines: 
As self-described ‘medium agnostics’, the RBGV team believe the stories we want to tell should always come first, and the 
method to tell them second, and we encouraged this through the development of a thorough creative brief which asked for a 
layered, accessible, innovative approach to storytelling. Workshops with RBGV staff and the Field family revealed key themes 
and storylines: 

 Plant collecting: Plant collecting through time has proven important for connecting people with plants and each 
other. Botanic gardens exist because of the practice of plant collecting and sharing and the Field Collection is a 
fascinating plant collecting story 

 The plants themselves: Cacti and succulents are unique in the plant world and have many stories attached to them. 
Their difference to other plant species can reveal stories of the entire plant kingdom, the animal kingdom, evolution 
and adaptation  

 Plant passions: a love of plants and a respect for nature can be nurtured and shared across generations, and can 
bridge cultural and geographic divides  

 Resilience: how plants and people are remarkable at adapting to changing conditions, and the importance of plants to 
the resilience of people  

Four interpretation specialists were invited and paid to submit an Expression of Interest concept proposal. All were invited to 
Melbourne Gardens to visit the Arid Garden construction site and to hear from Robert Field and RBGV staff. Creatives then 
presented their concepts to a selection panel, who unanimously selected Tasmanian-based, award-winning interpretation 
team, Fiona Rice and Alex Miles. Their beautifully designed concept was compelling in its response to the creative brief, 
particularly the consideration of different audiences and mediums, the foregrounding of the connection between plants and 
people, and their place-led design and content approach. Fiona and Alex’s concept refined and further enhanced the 
storytelling themes:  

 Power of collection: The personal and global power of collections and passion for collecting (both by RBGV and by the 
Field family) and the generosity of sharing (i.e. the Field’s entrusting their collection to the gardens) 

 Indigenous importance: The importance of cacti and succulents to Indigenous peoples of their country of origin 
 Climate Change: The increasing importance of arid species to Australians as our climate changes – including the value 

of succulents water conservation 
 Plant adaptations: The extraordinary adaptations of cacti and succulents and other arid species, and their associations 

and responses to place, people and animals 
 Plant aesthetics: The powerful aesthetics of cacti and succulents – their diversity, magnificence of form, and their 

patterning (macro and micro) 
 

A project working group with RBGV Programming and Audience Development, Horticulture, Project Management and 
Landscape Design was formed to guide further concept development. A content reference group of the Field family, RBGV’s 
Science, Communications and Marketing teams ensured content was appropriate and correct.  

Audience profile, expectations, and issues 
A critical aim of this project was to create a meaningful and memorable audience experience, and to respond to needs of 
different types of audiences.  In addition to considering culturally diverse audiences, multi-lingual audiences, tourists and 
accessibility, RBGV audience segments targeted in the design and delivery of the Arid Garden fell into the following categories:  

 Plant Lovers:  those who love and are knowledgeable about plants  
 Curious Explorer: those who are keen to be stimulated and learn  
 For the Family:  families wanting to have an interesting experience for the whole family with an experience or learning 

associated with it  
 Choosing to Pass Through: people who regularly walk through the Gardens on their way somewhere else  



Page 4 of 7 
 

Part A: IA Awards for Excellence – Arid Garden   | Royal Botanic Gardens Victoria     

The Arid Garden’s design includes plenty of seating and wheelchair accessible pathways. In response, height levels for signs 
were set at accessible levels, either in raised garden beds or in upright signs. To make the content itself accessible, it was 
important for sometimes complex content to be written in plain language. Tactile sculptures and illustrations responded to a 
diverse, multi-lingual, all-age and all-ability audience without the need for text at all. 

Communication techniques and choice of interpretive media 
The desire to encourage audience interaction, spark curiosity and offer different pathways of engagement for different types 
of audiences informed the choice of interpretive media. Fiona and Alex, in collaboration with RBGV project team and reference 
group, wrote considered content and designed a suite of interpretive elements embedded into the heart of the garden.  
 
Inspired by Robert Field’s involvement and knack for storytelling, along with our desire to increase accessibility, we identified 
an opportunity to include an audio experience early on. This was realised through the Arid Garden forming the first episode of 
Sonica Botanica, a series of four place-responsive audio works by Melbourne sound artist, Patrick Cronin, commissioned in 
2020 as part of RBGV’s 175th  program in 2021.  Together, the suite of storytelling elements creates a wholistic audience 
experience from the ground up.  

Design elements  

 Plant labels: An integral layer of interpretation in any botanic garden is the correct scientific labelling of plant species. 
The Arid Garden offered an opportunity for RBGV to trial a new style of plant label. In addition to the scientific and 
common names, the design includes a gorgeous mix of graphics and text indicating if the plant is originally from the 
Field Collection, the Blossfeld Expedition, or an Australian arid species. Smaller ‘paddle pop’ style plant labels were 
designed for the smaller succulent vignette gardens embedded into the seating.   

 Story panels:  Story panels introduce the Field Collection and its provenance story: one set of panels – in the shape of a 
pole cactus and a prickly pear - is aimed at an adult audience and incorporates a key to interpreting the plant labels as 
well as a mix of images from the Field family’s incredible personal archive of periodicals and reference materials. The 
prickly pear shaped sign even includes part of the original letter from Harry Blossfeld inviting Ralph Field (Robert’s dad), 
to invest in the South American collecting expedition.  Living Collections at Melbourne Gardens are generally indicated 
by collection name only, so this marked a new direction for RGBV. Another brightly coloured prickly pear shaped sign is 
aimed directly at children and families, reflecting the role of childhood wonder in the formation of this collection, and 
includes prompts to explore the garden. A smaller pole cactus ‘Welcome’ panel acknowledging donor support is located 
along one of the main entrance pathways.  

 Patterned inserts: Laser-cut stainless-steel mimicking the top-down view of succulents planted nearby, are embedded 
into the hard landscaping.  Visitors are encouraged to take pencil or crayon rubbings of these patterns, on plain paper 
or as part of a more detailed activity using the My Field Notes booklet, which forms part of the interpretation suite and 
is available for free at the Visitor Centre.   

 Sculptures: Interactive sculptures, revealing the inside of a cactus or reproducing cactus spikes, allow people to ‘see the 
unseeable and touch the untouchable’. Each sculpture is accompanied by ‘field note’ style story tag, designed to evoke 
a botanist or plant enthusiast’s notebook observations. 

 Garden Curios: Garden Curios tells stories about specific plant species and are dispersed in the garden beds. Each sign 
shape reflects the species story. They’re designed to be a flexible without the need for concrete footing and can be 
easily moved and rotated, keeping the interpretation ‘look and feel’ fresh.  

 Seat curious: Seat curios tell short facts about cacti and succulents and are embedded into the aloe cellular pattern of 
the seats. Using accessible language and graphics, seat curios almost recede into the landscape and provide easily 
digestible, fascinating facts to discover around each corner.  

Accessibility  
Many interpretive elements have been designed to enable greater accessibility of interaction across demographics and 
abilities.  Plain and playful language, the use of graphics, tactile sculptural artworks and the pattern inserts invite visitors - 
particularly children, multilingual audiences or those with low vision - to safely experience the plants. We wanted to delight 
and intrigue without relying only on text.   
 
The Arid Garden Sonica Botanica episode is accessible on site via a QR code or remotely via RBGV’s website and offers an 
additional pathway to experiencing the Arid Garden stories. 
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Engagement  
The Arid Garden team consulted and collaborated with Robert and his wife, Donnette Field throughout the life of the project.  
Robert and Ralph Field’s collecting stories featured in the interpretation, and the family generously allowed access to, and 
inclusion of, their collection of photographs, letters, periodicals and notes. 
 
Other RBGV teams, communities and audiences were engaged as part of the development of the Arid Garden’s interpretation, 
too. Inspired by the new Arid Garden and the stories revealed during the interpretation development process, RBGV’s Learning 
team piloted Hack the Cac, a biomimicry program for schools focusing on the design ideas cactus offer for solving human 
problems.  Delivered entirely online due to COVID, Hack the Cac enabled cross team collaboration. It inspired the inclusion of a 
biomimicry themed Garden Curio, and enabled students from participating school Northcote High School to take part in Sonica 
Botanica. During their first real life encounter with the Arid Garden, sound artist Patrick Cronin and the Placemaking and 
Interpretation team interviewed students on site, capturing their thoughts, experience and design ideas upon seeing these 
plants in real life.  

Community visitors to the Arid Garden were also vox popped, and their voices feature throughout the episode, intertwined 
with RBGV staff, Robert Field and philosopher of science, Pip Wright. These voices now form part of the interpretation, with 
the audio experience accessible via scanning the QR code. All interviews for Sonica Botanica were recorded onsite at the Arid 
Garden.  

Implementation  
Since the garden opened to the public in November 2020, the Arid Garden and its stories have informed and inspired a 
number of public programs. In March 2021, Programming and Audience Development delivered the first Garden Gathering, 
programmed to highlight the people, places and plants of RBGV in celebration of the organisation’s 175th year. For Garden 
Gathering Volume 1: Arid and Drylands Precinct, the Programming and Audience Development team, operating within COVID 
safe imperatives, programmed a suite of place-responsive events and self-guided activities. In addition to the official launch of 
Sonica Botanica episode 1, the Garden Gathering featured a guided walk of the Arid Garden led by Andrew Laidlaw and Robert 
Field; Copy Cactus (an evolution of Hack the Cac biomimiry themed tour of the Arid Garden for the general public audience 
and featured in Open House Melbourne’s Melbourne Design Week program); and the launch of Seek and Find card #1, a self-
guided scavenger hunt style card specific to the Arid Garden and surrounds created by Melbourne artist, Claire Mosely. The My 
Field Notes booklet featured prominently as an activity and continues to be available for collection from the Visitor Centre.  

Programming and Audience Development have also highlighted the Arid Garden and its stories through other programming, 
such as Harp Meditations in the Arid Garden (part of our wellbeing program), guided tours for the Branch Out program for 
seniors, and the partnership with 2020’s Melbourne Fashion week for the Arid Garden runway.  

Training  
The project team has presented to donors, the RBGV Foundation Board and to numerous staff meetings. They have also 
facilitated Q&As and training sessions for Visitor Experience staff, volunteer guides and other creative collaborators.  

3. IDENTIFY THE RESOURCES NEEDED FOR YOUR PROJECTS. DEMONSTRATE HOW YOU USED THESE RESOURCES 
EFFECTIVELY.  

Budget - Arid Garden    
Creative consultant fees (content, concept, project management) 30,000  
Creative consultant fees (design)  23,640  
Sonica Botanica  6,500  
Interpretive hardware fabrication (Plant labels, seat curios, garden curios, large story 
panels, sculpture story tags) 41,753  

Sculptures and pattern paver inserts  19,125  
Freight 1,024  
Safety certification  1,089  
Printed materials - My Field Notes  1500 
RBGV staff costs  109,600  
Total 234,231  
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4. HOW HAS YOUR PROJECT MET CLEAR AND MEASURABLE OUTCOMES FOR YOUR CLIENT/ORGANISATION AND 
STAKEHOLDERS? 

The Arid Garden outcomes met our aims to align with Programming and Audience Developments’ programming plan’s 
principles and themes. Through developing new ways of working internally and externally, the project demonstrates 
innovation and risk taking. Through creating a welcoming space for children and families and offering different pathways of 
engagement, it is respectful and relevant to our audiences.  The interpretative elements complement the garden design and 
hero the plants, encouraging our audiences to learn about and value plants, to slow down and spend time in the space and 
reflect. It is a project of which organisation, and the Field family are immensely proud and it has built a solid storytelling 
foundation to inform ongoing programming, events and engagement.  

How project meet or exceed the organisation’s expectations (in relation to outcomes) 

“I never thought I’d feel this way about a sign! I read everything!’ Visitor experience staff member, RBGV  

For some time, staff at RBGV have expressed a belief that there’s an opportunity for compelling storytelling and interpretation 
in the botanic garden space and since the completion of this project, many have expressed their pride in the outcome. The 
Arid Garden interpretation and storytelling has become the benchmark interpretation project for our organisation.   

“We have set the bar high for interpretation at RBGV and indeed at botanic gardens globally”, RBGV Senior Executive  

How project meet or exceed stakeholder/community expectations (in relation to outcomes) 
Community response to the Arid Garden and its stories has been overwhelmingly positive. The Placemaking and Interpretation 
team have spent as much time as possible in the garden, observing behaviour, talking with visitors and actively seeking 
feedback on the storytelling elements. The Sonica Botanica project gave a contextual framework for seeking qualitative 
feedback on the garden and its stories. The story of the Field Collection and fascination at the amazing adaptations of cacti and 
succulents resonate in terms of story content, as do many of the sculptural elements.  

 
“I adore the plant sculptures. They are my favourite thing in the garden’, Arid Garden visitor in conversation with staff 

“It's impossible not to come away richer, and better and feeling that that was a wholly good experience. And I feel a little bit 
more connected to nature, but I also feel a little bit more connected to how humans interpret and understand nature” Pip 
Wright (as part of Sonica Botanica)  

As key stakeholders in this project, ensuring the Field family were proud of how their story was told was a key objective. 
Throughout each stage of the storytelling and design development, Fiona and the RBGV team consulted and checked in with 
the Field family, whose access to the site was restricted due to the COVID 19 lockdown. Robert went on to participate in Sonica 
Botanica, Garden Gathering Vol 1 and is featured in Wonder, a hardcover book celebrating RBGV’s 175th year. The close 
consultation with the Field family and the access they provided to their personal collection of photos, periodicals and 
reference material has led to a discussion between RBGV’s Library team about possibly acquiring part this collection. 

“Incredible is the best word to describe the whole project…We are in awe of the work, time, talent and dedication that so many 
people have contributed to this project… So heart-warming to see the dedication to presenting the Field Collection”, Donnette 
Field  

“To see how people are reacting to seeing the collection, they recognise and they love that thought that I've given the plants for 
future generations to be able to enjoy. It sort of brings tears to my eyes I suppose. It's a great feeling, I don't know why it sort of 
makes me sort of well up a bit.” Robert Field (as part of Sonica Botanica) 

Visitation    
The Arid Garden has been a popular attraction in Melbourne Gardens since it opened. Visitor counting from the garden 
concludes that the garden has had an estimated 27,122 in the period from November 2020, when it opened to the public until 
30 June 2021.  
  
Sonica Botanica  
Sonica Botanica Episode 1: the Arid Garden was launched in February 2021, and has reached a wide audience and exceeded 
targets, receiving over 1000 plays as at end of August 2021, with 70% of listens originating from the on-site QR code.  
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Online  
Like many places, RBGV pivoted to digital during COVID-19 restrictions, and much of our public programming was delivered via 
digital means.  These digital events form part of our Virtual Garden and are available on the RBGV’s Facebook page, website 
and YouTube channel. A live tour of the Arid Garden hosted by RBGV director Tim Entwisle and including a section on the 
interpretation, streamed on Facebook in December 2020, has had over 8000 views.  The video has 48 comments and 266 likes, 
as at 31 August 2021. Melbourne Fashion Week’s Arid Garden Digital Runway recorded 220 views on Vimeo, 44,700 on 
Facebook’s live stream and 2,000 on Instagram over the period of 27 November to 2 December.  
 
Events 
The Garden Gathering event included two sold out tours of the Arid Garden.  Although the numbers were restricted due to 
COVID settings, both tours were at COVID capacity of 20 people, and audiences were delighted to hear stories directly from 
Robert Field and Andrew Laidlaw.  
 
Challenges of the project  
During development, the most significant challenge were the ongoing restrictions in Victoria as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The State of Emergency was announced the same day as the creative consultant briefing in March 2020, and 
Melbourne continued to be under some level of restriction throughout the development, installation and opening of the new 
garden. Originally scheduled to open in June 2020, the pandemic restrictions meant we opened in November 2020. Fiona and 
Alex, based in Tasmania, had to design, craft, write the entire project without once visiting the site, and the project team 
became adept at virtual site tours, documenting potential hardware locations, mocking up signs and elements remotely and 
remembering to take battery packs for our phones, which inevitably ran out during every single on site remote meeting.  
Although challenging, it was a bonding and often joyful experience. Most of the garden’s construction program and all of the 
interpretation program occurred throughout the first and second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns. 
RBGV Melbourne was closed during Melbourne’s second wave, something unheard of in Melbourne’s Gardens’ history. It was 
a deeply unsettling time for RBGV staff, but this project gave us focus and satisfaction, and the privilege of a permitted reason 
to be onsite.  
 
What we would change 
So far, evaluation has been mostly qualitative and derived from feedback from colleagues, stakeholders, visitors and the 
community, sometimes actively sought, sometimes offered. We had planned to roll out a comprehensive evaluation program 
alongside the implementation, but this was paused whilst we completed the project and got through COVID. However, plans 
are underway to evaluate the Arid Garden interpretation through the development of an organisation-wide interpretation 
framework, currently in development.  


