
In an 8-week vertical studio, I asked the
question, “What more can landscape
architecture bring to the provision of emergency
shelter for survivors of domestic violence?”

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IS AN EPIDEMIC. 
One in three women and one in seven men will
be victims of domestic violence during their
lifetimes.

The cyclical nature of violence means that
children who experience or witness domestic
violence will likely be in the same positions as
adults.

Domestic violence shelters offer safe refuge
during a time of crisis to survivors and their
children. 

According to psychiatrist and trauma expert
Judith Herman, before more active therapeutic
interventions can proceed, “the first step of any
trauma treatment is ...[called] ‘regaining a sense
of safety’...this initial stage is fundamental. ‘No
therapeutic work can possibly succeed if safety
has not been adequately secured.’” 

Therefore, as Dr. Sue Stuart-Smith writes in her
book, The Well-Gardened Mind, “The safe 

enclosure of the garden is a therapeutic tool in
its own right.” 

With this understanding, I asked whether the
provision of beautifully-designed, supportive,
healthy, and trauma-informed crisis shelter
gardens--with focuses on meeting children’s
needs while also providing therapeutic natural
spaces—could enable survivors to regain a
sense of safety so they can open themselves
to more active therapeutic interventions? 

And further, could this provision contain the
potential to help break the cycle of family
violence?

Using principles of trauma-informed design,
research on survivors of domestic violence and
their unique psychological and physical needs
and physiological responses to trauma, as well
as the healing power of sunlight and nature,
this project used Julie Moir Messervy’s concept
of ‘first landscapes’ to employ comfortable
spatial archetypes of prospect and refuge.

According to this concept, in childhood, people
form connections to spatial archetypes where
happy memories are made. They become
places we feel comfortable and where we
choose to dwell. They may also influence how
we see beauty and meaning in gardens.

Leaving a life of violence usually requires
extensive support and planning. From
healthcare to legal and financial assistance, to
finding a new school, job, and home, survivors
must meet with a range of experts to rebuild
their lives. 

These meetings require discreet spaces that
can provide visual and audible privacy, yet
maintain clear sight lines to keep an eye on
children and/or perceive the space as safe.

Various survivor backgrounds, wide-ranging
needs--psychological and physical--unique
physiological responses to personal traumas,
and wide-ranging time frames for stays require
that the shelter must be many things to many
people.

The use and concept of ‘first landscapes’
presented design archetypes from which to
assemble and make sense of this spatial puzzle
to meet survivor needs.

I hope to continue this research to create both a
pamphlet and illustrated design considerations
book for landscape architects to reference when
undertaking the design of outdoor spaces at
shelters for survivors of domestic violence.
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