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Anonymous, “Semper Augustus” tulip, ca. 1640



Gardens emerge and are built differently in time. The 18th 
century and its attendant explorations of the world led to 
a European fascination with exotic plants, a desire to accli-
matize those plants to the chilly and staid environs of En-
gland, France, etc, and a resulting public fascination in those 
plants. Scientific discovery leading to excision, to transplan-
tation, leading to public access (and fascination) in botani-
cal gardens, leading to commercialized lushness in the form 
of prints and wallpapers, fabrics, exoticised narratives, sta-
tus plants in the conservatories of the very rich. Plants in 
this case are symbols of pleasure, of luxury, of mastery, of 
colonial reach and an ability to transform the environment 
through power. Perhaps these transplanted beings/plants 
were alternatively meant to be a transformation of space, a 
much-desired imposition of taste, pleasure, aesthetic con-
trol, on the face of a nature whose relationship with man 
is always changing? This is likely a theme throughout the 
history of gardens. Fin-de-siecle Victorians seemed to desire 
a removal from control, from industrial power specifically, 
and in their obsession with a medieval way of life cast the 
garden as edenic, nature as egalitarian, as a desirable goal, 
as the face of a god which could teach us to live in harmo-
ny with the world rather than harnessing its materials. This 
manifested, peculiarly, in a collapse of interior and exterior 
spaces, in bringing nature frozen, sculpted, drawn, painted, 
into homes and churches.  Almost as a desire to live outside, 
or to live in a space where inside and outside were seamless. 

William Morris, “Snakeshead” textile pattern, 1876



Yet gardens are not exteriors.
 
You may step out of your house and into the garden, but you are stepping -into- a garden. 
There is still an “outside”, still boundaries delineated by the ends of planting, by streets, 
walls, invisible property lines. The Garden of Eden which so many gardens take as their 
ideal had boundaries- it must have been so, for you have to be inside to be cast out. The 
garden has little to nothing to do with nature, despite wearing the forms and colors of 
nature. It is separate and does not behave in the same way. In a garden, plants assume sym-
bolic function...
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Where are the gardeners in this allegory, and if not God as implied in narratives of Eden, 
who are they? It is interesting to me that although the garden is a product of labor, cultiva-
tion, careful planning, it exists in this state of stasis after-planning. That one comes to the 
garden after it is made and sees the microcosm complete. In some places, gardeners work in 
the dead of night so that transformations in plants seem divinely placed. Where is the hand 
of the gardener? Is it essential that it not be seen in order for the allegory of the garden to 
stay intact? Does catching a glimpse of the author/gardener at work wreck some illusion of 
natural harmony? 

Hugo Simberg, “The Garden Of Death” 1896

“Everything in a garden lives together, without losing its identity, without discord and 
without fear of extinction.”  

Is the garden then a model for a utopian culture? Are plants, then, individuals, the stand-
ins for us in the  delineated “stage” of a garden? If so, then the boundaries of the garden 
have an essential function; they separate it from nature. The garden wall is a physical repre-
sentation of the shift in thinking from exterior to interior, from accidental to intentional.  

Foucault: “The heterotopia is capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, 
several sites that are in themselves incompatible.... perhaps the oldest example of these het-
erotopias that take the form of contradictory sites is the garden. We must not forget that in 
the Orient the garden, an astonishing creation that is now a thousand years old, had very 
deep and seemingly superimposed meanings. The traditional garden of the Persians was a 
sacred space that was supposed to bring together inside its rectangle four parts represent-
ing the four parts of the world, with a space still more sacred than the others that were like 
an umbilicus, the navel of the world at its center (the basin and water fountain were there); 
and all the vegetation of the garden was supposed to come together in this space, in this 
sort of microcosm... The garden is the smallest parcel of the world and then it is the totality 
of the world.” 

Unknown artisan,  Iranian carpet, 16th Century



I am imagining walking through a botanical garden before it is 
planted. Mounds of carefully aerated and turned earth, deep holes 
excavated with heavy equipment for the placement of trees, bushes, 
cacti. A pitted earth rich with nitrogen and pungent with manure. 
Last year I was walking in what used to be a botanical garden. It was 
being razed for the construction of new condos and the plants had 
been carefully excised from the earth, root balls wrapped in damp 
burlap. At one point this area had been forested - then replaced by 
the artificial profusion of a garden, which was now to be removed 
and transplanted…. Is the permanence of a garden, the rooted-in-
place-ness of a garden, part of what we find so compelling about 
them now? Does cultivating a piece of nature, forming it to human 
desires, make it feel more or less permanent? More or less a part of 
capital-N Nature? Inscribing value on the soil by tending to it ren-
ders it property, personal, inviolable by laws of ownership. Except 
when it is moved. Imagine again those mounds of earth, but the 
holes are emptied rather than waiting-to-be-filled. A kind of ascen-
sion which is  infinitely more strange and only a little less sad than 
the aftermath of logging. Only possible in a garden where plants 
have more than material value, where they have taken on the char-
acteristics and the value of beings. 



Gardens are only about Nature in the same 
way that the indoors are about the outdoors. 
The structures and hierarchies differentiat-
ing “within” fundamentally alter the condi-
tions “without” until they form a zone whose 
only relationship with the exterior is a con-
stant opposition to it. The imposition of this 
boundary is the central conflict of Eden. 

The essential component of the garden is this entity, 
the plant, the biological being or beings that fill the 
landscape- and more importantly the plant-as-actor, 
not incidental, performing a role in the composition 
of meaning in  the landscape. The identity as it were 
of the plant is utilized in the performance of a “small 
world”. 

This makes it all the more interesting to me that 
overgrowth- the subsumation of the identity of the 
individual plant, the meshing of planted-plants 
with invasive weeds- the takeover of nature- is a 
takeover of the individual. The carefully cultivated 
harmony is invaded by the unintentional. Nature in 
this context is a force that works counter to intention, 
rather than a force which can be brought to bear by 
intention. This Nature is inexorable, seeking always to 
un-author the garden, to de-circumscribe, de-striate 
its imposed hierarchies.



Non- attributed work, writing by Maddison Colvin




