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1. Is it not it surprising that gardens were not “invented” until long after writing? As though they were the trait 

of a superior or more sophisticated form of life.    

In Genesis, just one verse after breathing life into man, the first thing He does is plant a garden.  

 

2. In his Geography, Strabo reports that in Ancient Persia every youth received evening instruction in 

horticulture. Can you imagine that? – One whole nation of gardeners. Or imagine this - a welfare policy that 

guarantees to poor and rich alike – to each man and woman a garden plot of their own. This reminds me of that 

story, about the poor man who, having been taken in for a meal in his benefactor’s villa, touched by something 

in it, exclaimed: “I have never so much desired to own a house, as much as I now desire to own a garden.” 

There’s nothing surprising in this. Think of an enclosed garden as of a perpendicular shrine: it is an enclosure 

that circumscribes in the horizontal, but communes in the vertical; it is but a girdle that renders man impervious 

to society, only pervious to the essential - natural and mystical principles of his earthly abode. This, I think, is its 

greatest allure: that in it you can live as purely as a hermit, yet in the luxury of roses, pomegranates, figs and 

olives. A rare site that blends chastity and voluptuousness; hortus conclusus and garden of love at the same time 

(…) Any medieval poet will tell you that. 

But gardens have once meant even more. Take the ancient Chinese, for instance. Their geomancers would scan 

the land and study the stars to learn of the auspices of a patch of ground before setting out to build gardens. 

They believed that the configuration of a garden can have a direct effect on the events of its owner’s life. Or the 

Persians themselves, who liked their gardens only rectangular and partitioned in four by two intersecting water 

channels - after their image of the Earth, naturally. I suppose all these were ways of getting to feel like a definite 

part of the universe, by relating to one meaningful part of it.  

A microcosm.  

 

3. I borrow from one poet-gardener. He writes, “Weather is a third to place and time”. That’s all he says, this 

sentence stands alone in his papers. And then, in a separate line, as orphan as the first, “In the whole of 

philosophy, there is almost no weather.” 

I wonder what he really meant.  

In a sense, if people came up with philosophy, it was to un-think weather, that painfully whimsical flicker 

incessantly changing things. Then again, that never stopped anyone from doing philosophy on Time, which after 

all, does just that: continuous change. Rise, growth, renewal, decay. That same philosophy elevated Time to a 

universal category and made Weather a minor deity – even before anyone really knew that rain is only local to 

Earth. I think that might be what my poet was thinking about when he added weather to place and time: crown 
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it as the third governing principle. Perhaps he didn’t know that certain peoples have believed it all along: in my 

native tongue, and in a handful of others, there is only one word to signify both TIME and WEATHER.  

But in a narrower sense the poet-gardener is right: the concern about weather is not only outside of philosophy 

but almost outside recorded history. Histories abound with records of heroic deeds – which were in fact few and 

far apart – but omit every man’s uninterrupted, daily preoccupation with weather…  not excluding that intimate 

concern of the farmer or the gardener, that millennial, soft but constant buzz of day-to-day agricultural life.       

 

4.  

And this “buzz”… is the quiet impatience, resigned frustration at the fact that we ourselves cannot make 

anything grow. 

Things grow only in and of themselves.  

We dig a little; we sow some, make cuts here and there, we caress the leaves.  

But whatever raises a stem, stretches a leaf, cracks a bud or conjures a fruit – that, we are sure, is not us. 

In court gardens, architects expanded the garden enclosures with borrowed landscape: it was the landscape 

beyond the garden, that didn’t belong to it, yet served the eye as continuation of the garden proper. But shall 

we say the truth?  

In a way, all gardens are borrowed.  

 

5. (AAFKE story) “I think it was… well I was just looking here, about 5½ by 6½ meters. It was a new house in a 

new-built neighborhood in Purmerend so everyone has its own part with a lot of sand and bricks and that’s how 

it started, it was like a stone desert…I planted some trees and I made some terraces and first made a design 

because I had so… a few wishes. I had one child at that time and I wanted to have a tree to climb in… so I 

planted an apple tree with, uhm, the kind of tree that doesn’t grow very high and I bowed the branches so it 

could be thick and uhm… In a few years it was, it was ready, the garden and uhm… we could sit here in the sun 

and we could put here a bath when it was very warm weather. After a few years they could climb into the small 

apple tree and pluck some apples and some pears and…yeah they had the idea that it was a big garden. It had a 

lot of possibilities. I think they were in their twenties, when they left. They were already moved out, but they of 

course, they visited me now and then and that was their safe uhm… A few (years) later, when I moved to 

Amsterdam, one of my daughters told me that she had returned to Purmerend, she had to visit a friend or 

something, and she was curious about the house where she lived for so long and the garden and she made a 

walk in the neighborhood. And she went to the back yard and she was really shocked… because there was 

nothing, from what we had there: the trees were cut down, the terraces were gone, they all just you know, all 

those big… tiles! With some pots with some plants and… nothing left! My kids had a feeling that there… it 

sounds a little bit traumatical - I think it was for them - it was like “my youth is over now, there is no place, no 

spot that feels as mine in Purmerend, it’s gone!”. She was rather sad about that… It’s so funny that such a small 

piece of land can be so important for children… hm…” 
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6. The destruction of a garden. In a list of symbolic disasters: shipwrecks, burnt houses, profaned cemeteries, 

poisoned fowl, blown-up bridges, dried-up wells… none seems as savage a thing as that, a destroyed garden. 

That requires a special inclination to perversity. The traditional and recurrent eastern myth tells that a great 

garden is planted by a king, to soothe his queen’s longing for the greener landscapes of her home. But why then 

is a garden destroyed? I didn’t come across any myths; only real histories. 

A Phoenician revolt against the ancient Persians begins with the laying to waste of the royal garden in Sidon.  

The Second Opium war ends with the destruction of the Imperial garden near Beijing.  

In the autumn of 1860, after the easy overcoming of the inadequately armed Chinese defense, the British and 

the French garrisons enter the Gardens of Perfect Brightness, to the north-west of the Chinese capital.  

It’s hard to imagine what natural and man-made richness these men truly beheld after scaling the walls of the 

vast enclosure: the ponds and the islands within them, exotic trees, meandering paths, the innumerable 

pavilions sprinkled across the Imperial oasis… There are, of course, earlier descriptions, attempted by Jesuit 

priests, starting with an earnest intent to articulate the marvelous impressions of the garden… but only briefly. 

Acknowledging soon the inadequacy of their account, they tend to lapse into a string of generic, superlative 

praises. That leaves the gardens to our own imagination, I suppose. 

A British lieutenant later wrote:”When we first entered the gardens, they reminded one of those magic grounds 

described in fairy tales… we marched upon them on the 19th of October, leaving them a dreary waste of ruined 

nothings”. In a spectacular show of the second law of thermodynamics, in just two days the invading armies 

burn and devastate the gardens whose delicate construction took nearly 150 years and the resources of three 

imperial sovereigns. In the year 1900, the occupiers finish the job – the garden is burned again and this time, 

razed to the ground.  

 

7. A mystic says: “And don’t think the garden loses its ecstasy in winter. It’s quiet, but the roots are down there 

riotous.”  

Does any sentient thing anticipate spring even before the zenith of winter? Before there is any evidence that 

warmth will ever return? Which other forms of life – except for man – do outright expect nature to be 

alternately benevolent and indifferent, years, centuries on end?    

There is this thing in man that works in gardens: the uninterrupted faith in the pattern of nature. With 

mathematical confidence in the meaning of the solstice, he weeds and prunes, knowing – unlike plants perhaps 

– that nothing is lost.  

What other conclusion could he have drawn, from this yearly return of warmth, beauty and abundance, but that 

the greater arch of time is also circular? That somewhere at the end of this cycle Eden still awaits him? 
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