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ABSTRACT 

 

 

STORY AND CATEGORY: INTERPRETING LIVING COLLECTIONS 

 

 

Polly Samland       Advisor:  

University of Guelph, 2012      Dr. Karen Landman 

 

 

As a structured interface between people and woody plants, arboreta exemplify how 

abstract systems of organization, such as taxonomy, are translated into physical 

organization. The rationale behind the classification, arrangement and display of 

arboreta change over time, and these transformations are documented in records, 

maps, policies and inventories. This study explores the Salix (willow) collections of three 

institutions: The Arnold Arboretum, The Dominion Arboretum, and Memorial University 

of Newfoundland Botanical Gardens. Written and historical documents in combination 

with field visits and interviews provide the subject matter for analysis. Connections 

between innate categories of natural history and narrative theory are explored in a 

literature review then developed through the interpretation of living collections. These 

situated and dynamic relationships between plants and people are analyzed and 

presented in narrative layers. This results in suggestions for how the process of 

narrative analysis can contribute to rich, meaningful and readable design.  

 

Keywords: Landscape Meaning, Interpretation, Curation
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

In landscape architecture, analysis is a crucial step in the production of design. The way 

that materials are used to solve problems and to create spaces is rationalized through 

functional and conceptual analysis. Plants serve as media. These have identities that 

extend beyond simple utilitarian value; they have scientific and cultural character. This 

research is an attempt to address the challenges of representation and transformation 

in designing with plants, drawing on my background in writing, philosophy, and 

horticulture. The intention is to explore our dynamic relationship with plants, how we 

comprehend and therefore position them. The living collection will be the subject of 

analysis, as it clearly demonstrates a type of human/plant interface which is organized 

and meaningful.  

 

This inquiry aims to synthesize knowledge from multiple domains. The areas of 

investigation are supported by certain premises, expressed briefly here and developed 

fully within the literature review (Chapter 2). 

 

a) Humans think, learn and communicate through stories. In deliberately distinguishing 

and interpreting narrative elements of a landscape, one increases the expressive 

potential of its design. 

 

b) As a structured interface between people and woody plants, the botanical 

garden/arboretum exemplifies how abstract systems of organization, such as taxonomy, 

are translated into physical organization.  
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c) The ability to interpret our dynamic relationship with plants and to translate this into 

design is relevant to the discipline of landscape architecture.  

 

d)  It is valuable to import established theories from other disciplines and to connect 

landscape architecture with the surrounding academic milieu.  

 

One goal is to explore the diverse function and characterization of plants that are 

manifested in arboreta and botanical gardens. To do so, the following objectives have 

been set: 

1. To introduce and synthesize relevant knowledge, to define a common 

language, and to ground the concept of living collections in a clear context 

through a literature review. 
 

2. To profile the Salix/willow as an example of characterization. 

 

3. To describe the complex role of plants within the narrative levels of each 

case study. 

 

The second goal is simply to apply a narrative method of analysis. This will require that 

the following objectives be completed: 

1. To compile case study material documenting the conceptual and physical 

organization of each sample institution. 
 

2. To identify and relate the narrative characteristics and layers of each case.  
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The final goal is to display how the narrative analysis can inform design options. To 

accomplish this goal, I will need: 

1. To suggest ways to make narrative characteristics more apparent and 

readable within site  design. 

 

2. To indicate how this inquiry could be developed by further research and 

how this process of analysis may be useful to the design of cultural 

landscapes beyond the arboretum.  

 

In order to accomplish these goals and objectives I intend to follow a simple research 

strategy, one that begins with a question, divides into streams of literature and case 

exploration, and reunites at analysis, leading to interpretation and discussion (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Schematic of how the research strategy is organized (author, 2012). 

This is an exploratory process, in which the literature review and case studies provide 
two separate realms of data to be synthesized through analysis and interpretation. The 
broad question is: How is our ever-changing relationship with plant life understood, and 
how can this be studied? The more specific question is: Can narrative analysis help to 
communicate the dynamic patterns of organization that inform the design of living 
collections? 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE KEY 

 

Living collections, arranged according to particular categories and imbued with 

particular names, are the physical record of interpretive choices. Why are things 

organized in the way that they are? How are trees apprehended and identified? With 

these questions, one is drawn into a swirling matrix of ancient and contemporary 

knowledge. The breadth and depth of thought that has been articulated across multiple 

fields -geography, philosophy, botany, curatorial practice, landscape architecture, 

archaeology, art history, literary theory, systematics - is frankly overwhelming. A sample 

of authors has been chosen to cover a cross-section of this literary landscape, and their 

work synthesized into thematic sections. 

 

In an attempt to winnow and to organize this foundational material, and in the spirit of 

grouping and division that underlay taxonomy, these thematic sections are arranged like 

an analytical key, with a series of optional, branching paths to follow (Figure 2). We 

begin with natural history and with narrative, two fundamental ways that people 

organize their environments, externally and internally, purposefully and automatically. 

These domains are examined in terms of how they relate to the construction and 

interpretation of place, from layout to experience. The interaction between the dynamic 

physical environment and how it can be represented and imagined remains 

foregrounded throughout. 

 

The options are not meant to be exhaustive or to present conflicting propositions. They 

are artificial routes of inquiry that allow one to journey across facets of the same idea. 

Every path leads eventually to the methodology, and should generate the questions and 

inform the analysis of the research project. 
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Figure 2: Schematic of the Literature Key layout (author, 2012).  

This depicts how there are two ways to make connections between the sub-sections. 
One can follow thematic links, which results in selective connections. Or, one can read 
in a linear path, which swerves back and forth between natural history and narrative in 
an attempt to integrate and parallel the form and content of the two literature streams.   
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2.1 Categorization 

The human capacity for categorization is boundless and innate. It is ingrained in our 

comprehension of life and in our ability to communicate with ourselves and others. How 

this is evident in the domains of natural history and narrative provides parallel roots 

which sustain this research. 

 For Natural History classification --choose 2.2  

 For Narrative classification --choose 2.3  

 

 2.2 Natural History  

The environmental sciences of today were once included within a holistic quest for 

knowledge about the world, referred to as natural history. A traditional way to view the 

development of natural history is chronologically, with a progressive development from 

primitive to advanced understanding. This chronological method focusses on the work 

of major individuals (Aristotle, Pliny, Cesalpino, Ray, Locke, Tournefort, Linnaeus, 

Buffon, Adanson, Lamarck, Jussieu, Cuvier, Darwin), and the output of these giants is 

contrasted and fitted into contextual frameworks. Another approach is to divide natural 

history into a conceptual series, wherein a distinct method of inquiry and knowledge-

building is possible and exemplary for each period (Atran, 1990; Foucault, 1970). 

 

Whatever the methodology, natural history has always been concerned with observing, 

categorizing and understanding the natural world  -the plants, minerals, animals, 

essences and forces of which earth and the universe are constructed. Atran (1990) has 

described how folk taxonomy influences the process of scholarly classification, from 

Aristotle to modern systematics. He suggests that humans have a cognitive 

predisposition revealed in common sense understanding, and that this is fundamental to 

any development of an intentionally contrived system. This work responds to the divide 

between specialized and common knowledge that is part of our contemporary world, but 
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it also responds to attitudes within the botanical domain that deny any connection to the 

‘essentialism’ of early taxonomic practice. 

 

Foucault approaches classification from a cultural, not cognitive, perspective. He follows 

three tangents (language, natural history and economics) in his "archaeology of the 

human sciences” (Foucault, 1970). These tangents are bounded by patterns of thought; 

not neurological patterns as Atran (1990) proposes, but patterns of historic possibility. 

Periods of history display different mental structures or orders that underlay 

representation, speech, classification, and exchange. A symbiosis between language 

and classification is suggested as Foucault describes how the power in naming (the 

ability of words to reveal the essence of a thing) is modified when accepted concepts of 

language and of being shift. For example, “The great metaphor of the book that one 

opens, that one pores over and reads in order to know nature, is merely the reverse and 

visible side of another transference, and a much deeper one, which forces language to 

reside in the world, among the plants, the herbs, the stones, and the animals” (Foucault, 

1970, p.35). What is possible for language changes over time; it may no longer exist 

independently in signs or things, but is part of thought itself. 

 

The connection between the external form or morphology of a plant and its true nature 

has long been debated. Does each plant contain the memory of a Platonic form? Does 

it show the mark of the great Author? Or is the true character of a plant written in DNA? 

One example Atran (1990) uses to explain essence is how humans will agree that a 

tiger is still a tiger, even if it is born without stripes. There is some idea of what a tiger is 

beyond the specific traits of each individual feline. This may suggest that we understand 

the world through mental constructs, which particular living examples fulfill to greater or 

lesser degrees. 
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Ever since Chomsky (1968) challenged the linguistic world with his theory of universal 

grammar and sparked the cognitive revolution, it has become commonplace to think of 

human behaviour in cognitive terms. In this framework, basic grammatical relationships 

are shared by all human brains, and we hold a similar pattern of rules for structuring 

perception. For Atran (1990), this is revealed in global, cultural basics such as dividing 

living from non-living kinds; dividing living kinds into animals and plants; and dividing 

plants into embedded hierarchies of like and unlike (local folk taxonomy). The 

separation of the world into distinct entities has settled into a systematic approach, but 

how this happens and what it means to us should be investigated.    

 For Structure of Natural History choose 2.4 

 For Significance of Natural History choose 2.5 

 

 2.3 Narrative 

For the past century, the concept of narrative has spread beyond the edges of texts and 

tales and has lodged itself inside the human brain, shaping the construction of reality. 

Often described as the way we make sense of the world  (a common phrase attributed 

to Eco, Bachelard, and numerous others), its usefulness in communicating human 

information has become evident within multiple domains such as history, psychology, 

teaching and anthropology. In order to use narrative in this scholarly way, one must 

have some well-articulated concept of what defines narrative, how it works. Literary 

theories that one may borrow and apply across disciplines are numerous and, as in 

philosophy, the framework of a specific scholar or school of thought is often chosen. 

 

The tradition of hermeneutics has proven consistently useful, and in the early 20th 

century structuralism emerged. Structuralists distinguished a sort of textual anatomy, 

and would dissect a text to understand its meaning. Since the 1980’s, a more 

relativistic, post-modern bent that focusses on the cultural context (mainly race, gender 

and class) of stories has prevailed. Another recent trend has been to investigate 
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cognitive ‘universals,’ such as use of metaphor, and how these narrative elements may 

reveal biological systems (Fludernik, 2010). Stock (2008) arranges the history of 

reading and interpretation into a struggle between globalism, pluralism and nationalism. 

This flows from the imposition of the Latin language in Rome’s colonies (globalism), to 

the hermeneutic interpretations of medieval scholars (pluralism), to the rise of national 

identities in literature (nationalism). The past century has displayed all three tendencies, 

and Stock (2008) identifies the current acquiescence to the authority of neuroscience as 

a swing towards a global outlook, in its attempt to distinguish common human patterns. 

 

Potteiger and Purinton (1998) remind us that narrative can be found in the natural 

forms; in growth and erosion, in cloud drift, and in the rise and fall of storms. When we 

consider the landscape as layers of processes and interactions instead of as a 

backdrop, we can begin to read its elements. What is difficult, but exciting, is that the 

landscape is not necessarily linear, as a text must be. The signs that tell and the order 

in which they are discerned could be different for each viewer. One path to 

interpretation is to search within the text, using theories to parse a particular story; 

another is to contemplate how narrative meaning occurs beyond the textual boundary, 

in (human) nature. 

 For Structure of narrative choose 2.6 

 For Significance of narrative choose 2.7 

 

 2.4 Structure of Natural History 

Natural history has split into separate realms of specialization, and the naturalist has 

been largely replaced by the scientist. The term naturalist has been left out of the 

institutional forum and developed an amateur patina; anyone can be a naturalist who 

observes and records the world around them. While a contemporary naturalist likely 

knows the Latin names of species and understands the respiration of a leaf, she is not 

limited to the language and structure of botany.   
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Botanical nomenclature is based on the binomial system proposed by Carl Linnaeus in 

Philosophia Botanica (1741-1783). This is a simplification of the long descriptive 

sentences previously used to describe plants. The grouping of genus and species rank 

(Salix alba / Genus species) is similar to our own naming system (Carl Linnaeus / Given 

Family), although perhaps our names are less revealing of habit and character. The 

species rank is commonly descriptive, as is the common name, white willow. So there is 

a double language, dividing the common and scientific and encasing the scientific 

knowledge of plants in jargon.  

 

The Global Biodiversity Information Facility has funded the publication of a 

comprehensive work: Terms used in bionomenclature: The naming of organisms (and 

plant communities) (2010). This is intended to halt the use of outdated terminology, to 

articulate obscure references, and to settle disputes over words that have multiple uses 

or meanings. At over 200 pages, it is quite a daunting read, but it gives one a good idea 

of how complex and particular botanical language is. 

 

Taxonomy is the accepted system for botanical ranks and names. A basic hierarchy of 

major (kingdom, order, class) and minor (family, genus, species) ranks are defined, 

although these six are simply the most popular of the twenty-one taxonomic ranks 

recognized by the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature (ICBN) (Bhattacharyya, 

2009). Species is the lowest necessary rank, although debate remains over how the 

term is used. Naturalists have disagreed over how plants would be placed within these 

categories. For example, in the 18th century Linnaeus decided that only the sexual 

characteristics of a plant could be used to determine its identity (Figure 3), while Ray 

and Jussieu looked at the entire morphology of the plant, creating the distinction 

between monocot and dicot. The attempt to distinguish identity would eventually move 

from sensible surface features (horizontal classification) to include evolutionary 

characteristics (vertical classification), although Atran (1990) argues that a vertical 

perspective has been evident as far back as Aristotle. 
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Figure 3: Linnaeus grouped the characteristics of flower and seed into basic 
kinds.  

“Methodus Plantarum Sexualis in sistemate naturae descripta” (1736) Images according 
to Linnés’ sexual systems 24 classes. Georg Dionysius Ehret has possibly alone written 
the bunch names in the right edge, and applied the color. Leiden: 1736. Retrieved from 
the World Picdatabase Gallery 483049.  
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In the 18th century, genera were the principle rank into which plants were arranged, but 

naturalists were interested in constructing the more abstracted family and class levels. 

As new plants were “discovered” and identified at the genus level, it became necessary 

to group them into ranks of a manageable size. Slightly different sequences for 

organizing the family rank have been proposed: from simplest to most complex, or 

alphabetically. The reworking of sequence still goes on, with the last three decades 

adopting the Cladistic classification system (Bhattacharyya, 2009).   

 

Taxonomy is often divided into stages (Dosmann, 2006):  

  alpha - The analytical phase. New species are identified. 

beta - The synthetic phase. New species are classified according 

to morphology. 

gamma - The biological phase. An evolutionary, phylogenetic 

interpretation of species.    

 

In the arboretum, these arrangements become clear. One can see how distinctions 

between species were arrived at, and can understand the different ways of grouping 

that are possible. One of the original goals spurring arboretum display (which still holds 

true) was to encourage people to make their own comparisons between woody plants 

and to gain an impression of the diversity to be found. 

 To explore how classification is manifested in the Arboretum choose 2.8 
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 2.5 Significance of Natural History  

In the 1960s -1970s there was a peak in research that compared the grammar and 

syntax of different cultures, including different patterns of taxonomy. The article 

Learning Plants for Names and Names for Plants (Dougherty, 1979) is typical of the 

period. It describes a study with young participants in California (ages 4-9), examining 

how they categorize and recognize plants in their environment. This was compared with 

similar studies done with Mayan children. They used established categories that 

appeared to be universal. These “taxonomic ethnobiological categories” are unique 

beginner (plant), life form (tree), folk genera (willow), and folk specific (weeping willow), 

arranged in a hierarchy (Berlin, Breedlove, Raven, 1973). An early distinction between 

trees and plants was made by the children, with the word ‘plant’ remaining somewhat 

ambiguous.  

 

Very young children would refer to a tree using different names depending on the 

moment, so that a cherry tree could be a flower tree, a leaf tree or a fruit tree depending 

on the time of year. Gradually, children formed a consistent idea of a plant, unchanged 

by temporary shifts in appearance. Overall, the children re-organized plants within 

shifting categories, which became fixed at about age nine. After this, knowledge was 

accumulated laterally, so new plants would fill out the established ranks. A main 

difference between Mayan and American children was simply that Mayan children 

continued to expand their lateral knowledge while American children tended not to, and 

this was seen as a result of different practical and cultural values. The problem with 

such studies is the desire to extract sweeping generalizations (as I just did), but they do 

help by pointing to a basic understanding that we all share, and this can be valuable to 

return to when venturing into the labyrinth of scientific taxonomy. 

 

The division into life forms such as tree, shrub, grass, vine, and herb is commonplace. 

These words are part of everyday conversation and also retain a place in horticulture 

and systematics. It is likely that these categories are formed in relation to the human 
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body. Plants much taller than human beings are intuitively considered trees, even 

though they might not technically be ligneous (palms, for example). Another common 

habit shared throughout the world is the tendency to name things in sequence, for 

example Cherry, Flowering Cherry, Double-flowering Cherry, Japanese Flowering 

Cherry (Atran, 1990). 

 

What we can know through observation and experience is significant. However, there 

are processes at work inside of trees and herbs that remain internal. It is suggested that 

trees can live for hundreds of years due to specialized properties that allow them to 

heal, attack, compartmentalize, and work symbiotically (Beresford Kroeger, 2003). 

These quiet processes take time to become evident to us, and much of the natural 

world is like this. If we consider that categorization is how we format basic information, 

then we have to still consider what this information means to us. There is a relationship 

created by the acts of naming and grouping, and the arboretum provides an 

environment where this relationship can become tangible and (ideally) meaningful. 

 For Arboretum choose 2.8 

  

2.6 Structure of Narrative 

Narrative theory resembles botanical taxonomy in many ways. Its own proponents have 

remarked that “The language of literary criticism and theory has become the ugliest 

private language in the world” (Curie, 1998, p.41). Bal’s Narratology (1985) is an 

attempt to clarify and organize popular yet elusive concepts into a functional system. 

The act of close reading suggests that one be clear with the boundaries of what defines 

the text, and look for narrative characteristics within this perimeter. The act of 

interpretation is a proposal, based on the evidence of narrative signs. Often accused of 

being unnecessarily reductive, it arranges interpretation into three levels: fabula, story 

and text. 
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Fabula: This is the level of logic, where elements (location, events, chronology, and 

actors) are identified. Location can be understood as the space that events take place 

in. There are multiple ways to analyze these elements, and you must pick and choose in 

creating an interpretation, much as you may when deciding which features to add to a 

map. It is a selective mode of communication. Bal suggests that it is useful to think of 

events in groups, for example, groups of events based on location or on the nature of 

confrontation. Time is chronology of events, varied by duration. The element actor is 

divided into classes, and this division depends on their function in terms of the telos, or 

main point of the tale. There can be multiple actors, and these do not have to be 

human. As the reader is human, however, Bal stresses that psychological and 

ideological relations are important in any analysis of the fabula.  

 

Story: In the level of Story, there are aspects (sequence, characters, place, focalization) 

instead of elements. Differences between the story and fabula are often purposeful. For 

example, discrepancy between chronology (fabula level) and sequence (story level) can 

be used to create anticipation and rhythm (using ellipses, summaries, slow-downs). 

Sequence is used to describe the aspect of time in the story. Narrative levels of time 

can be embedded into the primary story-time, through devices such as conversation or 

introspection. The characters are aspects that are discussed according to their role and 

characteristics. Space becomes place, and can emerge as a theme or as repeated 

combinations of space/event to create a narrative topography. The most important 

aspect in the level of story is focalization. This is traditionally considered a point of view 

or persective, yet more precisely it is how the reader's attention is directed within the 

story. 

 

Text: The final level is the textual level, in which agents, such as the narrator, are given 

motivation and in which description gives objects their features.  
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Bal’s Narratology (1985) is a synthesis of the common terms proposed by multiple 

theorists. Other academics organize the same terms in slightly different ways, such as 

botanists who may disagree on how to group orders within the angiosperms. The first 

section of Narrative Landscapes presents a range of these theories and connects them 

to the practice of landscape architecture (Potteiger & Purinton, 1998). Instead of 

dividing narrative into fabula, story, and text, they make a simple division between 

story/content and narrative/form. However, structuralist approaches are seen to have 

“levelled the playing field so that ‘deep structures’ could be found in myths as well as in 

advertisements, situation comedies, or any form of representation” (Potteiger & 

Purinton, 1998, p.33). This levelling power is an opening, through which the concept of 

what is a sign, what is a text, and what is a narrative experience can be extended.   

 For Interpretation choose 2.9 

 To proceed to research, go to Chapter 3 

 

 2.7 Significance of Narrative 

Bruner has written extensively on the constructive nature of narrative from a 

psychological perspective. In Life as Narrative (2004), he applies this perspective to the 

act of autobiography. How we relate ourselves to others through the language and 

sequences we use, or the passive/active sense of our own agency, will shape how we 

live out our stories and construct our sense of self and world. In previous work, Bruner 

has investigated the difference between narrative thought and narrative discourse and 

identified ten ways in which narrative is used in mental constructions (Bruner, 1991). 

For example hermeneutic composability, is the way we flow between parts and whole, 

in a process of expressing and understanding. Bruner suggests that this process is 

underused in our education system “since there is compelling evidence to indicate that 

narrative comprehension is among the earliest powers of mind to appear in the young 

child and among the most widely used forms of organizing human experience” (Bruner, 

1991, p.9). 
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A proponent of interdisciplinary work, Bal (2002) has coined the term traveling 

concept to stress the role of ideas that are shared across academic boundaries. In 

Working with Concepts (2009), a concept used as a label for a thing is not useful. It 

gains utility by forcing one to define and to confront all of the muddled assumptions and 

possible meanings that go into its use. The concept of nature is likely a little different for 

each user, and yet we can all use it to express ourselves with ease. In this case, it 

allows for a kind of inter-subjectivity; in forming and expressing our understanding of 

nature, we can all meet at the concept and explore how it is perceived by others. 

 

A similar act is reading. Our own interpretation enlivens the world given to us in words 

and text. The acts of writing, storytelling, reading, and listening are how we share our 

internal worlds with other people, across time and space. Because of its ubiquity, 

narrative is often used within social sciences to structure writing or to explore a 

situation. Narrative is another concept that may be defined differently by each user. 

Common narratives of nature function as origin myths, which help set out our place in 

the world in relation to other living kinds.  

 

A discipline that landscape architecture has much in common with is geography. Both 

are concerned with place, yet geographers have a tradition of methodological field work 

which could be useful to appropriate. Fieldbooks are used to record observations and 

represent experiences in sketches, notes, photographs, and measurements. Palmer 

(2010) has recently re-evaluated the role of fieldbooks in student work, encouraging her 

students to think critically about their own process and methods. Poems and theoretical 

texts were used to frame excursions into the field with narrative elements. Students 

were questioned on the relationship between landscape and identity, how they chose to 

express this and how it was visible to them. The experience pointed out gaps in their 

own knowledge and made them think over the same place in multiple ways, using 

different processes of speaking, drawing, and photographing.  
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Renowned geographer Tuan (1991) has also described how integral language is to 

making a place, proposing that words create a kind of emotional visibility. He 

emphasizes the creativity and power inherent in naming (places, regions, people, 

things) and in conversation -the power to inject imagination or to draw attention to 

specific qualities, giving objects presence through narrative. He uses the example of a 

traditional Chinese garden, which required a text before it was considered complete. He 

writes that geography has begun to show 

a sustained concern for language at the level of epistemology (“what a 
geographer can know”) and at the level of the hermeneutic interpretation 
of landscape -- that is, treating landscape as a text with subtexts, the 
tangled meanings of which are seldom clear (Olsen, 1979, 1982; Pred, 
1988, 1990). The increasingly common application of the word “text” to 
architecture and landscape suggests, in itself, how deeply the linguistic 
viewpoint has penetrated the geographer’s world (Tuan, 1991, p. 685). 

 

If narrative is integral to our sense of self and place, then how we interpret it in a 

conscious fashion will hopefully lead us to create designs that others can interpret as 

well. The landscape can become a medium of communication, another form of 

language. 

 For Interpretation choose 2.9  

 

 2.8 Arboretum  

The botanical garden began as a physical representation of the world. Two paths 

crossed, forming the four great rivers and dividing the garden into continents (Figure 4). 

The garden was enclosed, planted with species rich in medicinal and allegorical 

properties, and recorded in herbals and texts (Potteiger, Purinton, 1998). As an offshoot 

of the botanical garden, the arboretum likewise was constructed within a particular 

context and has lived on, continuing to emerge across eras and continents. A range of 

formative structures, programs and interpretations gives each arboretum an individual 

character. However, there are traits that all arboreta share, such as the necessity to be 



 
 

20 
 

useful, and to document and exchange knowledge. As noted in Curatorial Practices for 

Botanical Gardens, “Without proper documentation, collections have a limited story to 

tell and little reference value” (Hohn, 2008, p.5).  

 

 

Figure 4: Illustration of the Botanical Garden at Padua. 

 Padova: Orto die Semplici, veduta d'insieme.“Considered one of the most ancient 
university gardens in the world, the botanic garden of Padua in Italy was created in 
1545.” Retrieved from the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens: Collections and 
Research. An enclosure of squares within circles within squares, the spatial layout is 
well defined by walls and paths, and reflects the careful organization of the garden’s 
contents. 

 

Botanical gardens had been around for almost three hundred years before the 

Arboretum was proposed in the 19th century. Credit for the term is given to the prolific 

garden author John Claudius Loudon. Loudon wrote extensively on arboreta, praising 

and criticizing those that were built. He eventually encouraged the idea to spread 
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beyond private estates and into public parks, cemeteries, boulevards, small gardens, 

anywhere it could be fit. The key elements needed to form an arboretum were: 

organization; room for each tree to naturally attain its character; detailed documentation 

and labelling; and easy access by foot (Hartley, 2007). One benefit of the arboretum 

was the opportunity to collect and exchange seeds, greatly increasing the variety of 

available species for study and enjoyment. 

 

In the article Combining Science with Recreation and Pleasure (2007), Elliot, Watkins, 

and Daniels distinguish four popular forms that the arboretum took during the 19th 

century: the Institution, Nursery Collection, Public Arboretum, and Cemetery. While the 

cemetery and the nursery have developed their own trajectories, many institutional and 

public arboreta remain true to the original guidelines of Loudon. Soderstrom (2001) has 

also emphasized the attractive sense of place that botanical gardens provide, the sense 

of delight and discovery that pulls people in and entices them to stay. 

 

As the collection is an "intellectual construct," the possible range of typologies is 

unlimited (Dosmann, 2006). One could be traditional, as are collections defined by use, 

habitat, and family, or more unique, as are collections defined by expedition or sacred 

significance. What is important is internal consistency. In the words of Dosmann, the 

Curator of Living Plants at the Arnold Arboretum, "Whether their goal is the 

development of collections or research agendas, the most logical route for gardens to 

follow is to tell their own story, to build upon their unique collection strengths and 

assets” (2006, p.218). While the arboretum could potentially follow any order, Dosmann 

suggests that the following categories should be evident in the documentation and 

management of all collections: genotypic biodiversity, environmental and source history, 

and phenotypic biodiversity.  
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There are currently hundreds of botanical gardens and arboreta in North America. To 

get a sense of the cultural role these play, one can begin by browsing through the 

mandates of umbrella organizations such as the American Public Garden Association 

(APGA), Botanical Garden Conservation International (BGCI) and Canadian Botanical 

Conservation Network (CBCN). These focus on the botanical garden as a collective 

resource and on their role in education and conservation. They remind us that Arboreta 

are future-oriented. They are places that take time to grow into their own vision, and that 

will last long beyond an individual career or single generation. The desire to collect the 

world’s species is rarely encountered today. Instead, botanical gardens are collectively 

thought of as curating a shared world wealth. In the face of climate change and 

population explosion, there is urgency behind the task of conservation.   

 For Written Collection choose 2.10      

 For Physical Collection choose 2.11 

 

 2.9 Interpretation 

Within the botanical garden, interpretation is often equated with explanation. Ecological 

processes are identified and described in signage and pamphlets, or historical moments 

and details are related by a guide. Information is inserted between a person and the 

landscape itself. However, some landscapes are designed to be read and experienced 

directly. How much control a designer has over the outcome is debatable, but this is 

part of the appeal of narrative landscape.  

There was an influential landscape architecture exhibit titled Eco-Revelatory Design: 

Nature Constructed/Nature Revealed (1998), which was published in Landscape 

Journal with accompanying prefaces and essays framing the work. The goal of the 

exhibit was to display work that synthesized human and nonhuman elements and that 

used design to change human perceptions of their place in ecology. The work was 

“based on the assumptions that landscapes amalgamate nature and culture and that 

designed landscapes potentially have communicative power” (Brown, 1998, p.53). A 
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(mis)conception of landscape forms as static entities has resulted in attempts to reveal 

stories hidden by the passage of time. The role of the designer is to make this visible, 

and not only visible but tangible, in that we encounter landscapes not simply with our 

eyes but with all of our senses, moods and preoccupations.  

 

Potteiger and Purinton (1998) remind us that narrative does not simple replicate reality, 

it can transform it. They identify how landscapes have been read as symbols, as 

memories, as histories and as fictions. The cultural meaning that landscapes can 

develop mean that certain people are excluded from reading personal or local cues. In a 

survey of contemporary interpretive displays, Villagra-Islas (2011) identified four main 

typologies: familiar frames, icons, imitations and manipulations of nature. These are 

different strategies that attempt to overcome the challenges of a visiting public who 

represent a variety of knowledge levels and expectations.Instead of designing for an 

ideal viewer who would represent the public mind, Potteiger and Purinton (1998) 

propose interpretive communities. This means that it is important to understand what 

kind of ideologies have become naturalized and taken for granted; what familiar 

associations and metaphors people may turn to; and what values are acceptable and 

legible.  

 For Experience choose 2.12  

 For Design choose 2.13 

  

 2.10 Written Collection 

Parallels between books and landscapes are commonplace. Both provide spaces to 

spend time in. Both are deeply embedded in culture, and can manifest genre or style. 

Potteiger and Purinton use the book as a metaphor throughout their own writing: “As a 

book collects and compresses information within its binding, the garden gathers 

knowledge and experience within its walls” (1998, p.164). The notion of plants forming a  
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kind of natural language that could be read was proposed quite famously by the 

transcendentalists, who looked to the ‘wilderness’ for a new moral code.  

In the article Sites of knowledge and instruction (Hartley, 2007), the idea of the 

arboretum championed by Loudon is contrasted with the resulting arboreta of the 

period. Hartley proposes that the space required for each tree to attain its form, with no 

pruning and no crowding, is only attained in Loudon's eight volume encyclopedia 

Arboretum et Futicetum Britannicum (1844). This work attempted to describe all of the 

ligneous plants that could be grown on the British Isles (2500 at the time), organized 

following the “natural system.” Supplements would be published in Gardener's 

Magazine, which Loudon edited, allowing for this virtual arboretum to always have 

space for new additions. The books contained unique portraits of 400 trees drawn to 

scale (one illustration at 10 years, one at maturity) which were commissioned from 

landscape artists at great expense. 

 

These paper arboreta are commonplace. Each climate and region in North America has 

a guide to the local trees and wildflowers, some with keys for identification, others 

crammed with cultural anecdotes. In the 19th century, the acquisition of new species 

was completed through publication: in journals, encyclopedia and comprehensive 

surveys such as Sargent's The Silva of North America (Elliot, Watkins, & Daniels, 2007). 

The production of herbals and lists of plants have historically accompanied, and 

sometimes replaced, horticultural practice. It is sadly fascinating to read accounts of 

past landscapes that have disappeared. It is a special challenge to recognize a drawing 

floating on a page, its roots spread cleanly, as the grubby weed in your walkway. Nature 

can be maintained and understood in pristine detail when represented on the page. 

 

In Arboretum America (2003), Beresford-Kroeger presents the forest as a series of 

characters. She delves inside the chemistry of each tree, explaining how it has been 

included in human life, and describing the connectivity it requires. It is a book with a 

purpose, describing the planet as an arboretum that is becoming increasingly both 
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sterile and polluted. The notes on seed collection and propagation are tactical and are 

meant to empower, giving the reader a sort of healing plan to follow. 

 

Within the case study, documentation allows the past of arboreta to remain visible, so 

that we can compare maps from different eras and watch the names vanish, move and 

change their spelling. We can trace how priorities shifted in different versions of master 

plans, and how people responded to the collections in their essays and letters. Looking 

back through the Index Semina of different botanical gardens, we can see what species 

were collected, and which were popular or rare. The written arboretum that 

accompanies the physical one is as essential as our own shadows. 

 To proceed to Research, choose Chapter 3. 

 

 2.11 Physical Collection 

The earliest arboretum described by Loudon was the Loddiges Hackney Nursery 

garden, in 1820. Trees were arranged along either side of a spiral walk according to the 

Linnaean system, which at the time was considered most scientific, and Loudon was 

quite impressed with the result (Hartley, 2007). The Horticultural Society's Chiswick 

Garden, however, had rounded beds scattered across the turf, mixing genus within 

beds and generally following a picturesque approach to layout. This displeased Loudon, 

who thought one should not have to walk through wet grass to find a specimen, and 

who drafted up his own plan for the garden. Loudon published many ideal arboretum 

plans (Figure 5), and a few (such as the public Derby Arboretum) were implemented. 

None reached the scale that he imagined (100-150 acres), but gardeners such as 

Joseph Paxton and Humphrey Repton began to include arboreta within their designs, 

and woody collections became very popular, with Pinetums and Salictums formed by 

enthusiastic and wealthy landowners.  
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Early arboreta chose between highly formal plans (such as the star-shaped plan of 

Charles H.J. Smith, based on the quinarian classification of John Lindley) and more 

informal ones, following a picturesque aesthetic (Elliot, 2007). Elliot notes the 

emergence of collections based on geography during the latter half of the 19th century, 

as well as the Victorian obsession with the formal qualities of ‘sublime’ conifers. The 

introduction of Rhododendron species and the notion of naturalization popularized in the 

wild gardens of William Robinson added colour massing to the aesthetic mix. The 

ground plane within arboreta, usually turf and gravel pathways, began to include swaths 

of bulbs and wildflowers. Naturalized did not mean native but was similar to the term low 

maintenance. It meant that the plant would flourish and spread and become a part of 

the local ecology with minimal human effort.  

 

 

Figure 5: An arboretum plan, arranged in a spiral, John Claudius Loudon (1812). 

This design allowed for orderly access and sequence of discovery, as the beds 
enclosed within the spiral path are arranged in a botanical sequence.  
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The physical collection, no matter the layout, is a purposeful construction. It is put 

together according to the values and the goals of the team or individual who designed it. 

Policy often shifts over time, and these changes are displayed in paths that are no 

longer used, or collections that become de-accessioned. As Hohn remarks, “Every 

public garden has its “attic” collection of plants that seemingly appeared out of nowhere, 

is not particularly useful, and everyone is loathe to discard” (2008, p.13).  

 To consider how Arboretum layout can be Significant, choose 2.14 

 To look for physical patterns and change in Research, choose Chapter 3.   

 

 2.12 Experience 

How often do we consider our lives to be a “learning experience?” Tuan uses 

description and example to remind us of the everyday crumbs, sloshes, footsteps and 

expressions that create a sense of place (1989, 1991). He responds to a skeptical 

perspective that perceives the sensual world as false. He asks us to look at the 

expressive ability of cultures, how people relate to one another at the daily surface level, 

and how this is meaningful. Tuan suggests that the program of science has focussed 

too much on revealing the hidden, and so has overlooked the importance of the obvious 

in knowledge-making. The tactile, haptic existence that can be seen, smelled and tasted 

is what should be given primary value.  

 

Inspired by his years at the Morton Arboretum, Lewis (1996) began to contemplate what 

he termed green nature, trying to understand the psychological and emotional bonds 

that exist between us. He emphasizes the evolutionary past, when survival must have 

depended upon an ability to read the landscape. It is thought that our genetic memory 

retains a primal influence over the landscape preferences of today (Appleton, 1996). 

Lewis proposes that our responses to plants are felt, not thought. He had discovered a 

certain sensation by walking slowly through the arboretum, paying attention to the small 

changes in his mood and body. He felt an “inner tug” in response to changes, for 
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example, moving from the shade into a clearing. Lewis tested out this exercise on a 

group of painting students who were having trouble choosing what perspective to draw 

from. He encouraged the painters to wander and to feel how the landscape affected 

them (Lewis, 1996). Leaning on a tree trunk, or letting one’s eyes drift and rest on a 

hazy view of the forest edge, observation becomes experience.  

 

Landscape architects are often asked to create an aesthetic cover for a building or an 

engineering project. While landscape as a concept requires a human observer (Brown, 

1998), there is more to the experience of a landscape than the visual element. Although 

we design surfaces for cars and bicycles to ride, and spaces for people to sit, lie, and 

relax, one of the most common experiences that we design for is walking.  

 

From the monastery to the shopping mall, Jacks (2007) describes how the experience 

of walking and reading can create a special merging of what is physically and mentally 

known. There is a separation between what can be seen in the distance and what can 

be touched by the hands and feet, and this allows one to project out memory, 

associations, fantasies, while gaining knowledge of the concrete environment. Jacks 

identifies a freedom in walking, an ability to create your own sense of text and of self 

through the sequences you choose to follow and through connection with or 

transcendence of the moment. He discerns a desire for authenticity in people’s 

experience of ‘natural’ settings, while this is not expected of a walk across the parking 

lot or industrial lawn.   

 

The details of experience permeate the designs of Bernard Lassus. He is a proponent 

of injecting impossible or imaginary elements into a landscape, as the modern world has 

lost the wild and unknown space it had in the past (Lassus, 1998). He also distinguishes 

between visual and tactile scales: the parts of the landscape that are for the eyes, and 

the temperature, slope, and textures that are otherwise sensed. This allows one to 
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design tension between aspects of experience, between the embodied world and the far 

horizon. Instead of drawing our eye to distant horizons, Lassus emphasizes depth, 

choosing to tunnel into the earth or to texture and emphasize the vertical. His 

landscapes are meant to be completed by the visitor moving through them. Pathways 

are given great attention as they limit and direct experience. The width, surface, level, 

slope and boundary of the path do not need to be a uniform connection across different 

spaces. The landscape should not be invisible. Termed “inventive analysis,” his process 

begins with “floating attention,” based on repeated, unfocussed visits to a site in order to 

soak it up and get a sense of it as a landscape entity (Lassus, 1998).  

 How will experience inform our Research? Continue to Chapter 3. 

 

 2.13 Design 

Hunt (1999, 2000) proposed a common problem with landscape history scholars to be 

the automatic application of “18th century narratives” to analyze or describe gardens. 

The constant relation of gardens to a picturesque frame or to a French geometry 

obscures the original combinations of art and nature that gardens have always 

displayed. In a move away from dichotomy as analysis (cultivated vs. natural, formal vs. 

informal), Hunt argues that garden style is actually based on methods of representation. 

In this way, the experience of a garden, how it is received, read and remembered, 

needs to be investigated in order to gain a fresh perspective. The role of natural 

processes in modifying historical spaces (Despard, 2011) can be one of obfuscation or 

elaboration, depending on management and interpretation. 

 

This parallels the shift in literary interpretation from nationalistic to pluralistic (Stock, 

2008). A pluralistic forum allows individuals to formulate their own design language. The 

history of landscape architecture is often related as a chain of names and dates that 

represent whole periods and movements, such as Olmsted and McHarg. The portion of 

designers who are concerned with narrative aspects of landscape in a conceptual way 
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is perhaps much greater than it appears. However, there are certain works that have 

become canonized and almost indispensable. 

In The RSVP Cycles (1969), Halprin produced a sort of collage manifesto, in which the 

concept of the score was used to discuss how the process of design could incorporate 

change, movement and participation. Inspired by gestalt psychology and rejecting “goal 

oriented” design, Halprin struggled to express movement in static drawings. He invented 

motation and ecoscores to describe human and ecological patterns, such as succession 

and climax, with lines of activity. Design was intended to balance and control natural 

inputs, both human and ecological, that would continue in an indefinite performance. 

This methodology was very successful when applied to water, which could be observed, 

synchronized and predicted (Figure 6).  

 

Naming, sequencing, revealing/concealing, gathering, and opening are the actions that 

synthesize narrative and landscape design (Potteiger & Purinton, 1998). Techniques 

from different eras and styles of landscape, such as playing with scale to create 

miniature worlds; daylighting buried history; and coiling pathways into mysterious 

journeys, show how story-telling has always been an aspect of design. 

 How does narrative design inform the Research?  Choose Chapter 3. 
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Figure 6: Sketch by Lawrence Halprin, from the Portland Open Space Sequence 
of his published sketchbooks (1981, p.71).  
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 2.14 Significance 

One might say that collecting and categorizing are part of western culture and that 

botanical gardens are simply an institutional expression of these habits. However, the 

allure of collecting is not limited to desires for control and possession, but includes 

inquisitive and moral motivations (Hohn, 2008). The term arboretum had developed a 

pompous, affected air by the mid-20th century; it was seen as a remnant of upper-class 

pretension (Elliot, Watkins, & Daniels, 2007). Perhaps now it is understood as a kind of 

science park, where we can walk our dog or go for a jog in a protected space. The 

metaphors of an arboretum as living museum or outdoor laboratory remain in use today, 

where the orderly, functional sense of the arboreta is prioritized.  

 

However, I would argue that a cultural link between nature and spirituality remains: 

“Above all, historians must keep in mind that essential dialogue which gardens at their 

best always maintain between their palpable, physical existence and the fictive worlds 

into whose inventions, systems, and mythological languages the garden visitor is 

seduced” (Hunt, 2000, p.90). Both Biblical and scientific allusions formed the cultural 

rationale for the development of arboreta. The collecting and naming of plants recreated 

Eden or the haven of the Ark, and contributed to the concept of the arboretum as a 

moralizing force (Soderstrom, 2001).  

 

The arboretum functions as a haven for biodiversity. Glass houses, railways and 

popular press made the transfer of plants and information much easier in the 19th 

century. The arboretum was seen as a way to bring foreign places home, the tree 

carrying with it the impression of the jungle or mountain it came from. The British 

established colonial arboreta in Calcutta, Jamaica, Central Africa and in Ottawa, testing 

the range of climatic possibility and investigating the economic potential of species as 

crops. The replacement of native with exotic species has proven to be problematic at 

times, and has led to the vilification of foreign plants in some locations. In the early 19th 

century, there was no such notion. If a plant could grow in foreign soil it provided a 
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wonderful increase in variety, and it allowed immigrants to bring their home abroad 

(Elliot, 2007). The current focus on preserving and exchanging a comprehensive range 

of genetic material (in seed collection and ex situ gene banks, for example) is one way 

that arboreta stay relevant and meaningful.  
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CHAPTER 3: INTRODUCTION TO WILLOWS/SALIX 

 

Some Questions and Answers about Natural History, (Dillard, 1974) 

Question: What causes 

the wind? Why do I feel some way 

 in wind? 

 

Answer: Trees 

fan the wind as they sway. 

Bushes help.  

Your heart fills up. 

 

The literature review is a collection of written material. The works of individual authors 

serve as specimens that represent the broad population of writing which surrounds our 

inquiry.  Willows have been chosen to represent the diverse population of woody plants 

included in living collections. Why willows? The willow/Salix is a wide-ranging and 

ancient genus. Most species respond to disturbance, hybridize freely, propagate readily, 

and tend to defy easy categorization. Iconized in ancient Babylonian myth and bred as 

biofuel, Salix retain an immense store of cultural and economic meaning.  

 

As living collections are not composed of artifacts but living specimens, I will try to 

present willows as subjects, not objects, developing the notion “that trees are used 

symbolically to make concrete and material the abstract notion of life, and that trees are 

ideal supports for such symbolic purpose precisely because their status as living 

organism is ambiguous” (Rival, 1998, p.3). The opening quote is a reminder of how the 

hypotheses we pose and the questions we ask when observing and learning about 

nature incorporate curiosity, reason, emotion and imagination.  
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In a first year MLA design class at the University of Guelph, the students were asked to 

create an environmental biography. A good half of the class (including myself) not only 

included trees within their work, but specifically willow trees. This was one of a handful 

of distinct trees that I could recognize as a child, no matter what the season, when I 

climbed and played in weeping willows, used the branches as whips in great schoolyard 

battles, and sprawled across the broad trunks to read amidst the tent caterpillars. 

 

In the Salix collection of the University of Guelph Arboretum, buckthorns and 

honeysuckles cage the upright trunks of S. alba cultivars, forming a dense understory. 

Black walnuts invade from the fence line and bushy, tagless willow species colonize the 

banks of an ephemeral pond. There is always movement, limbs dropping and seedlings 

sprouting, branches twisting and seed drifting in the wind. Birds, insects, raccoon and 

deer feed and rest in the branches and shade, and the grasses, thistles and goldenrod 

form impenetrable green moats about the specimens.  

 

I was curious as to how the current composition of the site had emerged from the 

original plan (begun in 1970), unhindered by human intervention for the past fifteen 

years or so (Figure 7). I also wanted to learn about Salix, and to begin this education 

with the naturalist’s approach of direct observation and immersion. From May to 

October 2011, I visited the collection each week to take a walk, sketch, photograph, and 

record my impressions and thoughts.  

 

The site was a series of glades, given shape by groupings of Salix and mild topography, 

and framed by coniferous hedgerows. A locus was formed by the pond, which lingered 

until August, soaking slowly into invisibility. No paths were discernible, and as soon as 

spring began the pale mats of dried grass were covered with new blades, growing past 

my shoulders in thick tangles, with beautiful summer seed. It was difficult to navigate, 

and I found myself following the trails and sitting in the depressions made by deer. The 
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shaded, open areas beneath the taller willow canopies were littered with snarls of 

broken branches and raspberry thickets. The air was often humid, humming with 

mosquitoes and nearby traffic. In general, I spent no more than half an hour in the 

collection before retreating in itchy discomfort.  

 

 

Figure 7: Photograph of an accession tag included into the growth of a Salix 
trunk (author, 2011).  

The accession tag labels each tree with its Latin name and a unique number. This 
number includes the date planted and can be linked to records of provenance and 
maintenance. The slow process of entropy has begun to obscure the identity of this tree 
as a specimen within a collection. The passage of time is visible in the lichen-covered 
bark, and the leaves of an invasive Rhamnus that crowds the Salix are visible in the 
background. 
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It is ideal to collect specimens for identification at three points in the year: at flower, fruit, 

and mature leaf. Willows have differing male and female forms, being dioecious, and 

sometimes only one or the other was planted. I had scanned copies of archival maps 

and inventories (Figure 8), and an objective at the time was to identify which species 

remained, in order to establish a fresh map of movement.  

 

 

Figure 8: An archival working map of the University of Guelph Salix collection, 
circa mid-1980s (courtesy of The Arboretum archives).  

The black dots represent specimens, and the lines link groups of plantings. Checkmarks 
confirm the presence of each tree, while crosses indicate removal or death. The 
circulation indicated by dotted lines is no longer evident on site.  
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Instead of bud scales and leaf margins, I found myself noting the visual impression of 

the specimens as wholes; their shadows and masses, the way they changed colour in 

morning or afternoon light. I was interested in how they were beset by opportunistic 

Manitoba maples and wild grape. Many appeared to be simultaneously in the process of 

decay and rejuvenation. Their composition, texture and form would change depending 

on my perspective, enclosed within hanging branches or peering across a bright 

meadow to high limbs in silhouette.  

 

This experience made me question the accessibility of an arboretum, not simply as a 

physical space but as an idea. I wondered how a person, not necessarily fluent in 

botanical organization, comes to understand and interact with a collection. The possible 

distinction between lay and scientific comprehension also made me curious about 

experts who spend their lives focussed on a single niche. The quest of the 

contemporary botanist contradicts any notion that the planet is fully mapped and 

indexed, contained by satellite images and natural resource reports, while 

simultaneously aiding in the process of global inventory. 

 

Charles E. Bebb, an amateur botanist and willow enthusiast, created his own Salictum 

and herbarium and contributed enormously to the canon on North American Salix. On 

the discovery of botanical textbooks as a teenager:   

He quickly found the key to families and genera. He had never seen 
anything like it before, and then for the first time he recognized its use and 
its value. Here was order and system. “Going out into the garden," he 
says, "I broke off a branch of a native shrub the common name of which 
was familiar, and easily traced it to Viburnum lentago. This threw me into 
a perfect fever of excitement. I rushed out for fresh material with which I 
was equally successful." The way was now clear, and he quickly became 
familiar with every tree, shrub and herb about him. (Dean, 1896, p.57) 
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It is tempting to organize the information gleaned on willows into distinct categories, 

separating the culture from the science. In research notes, I found myself using the term 

willow for the literary and symbolic, and Salix for the more scientific notes. This 

disassociation into streams of appropriate language was quite automatic. As fiction and 

botany share an enthusiasm and passion for description and exploration, a 

geographical approach seemed like it may unite the two. The concept of place provided 

common ground. The origin and environment of willows is crucial, both for the 

ecological niche that directs each plant’s morphology and for the regional metaphors 

and uses that people develop.  

 

Willows are significant in demarcating certain kinds of places. A connection with river 

banks is common: rest and escape, ebb and flow. In the classic Wind in the Willows 

(1908):  

All was a-shake and a-shiver -glints and gleams and sparkles, rustle and 
swirl, chatter and bubble. The Mole was bewitched, entranced, fascinated. 
By the side of the river he trotted as one trots, when very small, by the 
side of a man who holds one spell-bound by exciting stories; and when 
tired at last, he sat on the bank, while the river still chattered on to him, a 
babbling procession of the best stories in the world, sent from the heart of 
the earth to be told at last to the insatiable sea. (Grahame, p.29) 

 

Within the text, the world is alive and communicative, the trees and water full of hidden 

dangers and joys; sounds and smells speak directly to the characters and awaken new 

urges and thoughts within them.  

 

Willows are not only found on river banks. The presence of Salix in North America has 

been discovered in fossils from over 50 million years ago (Azuma, Kajita, Yokoyama, 

Ohashi, 2000). Ranging across the globe, and thriving throughout the northern 

hemisphere, over 400 species have been identified (Argus, 1986). 
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Willow seedlings most commonly occur on riparian sand and gravel bars, 
old burns, landslides, drained lakes and wetlands, and in open, unstable 
arctic and alpine habitats. They also are common along the vast network 
of roads that crisscross even some of the most remote wilderness areas. 
Road margins, ditches, and gravel and sand borrow pits provide favoured 
habitats. Even minor disturbances, such as upturned tree roots, ungulate 
tracks in wet meadows and mires, cryogenic frost boils and cracks in 
tundra, and animal diggings, can provide willow habitat. Because of this 
need for open habitats for reproduction by seed, large stands of mature 
willows growing in stable habitats such as marshes, fens, bogs, treed 
riverbanks, and even active sand dunes, have become established in 
these habitats before a closed cover had developed. While individual 
plants can sometimes invade closed vegetation, large stands of willows 
require large disturbances. (Culrose Peattie, 1991, p.22) 

 

There is quite a difference between Salix, “some are so tiny that when they grow closely 

together you can walk on the tops of the trees as on the turf” (Dyson, 1890, p.198). 

Salix arctica is a prostrate species, one of the select ligneous plants that thrive north of 

the tree line. A basic survival food for moose and ptarmigan, it was also a rare source of 

fuel for Inuit and Aleut cultures in the tundra. Many of the more shrubby alpine forms are 

grouped into subgenera Vetrix can be linked to historical distribution and evolution:  

In North America, the development of the genus Salix was divided into 
two stages separated by an enormous time period, whereas in Eurasia, it 
was never interrupted. And hence we have to further conclude that boreal 
willows have traveled from Asia to North America, and they did it at the 
time when the climate in Beringia was cold enough not to let thermophilic 
species migrate that way. (Skvortsov, 1999, p.91) 

 

While remaining within the order Malpighiales, the endless refinement in taxonomic 

investigation has meant that many genera from other families, such as Flacourtiaceae, 

have been shifted into Salicaceae, and Salix species continue to be organized into 

different subgenera and sections (Argus, 1997). The relationship between Salix species 

was (and is) quite problematic, and botanists throughout history have formed their own 

methods for organizing within the genus. The forms that a single species would attain 

were so irregular that many varieties have been considered species, and many species 

considered hybrids, and vice versa. 
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Most Salix vary phenotypically in response to moisture, nutrients, shade, 
and wind. Sometimes normally prostrate species growing in a protected 
niche can grow erect, or normally erect species under severe conditions 
can become dwarfed; leaves may become very large in nutrient rich sites 
or under shade conditions. (Argus, 2011 pg.6) 

 

The expert Russian salicologist Skvortsov wrote extensively on the systematics of 

willows, describing their patterns of adaptation, fragmentation, and hybridization across 

the globe. While emphasizing the influence of environmental factors on morphology, he 

also was careful to mention that willows will frequently show genetic variation as well. 

As this causes inevitable confusion amidst botanists, he proposed a “method of 

taxonomical transects” to help gather as much information as possible: 

First, a landscape rich in willows is chosen, then all specimens are 
identified, one after another without any exceptions. This approach 
provides material for ecological analysis of species and at the same time 
highlights ranges of their variability along with differences from each other. 
Simultaneously, herbarium samples are collected in order to depict all 
variations in each species most completely. (Skvortsov, 1999, p.30) 

 

There is a tradition, employed in botanical gardens and in the backyards of botanists, of 

planting selections to observe the flower and form. In this case, the plants are removed 

from the elevations and humidity of their native regions and must all thrive in a fairly 

identical environment. The Duke of Bedford had a grand Salictum on his grounds (at 

Woburn, now a Safari Park), including all the willows brought to England. This was used 

as a resource for Loudon, who found the results too crowded and shady to allow for the 

Salix to achieve their natural forms (Figure 9), yet applauded the attempt at a 

comprehensive collection (Loudon, 1844).   
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Figure 9: A collection of symbols introduces the Salix section of The Arboretum 
et Fruticetum Britannicum, quickly signifying the range of habits included in the 
Genus (Loudon, 1844, p.1453). 
 
 

Loudon had very precise recommendations on matching the arrangement of Salix with 

the purpose of their collection, ranging from economic lots to gardenesque displays, 

picturesque settings to collections for education and study. Regarding the latter, “A 

salictum where the object is to preserve as much as possible the indigenous characters 

of the kinds, ought to contain various surfaces and kinds of soil; and be wholly aquatic 

in some places, and rocky, gravelly, sandy, or arid, in others” (Loudon, 1844, p.1477). 

 

An incredibly detailed and comprehensive account of all Salix related knowledge was 

compiled by Loudon in his Arboretum et Fruticetum Britannicum (1844). Along with the 

routine sections on distribution and morphology were cultural recommendations, 

illustrations of pests, and diagrams for basket weaving. While Loudon does compress 

many uses of willow into a single section, including gunpowder, charcoal, medicine (he 

compares it to the valuable quinine as an antidote for fever), orchard ladders, and 

erosion control, he also identifies specific landscape roles that suit certain species:  
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The best kinds of willows for hedges are those which belong to S. caprea, 
because the young shoots of these kinds are most rigid, and are certain of 
annually ripening their wood; while the catkins are the most valuable of all 
others for bees; and the clippings, or trimmings, which should be cut off in 
August of September, are the most valuable of willow fodder for horses 
and cattle. And, also, that this species of willow is one of the most durable 
and woody kinds, and that when the hedge is cut down it will reproduce 
itself the same season; and, with a little assistance from art, become a 
fence the season following. (Loudon, 1844, p.1476) 

 

Myriad uses continue to be found for willow wood, leaves, roots, and chemistry. They 

are one of the primary species included in biofuel research trials and are commonly 

featured in the planting suggestions for rehabilitation projects throughout North America. 

They are common toponyms or place names for communities, buildings, roads and 

hillsides. They are also despised by many home owners for their prodigious root 

systems and ‘messy’ leaves, and have proven to be a highly invasive species in 

Australia. In Iran willows (bīd) have long been used as ornamental and medicinal 

species of value, yet:  

Despite all those benefits, because willows are dioecious plants without 
showy flowers or edible fruit, many Persian poets have referred to bīd as 
a symbol of unfruitfulness, uselessness, and, by extension, unproductive 
ignorance—as typified in this distich of Sa`dī: “Every tree has a fruit, 
everybody a honar (talent, craft); but, poor me, I am hopeless and indigent 
like the willow.” (Eilers, 1989, para.11) 

 

While willows have a reputation for being difficult to contain both in physical space and 

in abstract categories, there are those like Bebb who spend their lives engaged in the 

mysteries of Salix. In October 2011, I travelled to Ottawa to visit George W. Argus, a 

salicologist and curator emeritus at the Natural History Museum. He generously spent 

his morning with me, opening the sterile herbarium cabinets to reveal bright colour-

coded folios of Salix samples, smelling fresh and sweet (Figure 10). The artful precision 

and rigour displayed in these hundreds of thousands of pressed samples was quite 

impressive. Argus described the importance of disturbance for willows and the amazing 

variations to be found in the morphology of a single species, illustrating his points with 
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anecdotes from botanizing trips in Alaska and the Athabasca dunes of Saskatchewan. 

The words disturbance and variation are so commonplace in botanical literature on 

Salix that they appear to be character-defining, in a broad, literary sense.  

 

Originally fascinated by Alaskan forests, Argus became involved with willows during his 

graduate studies, when the key he was using for identification proved cumbersome and 

unhelpful. Challenged to create a better one, he was lured into the domain of Salix by 

continuous knots of nomenclature to be unravelled, samples to be organized, and 

characteristics to understand. A prolific writer, Argus has finished numerous systematic 

monographs for different regions, contributed to the Flora of North America (2010, 

coordinated by the Missouri Botanical Garden), and collaborated with the University of 

Alaska to create an interactive identification guide on New World willows (INTKEY), a 

free and web-accessible tool (Argus, 2012).  

 

While many have attempted to contribute to a complete knowledge of willows, the 

nomenclature and classification are constantly being reassembled. In Willows of Russia 

and Adjacent Countries, Skvortsov noted that “of 203 species named in the literature for 

the USSR flora, 96 have proved to be synonyms and are to be eliminated from the list of 

distinct species” (1999, p.7). 
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Figure 10: Photographs of the Herbarium at the Natural History Museum, Ottawa 
(author, 2011).  
 
Inside the cabinets, folders are arranged both alphabetically and by colour. The colours 
of the folders reveal the origin of the samples: if they are from North America or Europe, 
wild or cultivated. The environment is sterile and carefully controlled to limit the 
possibility that insects, mould or fire could damage the collection.   
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The Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, has a project currently underway titled World 

Classification and Phylogeny of Salix. Belyaeva, a scientist on the team, has just 

clarified the classification of Salix x fragilis, in which “The main questions discussed, not 

only by the Nomenclature Committee for Vascular Plants (NCVP) but also by 

salicologists around the world, were how S. fragilis should be typified and hence what 

we should understand by the name” (Belyaeva, 2009, p.1344). As the name had been 

applied to multiple species throughout history, and the original herbarium material used 

by Linnaeus was actually S. pentandra, it was necessary to choose a new historical 

specimen to represent the species.  

 

When describing a botanical species, one discusses the characteristics that make it 

unique and that help to identify it alone, amidst all other species. Leaf shape, colour, 

and dimensions, the appearance of hairs, the odour of a broken stem, the explicit detail 

of a flower’s anatomy are inscribed in a compact chunk of text, relying upon Latin 

terminology for descriptive accuracy. On the goat willow, S. caprea: 

Leaves, stipules on first leavers minute rudiments, on later leaves 
foliaceous; apices acute or convex; petioles convex to flat adaxially, 7-25 
mm, adaxial surface tomentose or glabrescent; juvenile leaves yellowish 
green, abaxial surface densely tomentose, hairs white or white and 
ferruginous; proximal leaves entire; largest medial blades narrowly elliptic, 
broadly elliptic, oblanceolate, obovate, or broadly oblong, 50-130 x 25-80 
mm, length-width ratio 2-3; base slightly decurrent, cuneate, or convex; 
margins slightly revolute, entire, crenate, or undulate, glands submarginal 
or epilarninal; apices acuminate or convex; abaxial surface glaucous, 
sparsely tomentose or pubescent, hairs erect, white, wavy; sparsely 
pubescent, hairs white. (Argus, 2009, p.22) 

 

The dense, precise results can be difficult for those outside of botany and horticulture to 

translate into the physical form of a plant encountered in the field. In reading as broadly 

as possible on willows, three streams of language have appeared: pragmatic, botanical 

and literary.  
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What is a characteristic? Skvortsov (2002) distinguishes three general domains of 

characteristics (which developed sequentially in natural history) morphological and 

biochemical, eco-geographical, and genetic. Cultural characteristics could be viewed as 

anthropomorphic or spiritual extensions of these domains.  

 

In Japan, “The flower and willow world” is a common metaphor for traditional Geisha 

culture, in which ideals of female beauty stem from the graceful, slender attributes of 

willows. In some Japanese ghost stories, which have a moral tone similar to European 

fairy tales (Martin, 1991), beloved willow trees sent human avatars to share the lives of 

those who protect them. Their love is eventually destroyed by the rash felling of the 

willow. A kind of animism or empathy inspired by the characteristics of the trees extends 

agency to the species.  

 

The Celtic calendar has a month for the willow, which is considered a lunar tree and has 

ties to the creation myth, in which the moon and the sun were hidden in its branches. 

The uncanny aspects of the genus are used to great effect in The Willows, in which an 

animated region of shrubby Salix exposes two travellers to hidden realms that they are 

unable to comprehend: 

But my emotion, so far as I could understand it, seemed to attach itself 
more particularly to the willow bushes, to these acres and acres of 
willows, crowding, so thickly growing there, swarming everywhere the eye 
could reach, pressing upon the river as though to suffocate it, standing in 
dense array mile after mile beneath the sky, watching, waiting, listening. 
And, quite apart from the elements, the willows connected themselves 
subtly with my malaise, attacking the mind insidiously somehow by reason 
of their vast numbers, and contriving in some way or other to represent to 
the imagination a new and mighty power, a power, moreover, not 
altogether friendly to us. (Blackwood, 1907, para.25) 
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There is a whimsy evoked in the creation of living structures of woven willow (Figure 

11), often termed fedges, popularized as a form of ‘environmental art.’ Thrones, domes 

and labyrinths of willow are created by rooting young shoots in patterns, weaving and 

trimming their growth. This interactive use is made possible by the ability of many 

species to root readily, a feature Loudon relates as a sort of myth, “That the roots are 

more readily changed into the branches, and the branches into roots, than in any other 

species of a tree. All that is necessary is, to take up a plant, and bury the whole of the 

branches in the soil, leaving the whole of the roots above ground” (1844, p.1462). 

 

 

Figure 11: Fedge and arches of Salix caprea provide rough structure to the Bog 
Garden at Bealtaine Cottage, Ireland.  

Fedge photo retrieved from the Permaculture Cottage Archive: Bealtaine Cottage. 
Living willow hedge. (2010, October 25). 
http://permaculturecottage.wordpress.com/2010/10/25/ 
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While these treatments of Salix respond to its regenerative and adaptable nature, the 

weeping form (Figure 12) has been associated historically with lost love and longing. An 

iconic Chinoiserie that came into fashion in the late 18th century, the Blue Willow 

pattern relates a tragic tale of forbidden love.  

 

 

Figure 12: Photograph of Salix x sepulcralis, a weeping willow growing in The 
Dominion Arboretum, Ottawa (author, 2011). 

 
 

Ernest H. Wilson was a famous botanical explorer who traveled to mainland China at 

the turn of the 19th century, collecting numerous specimens for nurseries in England 

and for the Arnold Arboretum, where he worked and published until his death. In 

Romance of the Trees (1920), Wilson described the exotic tales, legends and scenery 

encountered on his adventures, in which the willow of Babylon has its own section:   
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With its pendent branches, lithe and graceful, moved by the faintest 
breath of wind, it has stirred the sentiment of different races of mankind. 
Usually it is associated with grief. In Korea it is planted to form avenues 
leading to the tombs of royalty. And did not Napoleon on St. Helena sit 
beneath a Weeping Willow? Grieving over his fallen fortunes he may have 
found sympathy beneath this tree, for in the cynical expression that misery 
likes company there is much truth. (p.228)  

 

The blending of fact and fiction and the weaving of cultural reference with nomenclature 

are intriguing. S. babylonica was named by Linnaeus as a reference to Psalm 137:1, 

“By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept as we remembered Zion” (New International 

Version, 1984). Allusion to grief, loss, and rivers are embedded in the Latin name, while 

the tree itself is native to China. In legends, a Sung dynasty emperor offered silk to 

those who would plant willows along a great canal he was building. Li Po describes an 

ephemeral time and place, the wind and willow elements of a passing world, “What 

place under heaven most hurts the heart? Laolao Ting, for seeing visitors off. The 

spring wind knows how bitter it is to part, the willow twig will never again be green” 

(Tang Dynasty). 

 

In no way comprehensive, these examples illustrate how cultures in different times and 

places have incorporated willows into their literary realms, in order to communicate a 

certain feeling or idea. These imaginary landscapes are things that we all create, 

whether in memory or dreams, and the influence of inner worlds on our outer 

experience of trees as individual specimens, or characters, cannot be overlooked. In the 

desire to “establish a complex dialogue between generalization and exemplification” 

(Hunt, 2000, p.7), a broad synopsis of systematics and taxonomy has been integrated 

with cultural fragments. Most literature on willows tends to start with an overview and 

eventually proceed to an alphabetized list of species and their particular traits. This has 

been done, repeatedly and well. The point of this overview is to introduce the character 

Willow/Salix, to present the history and struggle that surrounds them, the people who 

respond to them, and the possible connections that will be drawn from their presence.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 

 

This inquiry proceeds in a series of selections. From all the possible typologies of 

human and plant relationships, the living collections of arboreta and botanical gardens 

have been chosen. It would take lifetimes to survey all of the relevant literature on the 

subjects of natural history and narrative, and so key authors have been referenced to 

represent vast and complex fields of work. Likewise, the kinds of plants collected within 

arboreta are numerous and diverse, yet only one genus was selected as a subject. This 

trend of reducing the scope continues in the methods section, in which specific criteria 

for the selection of case studies are employed, as is a single system for narrative 

analysis. 

 

One useful way to attain focus is by speaking with a key informant, an expert in the field 

who can orient and guide the novice through a topic. In order to gain some direction on 

Salix literature and collection, I travelled to Ottawa for a key informant interview with 

George W. Argus, a respected North American salicologist. We spoke about 

populations of willows in the wild, field identification and sampling, geomorphology, 

nomenclature, propagation, and how an ideal collection would be formulated/arranged. 

We also discussed why he chose to specialize in willows, and what kinds of changes he 

had noticed throughout his career. He provided me with wonderful resources, filling a 

USB key with monographs and articles, presentations and notes that covered every 

conceivable aspect of willows.  
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4.1 Case Studies 

The case study has been chosen as my primary research method for its unique ability to 

collate past and present evidence: historical documentation and archives can support 

contemporary observation and key interviews. This is ideal for a project that is 

investigating both continuity and change within a system of organization. As outdoor 

places, three-dimensional, expanding and decomposing, living collections may not be 

fully grasped by simply reviewing a master plan or curatorial mandate.  

 

The case study, be it an exploration of precedent or a post-occupancy evaluation, has 

proven to be a popular and valuable research method for landscape architects. Arboreta 

and botanical gardens make ideal subjects, as they are accessible to the public, 

encourage research, and often have long, well-documented lifespans brimming with 

archival material.   

 

The three cases chosen, in alphabetical order, are The Arnold Arboretum, The 

Dominion Arboretum, and The Memorial University of Newfoundland Botanical Gardens 

(Figure 14). What are the criteria for choosing these particular institutions?  

 

1. Each case will represent a different formative agenda and policy. For The Arnold 

Arboretum this is research and exploration; for The Dominion Arboretum it is 

hardiness trials and economic botany; and for The Memorial University of 

Newfoundland Botanic Garden (MUNBG) it is regional conservation and 

education. 
 

2. Each case is generated within a different context. The Arnold Arboretum (1872) 

was born from collaboration between the prestigious Harvard University and the 

City of Boston, included within the vision of Boston’s Emerald Necklace. The 

Dominion Arboretum, as a component of the Central Experimental Farm in 
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Ottawa (1886), was created as part of a national identity-building agricultural 

system. The MUNBG (1972) was a University initiative intended to provide an 

educational link with the public through nature interpretation and display.  
 

3. Each case will be limited to Eastern North American cities. The Arnold Arboretum 

is located in Jamaica Plains, Massachusetts, U.S.A.; The Dominion Arboretum in 

Ottawa, Ontario, Canada; and The Memorial University of Newfoundland 

Botanical Garden in St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada. 
 

4. Each case will contain Salix in their living collections. At the Arnold Arboretum 

and the Dominion Arboretum, these are family collections representing tree and 

shrub forms. In the MUNBG, these are individual specimens of shrubby and 

alpine forms employed in thematic collections such as a medicine garden or 

crevice garden.  
 

5. Each case will be explored through relevant literature, archival documents, field 

visits and interviews.  

 
At the Arnold Arboretum, there are numerous resources to draw from. Along with 

Hay’s precise biography of the Arnold Arboretum (1995), official reports and 

Arnoldia articles will provide excellent coverage of historical attitudes and 

activities. The elegant library and archives in the Hunnewell Building houses 

folders stuffed with satellite photos, engineering plans, and the communications 

of past directors. A semi-structured interview with the Curator of Living 

Collections will be followed by a tour of the grounds. The curatorial staff will have 

the opportunity to explain the process followed by their team during informal 

interviews. They are willing to provide copies of historical maps and links to 

electronic resources. Field visits will focus on the Salix collection and will be 

recorded through photographs and notes.  
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The Dominion Arboretum also has a legacy of literature, from official reports by 

Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada and Heritage Canada, to labours of love such 

as Ottawa’s Farm: A  History of the Central Experimental Farm (Bramley & 

Smith,1996). The Friends of the Farm publish a bulletin, available online, 

describing their critical involvement with the CEF, and Library and Archives 

Canada also holds extensive records on the Canadian Experimental Farm. The 

Lead Hand will provide a tour of the grounds and facilities and describe the 

current management process, as well as many of the changes and challenges 

the Dominion Arboretum has faced. Historical maps and file-card records, 

inventory logs and old satellite photos kept in the office will be made available for 

me to browse through and photocopy (Figure 13). The field visit will focus on the 

Salix collection, recorded in photographs and notes.  
 
 

The Memorial University of Newfoundland (MUNBG) Botanical Gardens is the 

final case study. As a fairly young institution, it does not yet have a biographer. A 

generous portion of the grounds contain pre-existing forest cover, and are not 

accessioned and planted according to a master plan. However, informative 

pamphlets were once published through the Botany Department, and the Centre 

for Newfoundland Studies has excellent local archives. The research 

horticulturalist will give a tour of the gardens, nursery and greenhouses and the 

Interpretation Coordinator will relate a casual overview of the history and 

formative goals of the garden. The office library is available, which contains 

binders of publicity clippings related to the MUNBG and records from Steering 

Committee meetings. The field visit will include the ex situ plants held in the 

nursery, the gardens, and portions of reserve trails, recorded in photographs and 

notes. 
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Figure 13: Photographs of types of documentation used to inventory living 
collections, courtesy of The Dominion Arboretum (author, 2011).  

Archival material such as maps, inventory books, and card indices are used to keep 
track of the origin, position, and condition of each accession. Changes and annotations 
are made over the years by different staff, creating a rich record of time in place. 
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4.2 Analysis 

I was introduced to the specific narrative taxonomy employed by Bal (1997) in an 

undergraduate art history class. Bal had used narrative terms to explore an encounter 

with a Louise Bourgeois’ Spider (1999), and continued to write narrative interpretations 

of the visual, with a focus on curatorial arrangement (2004). This application of narrative 

theory to texts that are not composed of words on paper, but of subjective, physical 

experience served as precedent for an analysis of arboreta collections. 

 

The analysis is limited to a strictly narrative perspective. It is neither history nor 

fictionalization, but a method for arranging and communicating the research data. In 

determining narrative characteristics, I first tried to identify the goal of each collection, 

the reason for its existence. This has parallels to the theme of a narrative. I then looked 

for agencies which aided or obstructed the development of this original plan, be these 

unintentional agents such as storms or the purposeful work of propagators and curators. 

As the Wind in the Willows has already been introduced, it may serve as example here. 

One could propose that a central theme of the narrative is home, and the ability of each 

actor/character to feel at home is threatened or encouraged by internal forces such as 

curiosity and longing, and by external forces such as environment and relationships. 

Conflicts occur when the concept of home is not shared, or when one character’s home 

displaces another’s. Similar themes and forces can be identified within the case studies. 

Once a theme or an ideology has been identified, one can limit the analysis to how the 

case material relates to this theme. 

 

Structured interpretation is a selective process that uses artificial layers to isolate 

concepts and relationships. Narrative is assembled: fabula, story, text (Figure 14). The 

fabula is the level of logic, which “may be defined as a course of events that is 

experienced by the reader as natural and in accordance with the world” (Ball, 1997, 

p.12). It is composed of elements: events, actors, time, and location. The story is the 

level where scenes are arranged into sequence, characters develop, and the reader is 
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made aware of it all through focalization, a perspective through which information is 

being given. The text is a level of description and motivation, composed of signs.  

Progressing through Bal’s taxonomy of narrative item by item, I will take each term —  

actor, sequence —  and consider how it is evident or active in the collected narrative. 

 

 

Figure 14: The simplified structure of Bal’s Narratology (1997) adapted into 
diagram form (author, 2012).  

The narrative as a whole is prised into three layers, each with its own characteristics.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS 

  

 5.1 Case Study: The Arnold Arboretum  

Jamaica Plains is a lively, historical “streetcar suburb” in south-west Boston, far from the 

misty banks of Cambridge where Harvard University is settled. This is where the Arnold 

Arboretum can be found, 265 acres of open space tucked into a pattern of dense 

development. This pioneering institution was the first of its kind in North America (1873), 

and set the standard for collections research and development. The case begins with an 

overview of how The Arnold Arboretum is currently communicated. The official story is a 

compilation of names and dates, in which major shifts in policy and direction are 

grouped into three distinct eras. This point of view forms a loop. It is a historical 

perspective composed of long-arc trends, committed to an explanation of the past.  

 

The figure of Charles Sprague Sargent is almost synonymous with the Arnold 

Arboretum and his presence defines the first era. A dedicated dendrologist and member 

of the Boston elite, Sargent studied at Harvard where he was mentored by the 

renowned botanist Asa Gray. An excellent coordinator, Sargent merged the concept of 

an arboretum with the opportunities and constraints of a parcel of properties, directing 

its growth for over fifty years (1873-1927). Beginning with the 137 acre Bussey Estate 

(the Peter’s Hill tract of 67.6 acres was added in 1894), Sargent chose its patterns of 

organization, collaborating with Frederick Law Olmsted to determine the layout of roads 

and character of land use. Existing woodland was protected, and space was set aside 

for temporary, research-based collections.  

 

Certain specimen trees were accompanied by clusters of the same species, to contrast 

the difference between field and forest growth (Hay, 1995). This stemmed from 

Sargent’s keen interest in the future of American forests, immortalized in numerous 

publications. Collection projects aimed to achieve a comprehensive representation of 
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North American ligneous plants. Close relationships with plantsmen around the globe 

were formed early on; plants were identified and seeds were exchanged among an 

extensive network of avid botanists. At the turn of the century, the Arnold Arboretum 

collection expanded towards Asia, funding botanical exploration in mainland China. The 

development of a herbarium, library, and exhibition area (for displays such as the wood 

collection) were not extraneous but were fundamental to the Arboretum’s priority of 

research and education. 

 

As with the Sargent era, the next phase in the Arnold Arboretum life cycle is often 

credited to the presence of a single individual: Donald Wyman, (horticulturalist from 

1936-1970) who joined the Arnold Arboretum in a period of transition. Plantings were 

overgrown and the card index had not been kept up for many years (Wyman, 1970, 

p.81). The effects of the severe economic depression of the 1930s were exacerbated by 

a devastating hurricane, followed swiftly by world war. Meanwhile, Wyman provided 

direction. In place of taxonomy, forestry and exploration, he initiated a focus on garden 

culture. As Spongberg (taxonomist and curator emeritus at the Arnold Arboretum) 

related, “Donald Wyman, the Arboretum’s first horticulturist, played a pivotal role in 

placing the nomenclature of cultivars on a firm footing and established in the Arboretum 

many cultivar reference collections for horticulturally important genera” (1989, p.19). 

 

Following World War II, the horticultural era began. Urged on by the administration, the 

Arnold Arboretum became much more display-oriented. Beatrix Farrand — personally 

inspired by Sargent as a young woman — acted as consulting landscape gardener 

(from 1946-1950). Typical correspondence between Farrand and the Arnold Arboretum 

staff (Dr. Merrill, Dr. Sax, and Donald Wyman) revealed a new pattern of organization. 

Arboretum introductions would be placed as focal points, and less attractive species 

removed to the ‘study’ nursery at the newly donated Case Estates. Taxonomic grouping 

was to be replaced by formal compositions of texture and colour, and siting was to be 

determined by environmental requirements, not scientific relationships:  



 
 

60 
 

The remodelling of the present shrub collection should be done as soon 
as financially possible. All the formal beds in straight rows should be 
removed and the space now occupied by their stiff lines made into a big 
meadow, where moisture loving trees might be planted such as 
Liquidambar, Nyssa, Quercus bicolor, Acer rubrum, Fraxinus nigra, and 
possibly Betula nigra and a few of the best willows and alders. If a 
considerable number of trees are planted and benches placed beneath 
them the space could not as easily be used for baseball and football. 
(Farrand, 1947, correspondence) 

 

While certain of Farrand’s suggestions were followed, such as the Azalea border along 

Meadow Road, others were ignored due to maintenance constraints (Wyman, 1970). As 

the suburbs expanded and the baby boom exploded, so did the interest in low 

maintenance, showy varieties of shrubs and trees that one could plant at home. The 

Arnold Arboretum was used as a showcase for new breeds. Spectacle became firmly 

entrenched in the guiding ideology of the collection policy. 

 

The third era, perhaps in response to the nostalgia that a centennial naturally evokes, 

was a period of restoration. Its rationale was expressed in articles and reports by the 

new Director, Peter Ashton (from 1978-1989), who described how the organization and 

therefore the identity of the arboretum had been modified: 

He (Sargent) recognized the need for a dichotomy between the 
permanent “backbone” of the collection, consisting of trees and the 
shorter-lived shrub collections, and the experimental or ornamental 
material which could be regarded as more temporary and amenable to 
change. The post-war policy did not continue this distinction, and in 
several cases permanent plantings were removed for purely aesthetic 
reasons. (1979, p.334) 

 

Ashton advocated a return to the original Bentham and Hooker sequence and to the 

collection of wild seed over plants of garden origin. A strong relationship with China was 

reaffirmed, and in 1980 a Sino-American botanical expedition was mounted. While a 

master plan review was drafted by Sasaki Associates in 1994, Sargent’s plans 
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remained the authority that shaped future reports and policies. Dosmann (2011) relates 

how: 

There was a lot of archival work and there was a document put out called 
The Restoration of the Living Collections and it was to restore it back to 
maybe the original intention of Sargent and Olmsted. There was a fair 
amount of editing to the collections; some good, some perhaps not so 
good. But it was an acknowledgement that yes, we should pay homage, 
we should do more than pay homage to this original planting sequence.  

 

The curatorial staff began a complete overhaul of the living collections records to ensure 

that plants were of sufficient quality and clear provenance. Card indexes, paper maps 

and accession books were being replaced by new technology, and in 1985 Ashton 

initiated the development of BG-BASE, a program that could link databases to 

educational modules and digital mapping.  

 

Fabula 

The arboretum is a location, fixed in time and space (Figure 15). To begin, a site is 

selected. Once, this ground held an estate, a farm, a forest. Soon it will exist as an 

arboretum. The contents of site are examined and sedimentary maps prepared, 

accumulating layers of information: property lines, forest composition, drainage 

patterns, engineering plans. The director guides his horse over the hills, imagining 

which aspects will vanish and what will replace them. A beginning/entrance and an 

end/exit are decided upon. Arrangement of collections will follow a sequence, borrowing 

the latest example from Kew. The application of this sequence is not entirely consistent. 

The Salix collection is placed out of order, the abstraction of taxonomy overruled by 

practicality:  

Except for constraints placed on this plan by the ecological requirements 
of certain groups of plants, each cohort or family was allotted space in the 
Arboretum in a more or less linear sequence. Exceptions included the 
placement of the willows adjacent to the low-lying ground of the meadow. 
(Spongberg, 1989, p.16) 
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Figure 15: Charcoal/chalk sketch of the layout of The Arnold Arboretum 
(author, 2012).  

The white lines are roads, which spiral up hillsides and form organic, meandering 
connections across the irregular shape of land. 
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Roads are surveyed and graded. Plants are accessioned and planted according to plan. 

These grow and decay. New species are discovered as the local gullies and global 

forests are explored. The expansion of a collection results from the expansion of our 

knowledge. The public is encouraged to come, learn and take delight in the variety on 

display. 

 

A realm of information satellites is tethered to this place. There is a cue card for each 

species, an accession number in each inventory, a spot on the map, revised 

continuously as the storms come and path shifts and the tile drains are inserted (Hays, 

1995). Samples are taken and pressed in the herbarium. Monographs are compiled. 

Each tree, its tendencies and habits, represents the whole of its kind. Each season, a 

bulletin is printed and the special characteristics of the collections are presented: 

fashionable winter bark, late dropping leaves, early spring blooms. The collection has a 

shadow life in text and image, a documentary twin (Figure 16). This twin subsists on the 

observations and goals of people. When time and interest lag, the record grows vague, 

lags behind, and becomes more of a rough sketch of reality than an exact print. 

 

Some actors can be identified. The horticultural crew, at the behest of curatorial 

decisions and planting plans, are inserting and managing the plants. The plants 

themselves are growing and propagating, responding to the site and its conditions. 

Water, insects, competing vegetation, sunlight, air temperatures; the environment 

interacts with the plants, encouraging certain responses and discouraging others. It 

becomes the narrative of a community. 
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Figure 16: Archival maps 4 & 2A (1942 above, 1964 below) courtesy of The Arnold 
Arboretum.  

The site is divided into a grid of rectangles for easy inventory and maintenance 
reference. Accessions are inserted and nomenclature changed, even the orientation is 
revised over time, evident where the paths are ‘flipped’ (left top, bottom).  
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The site is not static. While shrub beds along the road remain accessible, standing 

water envelops half of the willow collection, cattails revealing the boundaries of an 

amorphous wetland. Has it always been this way? While many changes are the result of 

careful planning and human intervention, others are unanticipated: 

Between the Meadow Road and the Arborway is a low swampy area 
which remains wet during a large part of the year. At its lower end, just 
across from the Administration Building, are the remnants of a once-large 
willow collection. Strangely enough many species have failed to do well 
here, chiefly because the water table has been at such a high level that 
even willows cannot survive! A row of tall willows along the Arborway 
fence had grown so large that its overhanging branches threatened traffic 
on the street. A part of these were removed in the winter of 1937-38, and 
the remainder were so severely damaged in the hurricane of September, 
1938, that most of them were taken out last winter, leaving a few surviving 
veterans to be disposed of later. (Arnold Arboretum, 1939, p. 22) 

 

 

Story 

The path shapes the sequence of experience. It provides perspective, as the characters 

and conflicts that unfold are revealed by movement through the path. In a garden, one 

can easily step off the path, stop at a certain moment and read a book (effectively 

embedding a different story into the one being experienced) or turn around after 

encountering an icy patch. This could lead to the criticism that there is no control over 

visitors, over their movements and also their ability or desire to follow the plot. But this 

could be said of any reader-text encounter when the reader’s mind slips off into its own 

tangent.  

 

In the Arnold Arboretum there is a hierarchy of pathways, beginning with the smooth, 

paved roads looped gently throughout the grounds. The roads are accompanied by 

pedestrian pathways, separated at times by a boulevard of shrubs (Figure 17).  
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Figure 17: Photograph of the path, shrub border, road arrangement in The Arnold 
Arboretum (author, 2012). 

 

This is one of the first spatial patterns established within the AA. Shrubs grew in the 

nursery while versions of the arboretum plans were drafted by Olmsted and Sargent. 

Shrubs grew while the City of Boston and Harvard University took years of discussion to 

come to an agreement. When finally planted as an edge treatment along the roads (still 

according to their proper family position), these specimens were quite mature, and so 

presented a screen of lushness between the carriage rider and the bare fields dotted 

with saplings. 

 

The collections developed a foreground and background. Those on the path were given 

a more intimate experience, with a proximity that encouraged one to stop and read the 

labels, taking note of a special bark or scent. Play between visual and tactile scales 

(Lassus, 1998) was clearly in use. 
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A third tier of path originally existed. It allowed pedestrian walkways to flow into the 

collections by a scythed strip through the turf. These ephemeral pathways could be 

altered to highlight seasonal qualities of the plants, and be shifted to avoid compaction 

of the soil into muddy ruts. As machinery made mowing easier, this sort of path 

construction became rare. Temporary and informal crossings solidified into fixed routes. 

The maintenance of pathways and its impact were addressed by administration:  

The arboretum’s carefully planned path system, defined on gentle 
topography merely by close scything along the trails, thus disappeared. It 
is our intention to reintroduce natural herbaceous flora in selected areas 
and simultaneously to regrade and redefine the original paths, thus 
encouraging more general use of the arboretum by the public. (Ashton, 
1980, p. 248) 

 

One method of focalization is through external frameworks. The map used to orient or 

the guidebook that recounts ethnobotanical trivia can establish an alignment for one’s 

own exploration. The inventory card for a Salix species, scribbled with notes on 

suckering and nomenclature, records the conflict between the unique life of a tree and 

the task of its representation. The Salix acutifolia in the arboretum stands for all Salix 

acutifolia, though it may not grow into a typical form. To display the range of possible 

phenotypic variance, one would have to provide windswept permafrost, dunes, ditches 

and lazy river islets. Instead, variation is primarily found in cultivars and hybrids, 

arranged ‘naturally’ (not too regularly in rows or grids). So the difference in character 

between species, not within a species, is displayed. The specimen is not an individual; it 

is a type. 

 

Now the willows as a community form a mass of fine textures, a soft romantic backdrop 

for the increasingly busy Arborway. An impression of informality surrounds the site and 

its inhabitants. It is part of their character to droop and drop debris (Figure 18). Weak 

limbs crack and re-sprout in the mud. Many willows are early succession species, one 

of the first to emerge in a disturbed area. They do not stay still. 
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Figure 18: Photograph of the Salix collection, Arnold Arboretum (author, 2011).  

Standing water and marshy vegetation block access to such specimens: Its cracked 
lower limb remains attached like a hangnail, still sprouting fresh green foliage. 

 

In a structural sense, these characters — willows, visitors, horticultural maintenance 

workers — can be evaluated according to the function of their roles. If the goal of the 

collection is to create a living tableau, how does each character either aid or impede this 

goal? 
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Consider the eternal struggle between entropy and order. This is not a binary dispute, 

as these forces intermingle within each character. Salix exhibit an innate disposition to 

reach the potential forms encoded in their DNA, as do we all. In terms of growth, of 

fresh leaves and catkins emerging and bright, graceful limbs exposed to the winter 

sunlight, the fulfillment of these forms is supported by the desires of horticulturalists and 

visitors. Simultaneously, any attempts by Salix to propagate and to spread beyond a 

planned locale is discouraged through weeding and mowing, and the aging process is 

continually checked through pollarding and regenerative pruning. This interjection of 

maintenance into a tree’s natural life cycle could be viewed as a conflict between the 

internal and the external, making each Salix a specific combatant in a larger war. 

 

What can drastically change the tone of this story is the character of the visitor. 

Currently, only about 7% of visitors to the AA are “pilgrims” who come to view specific 

plants or to conduct research in the collections (Dosmann, 2011). People jog, walk their 

dog, picnic, and treat the grounds as a pleasant shortcut to the train station. The 

behaviour and expectations of visitors have been altered over the decades by countless 

variables such as fashion, development, and leisure trends. At one time, it was the 

fashion to set cars on fire and push them down Busey Hill (Ashton, 1980). 

 

In appealing to general tendencies such as curiosity, metaphor, and anthropomorphic 

empathy, it is possible to draw the visitor into a desired role as reader. The botanical 

knowledge represented in labels and associations can be more richly understood if the 

trees are fully imprinted into the memory of a visitor. This requires one to spend time 

and effort exploring the collection, but the evolving nature of a living collection also 

allows for constant discovery, “Every place, from the intersection of a busy street to a 

clearing in the woods, represents the junction of a “star of lines,” or a star of stories. 

Even in a single spot, a constant sequence of events has unfolded and continues to 

unfold” (Potteiger & Purinton, 1998, p.129). 
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Text 

The willow collection drifts from the path, as though floating into the swamp. Arching 

between Meadow Road and the Willow Path, it separates the marshy area from the 

maple collection, creating an intermediate zone between prim specimens and the purely 

naturalized meadow. While there is no particular path through the willows, water acts as 

a barrier and guide (Figure 19). As the water level rises and dissipates, the freedom to 

move lapses and blooms. What are those unreachable willows? It is impossible to see 

their bark up close, and to read their names. 

 

 

Figure 19: Photograph of the Salix collection, The Arnold Arboretum (author, 
2011). 

 There is a clear divide between the mown surface to the left and the wet, ‘naturalized’ 
vegetation to the right. 

 

 

Imagine a trail from tree to tree, connecting the dots. Each tree is introduced by an 

anodized tag or metal label, like a name tag at a convention (Figure 20). The labels are 

clues to an external sense of order. The trees are shackled to a human pattern of 

names and relationships, and this is one of the tensions buried within the scene. Is the 

inward direction of each tree in accordance with our use for it? 
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Figure 20: Photograph of accession tag in The Arnold Arboretum Salix collection 
(author, 2012). 

 

When the arboretum labels are missing or the path submerged, it is harder to 

understand the place, which breaks free from the surrounding context. What is apparent 

then is the quality of light in the leaves, the dramatic colours of wet bark or fresh twigs. 

The sensible and tangible presence of each willow asserts itself. This sort of 

involvement is very difficult for people to accept without turning back to the framing 

world, without taking a photo or a sketch, or without writing down the name to look up 

later. There is nothing unusual in a person pocketing a souvenir: a fallen twig with furry 

catkins on it, or a few leaves flattened in a book. The moment is so transient there must 

be a way to capture it. 
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It is integral to the whole concept of an arboretum that trees are beneficial to human 

health simply through proximity. Their regeneration is meant to inspire. Their constant 

change in temperament throughout the seasons is reminiscent of human moods and 

stages. There is identification between our bodies and theirs, between our trunks, limbs, 

fluids and breath (Jones & Cloke, 2002; Rival, 1998). The presence of roots travelling 

well below ground is a metaphor for our own subconscious activity. There exists broad 

and ancient cultural identification between sorrows and the weeping forms of willows, 

expressed in countless poems, pottery motifs and artwork. Through the manipulation of 

surface signs (textual level) the visitor may experience a place which is purposefully 

embedded with references to story.  
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5.2 Case Study: The Dominion Arboretum 

Canada’s first, the Dominion Arboretum was formed from 65 of the 465 hectares 

designated for a Central Experimental Farm (CEF) in Ottawa (1885). This farm would 

be a composite, a gestalt of coastal, prairie and interior possibilities for a national 

agricultural force. Beginning with five stations (in Ontario, Nova Scotia, Saskatchewan, 

Manitoba, and British Columbia) the farm would eventually be expanded to eighteen, 

with representation in every province. Like astronauts colonizing a new planet, scientists 

investigated the native soils, flora and fauna; bred species of plants and animals to 

withstand their new environments; and recommended the ideal constitution and 

management for quality homesteads. 

 

The visionary in this tale was Sir William Saunders, who believed in the necessity to 

‘intellectualize’ agriculture through scholarly research endeavours, and who devised the 

original set of recommendations for forming the CEF. He worked closely with a 

procession of Ministers of Agriculture to create a government system that was 

supportive of settlers, responding to the difficulties and issues encountered as they 

worked the wild landscape into Canadian farms and orchards. 

 

 A colonial imprint is evident in the layout of the Ottawa CEF, including the Arboretum. 

Together they exhibit qualities of the ferme ornée (Ornamental Farm) popularized in the 

late 18th century, and the ubiquitous English style of pastoral illusion which preceded it.  

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries travellers in describing 
Canadian landscape spoke in terms of “romantic views” and “picturesque 
scenery” which to them meant picture-like in the tradition of the designed 
landscapes of Britain where the design effort was to create a series of 
pictures as one moved through the landscape. At the same time, a very 
rigid system of land survey was arbitrarily imposed with little regard for 
topography. The two approaches foiling each other have dictated 
development of both urban and rural landscapes in Canada throughout 
our history (Stewart, 1979, p.206). 
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Figure 21: Plan of the Central Experimental Farm, 1897. Agriculture Agri-Food 
Canada, CEF Management Plan (2009).  

North is to the left in this plan. The roads follow clear, rectangular alignment through the 
agricultural research plots (top), yet meander and curve through The Dominion 
Arboretum (bottom).  
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The farm proper was arranged as a grid of rectangular plots separated by lanes and 

hedgerows, with a centralized node of service and institutional buildings. Sloping down 

to meet the Rideau Canal, the Arboretum was situated on a remnant, irregular edge, 

with a varied topography. While trial plots in the CEF were aligned in strict rows, the 

Arboretum was planted in family groups, two of each species, in a much more painterly 

way: hugging the water, shading the lane, enclosing broad voids of lawn (Figure 21). 

 

Roads and paths were curved, look-offs and views were accented, and a park-like 

feeling was emphasized in layout and management. However, the Dominion Arboretum 

was not a park. It was a ground dedicated to experimentation. Woody plants were 

propagated to determine the conditions of survival. The intention was not to display the 

regional flora, but to transplant and condition foreign plants with economic potential, 

generating a modified local variety. This process had been part of the botanical empire 

building that European countries (Dutch, British, French) had been undertaking in their 

colonies for decades, establishing botanical gardens in Singapore, India, and Malaysia 

to exchange seed and to fuel plantations. 

 

Knowledge, of trees and plants as well as agricultural practices, was imported into 

Canada from abroad. A pioneer for the Department of Agriculture (now Agriculture and 

Agri-Food Canada, AAFC), the CEF was to adapt and disperse this knowledge, creating 

a uniquely Canadian breed of farming. The functional role of trees — fruit production, 

shelter-belt, and decoration — was primary. Along with the successful hybridization of 

cereals and grains for which it remains famous, the CEF focussed on breeding new 

species of woody plants that would survive and flourish in Canada. Popular varieties of 

hardy apples were developed by the first CEF horticulturalist William T. Macoun, and 

Isabella Preston is well-recognized in the horticultural world for her ornamental hybrids. 
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Government scientists and the public they served had a responsive and almost 

symbiotic relationship; "the Farm was originally designed in a period when public 

involvement was expected, and encouraged” (CEF Management Plan, 2009, V3, 

para.2). Samples of seed, insects and soil were mailed to the CEF, and amateur 

naturalists and farmers both offered knowledge and requested advice. This 

communication slowly grew one-sided as a distinction between expert and amateur, 

based primarily on official education, developed within the increasingly industrialized 

culture. This divide became apparent within the Ottawa CEF in the separation of 

arboretum from farm. The experimental mandate of the arboretum was eventually 

withdrawn. This was both ideological and a physical removal of resources, a result of 

cultural compartmentalization of economic botany. 

 

What remained was a physical example of a certain era of thought. The connection 

between park aesthetic and scientific inquiry may not be a natural connection for the 

modern scientist. Research into hardiness continues in nurseries, university labs and 

forestry plots, and the spaciousness and display of the Dominion Arboretum could be 

considered outmoded, or too public, for these purposes. The National Historic plaque 

(1998) encourages an interpretation of the CEF as a venerable heritage site, and so the 

Arboretum mandate of trial and discovery becomes part of National history. The 

designation serves as a protective measure; although it may be frozen in time, at least 

the Dominion Arboretum will not be required to rationalize its existence under constant 

threat of development. 

 

Fabula 

The location is Ottawa, the capital city of Canada. Surrounded by development, the 

CEF has been tucked within city boundaries since the 1930s, a reminder of aspiration 

for an agriculturally-focussed future. Province, city, farm, arboretum: each is connected, 

embedded, a piece of the whole. The boundaries of the Dominion Arboretum shift and 

settle. The collection actually extends across Prince of Wales Drive to the campus of 
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central buildings, where trees and shrubs have been accessioned and maintained in 

tandem with those inside Arboretum grounds. As the vision guiding the city plan 

changes, so does the CEF:  

In 1936, the Federal District Commission incorporated the farm in its 
proposed plan for a scenic driveway system. The plan was implemented 
by the mid-1940s....One consequence of the road-widening inherent in the 
driveway system was the removal of much of the forest belt along the 
north and west sides of the property, as well as the dismantling of the 
main entry gates. The loss of these trees was compounded by the loss to 
disease of many of the CEF's mature elms. (Agriculture and Agri-Food 
Canada, 1997, para.13) 

 

A railroad once passed through the site, but was buried in the 1960’s as part of the NCC 

plan to remove industrial ‘blemishes’ from green space (Picton, 2010). 

 

Internal and external actors are at work. Governing policies and new technologies 

change the surface, dimensions, and speed of circulation; the time and space required 

for propagation; and the style and use of buildings. The AAFC alternates between 

centralization and de-centralization as contrary political forces dictate its role. Internally, 

people directly shape a new understanding of environment and husbandry, how life —

the soils, insects, plants, and diseases — responds to both man-made and natural 

trials. 

 

Hardiness implies a struggle, some test of strength or health that is overcome. The 

Dominion Arboretum followed a traditional scientific process to test the trees. A 

hypothesis was set: that a tree from elsewhere may live here, the tree was planted, and 

the results monitored. These were on public display. Whether the trees grew well, died 

back each year, or showed winter burn were visible responses that did not need 

publication in order to be communicated, although yearly reports and bulletins 

documented the status and qualities of specimens. 
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The directness of this interaction between the trees and visitors is crucial. The public 

was free to explore and to observe for themselves various textures of leaves, growth 

patterns, and results of hybridization in flower and form. The boundaries of the 

arboretum were permeable in this sense, as external agents could arrive, learn, and exit 

without becoming part of the internal system. 

 

Story 

The Salix collection is strewn along the water’s edge, at the base of a bare, sloping hill. 

This is a very sensible place for the willows to be sited, according to a vernacular 

understanding of the species. Their familiar appearance makes ditches visible along a 

road, sweeps the shores of rivers and streams, and creates a strong cultural connection 

between the sight of willows and water (Figure 22). This relationship has all the 

ingredients for the English or picturesque recipe of landscape style, in which expanses 

of lawn, curves of open water, and frames of layered vegetation are composed into a 

series of views (Figure 23). These are identified as ‘key elements’ of its official historic 

status (Parks Canada, Directory of Federal Heritage Designations, 1997).  

 

The visitor is not exposed to a linear sequence of ordered families or successional 

growth patterns. There is a single entrance/exit for vehicles, as well as possible 

pedestrian access along the path which shadows the Rideau Canal, meaning that a visit 

could begin and end in a variety of ways. A framework of control is provided by the 

roads and paths, but these are arranged to reveal a series of singular views and 

specimens. The vision of the reader/visitor is manipulated or focalized through English 

gardening devices, popularized by Capability Brown and Humphrey Repton: 
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The English Landscape style popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries contains very specific elements which included the siting of 
buildings on raised ground overlooking a body of water, casual clumping 
of trees, controlled views and rolling hills folding into each other into the 
background, The intent was to create a natural appearance. Often this is 
so well done that investigators fail to realize that what they are looking at 
is a man-made landscape. (Stewart, 1979, p.207) 

 

It could be argued that this style has remained so prevalent that it has ‘naturalized,’ 

adapting to Canadian situations, propagating, and integrating into our concept of a 

pleasing public landscape. While it may be almost invisible, the Dominion Arboretum is 

laid out with careful artifice, in order to construct a particular experience and 

understanding of nature: calming, well-ordered and boundless (Figure 24). 

 

The sequence of this story will unfold backwards, from the current collection towards its 

origins. This momentum is created by the characters that have shaped the site. Some of 

the characters are the Salix themselves, many of whom have travelled across oceans 

and continents to be tested here. 

 

Thirty-two species and varieties (including cultivars) of Salix are listed in the most recent 

Living Collections of the Dominion Arboretum (2005), with no further elaboration than 

the Latin name. In 1961, the Arboretum Notes from the Experimental Farm listed 

twenty-three, each annotated with a brief synopsis as in a nursery catalogue. These 

notes were prefaced with the concern that, “A great many native willows are absent 

from our collection, a state of affairs that is being currently rectified. Many beautiful 

Canadian species should be quite useful as ornamentals, particularly some of the dwarf 

silvery kinds that could be used as ground covers” (Buckley, 1961). In 1899, the 

Catalogue of Trees and Shrubs included 158 species and varieties, identified by Latin 

and common name, the date planted, and often a note: Hardy, or Tender. 
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Figure 24: Charcoal and chalk sketch of the Central Experimental Farm (author, 
2012)   
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These inventories describe a trajectory. The collection now consists of a stable set of 

trees. If one grows old or diseased, limbs threatening to split and hang, then a cutting is 

taken and a clone is propagated to replace the parent. This monitoring and preparation 

helps to suspend the Arboretum in a state of perpetual continuity. Previously, new 

varieties were constantly sought and tried: ornamental species and foreign species 

whose survival would be tested. These ulterior motives allowed the collection to change, 

to fit the cultural and economic context of the CEF as a whole.                                      

 

The Dominion Arboretum no longer plays a role in displaying the most modern of 

horticultural practice. The maintenance standards continue to support a closely cropped 

monoculture of lawn, the specimens pruned into tidy, safe forms. The Arboretum 

presents a well-groomed and stately face worthy of landmark status. As stated in the 

Living Collections of the Dominion Arboretum, “The mission of the Dominion Arboretum 

is to preserve and perpetuate its collections in a pleasing and harmonious landscape” 

(Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2005, p.6). There is an implied expectation that a 

visitor to this site would be primarily interested in learning about the past — that the 

origins story of The Dominion Arboretum is more valuable culturally that the recent past 

or the present may be.  

 

Some of the most engaged characters in the recent history of the CEF have belonged to 

the Friends of the Farm (FOF), formed in 1988. Many of these volunteers were familiar 

with the farm through their work or their daily routines, and were concerned about the 

lack of funding put towards the maintenance of its ornamental zones. The founding 

General Manager, Peter Elliot, had worked in the Dairy Building at the CEF as a 

research technologist for years before becoming involved in tourism and program 

coordination. The group was created to protect the ornamental collections (Figure 25), 

including the Dominion Arboretum, from possible development.  
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Figure 25: Photograph of the Ornamental Gardens, maintained by the Friends of 
the Farm. Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, CEF Management Plan (2009). 

 

As Elliot (2008) recounts in the 20th anniversary bulletin, “Meanwhile, changes were 

taking place in the Research function. Ornamental Gardens and Arboretum funding was 

under reconsideration, as they were no longer research functions. The Showcase Herd 

was also threatened. The public in Ottawa were expressing concerns.”  

 

Many volunteers have dedicated years to research the identity and improve the status 

of important and rare collections, such as the Lilacs. The FOF work to maintain display 

gardens and to support restoration and fundraising projects in tandem with the staff of 

the Dominion Arboretum. The collaboration between enthusiastic volunteers and paid 

staff is reminiscent of the origins of the CEF, when the fashion for natural observation 

thrived amid generations of amateurs eager to assist the new research farm: 
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Because the botany that was first undertaken in the department emerged 
from the natural history tradition, women first contributed as unpaid 
"amateur" observers, collectors, and correspondents. As science 
professionalized and bureaucratized in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, however, the contributions of unpaid "amateurs" were 
no longer desired or needed. (Loydlangston, 2006, p.1) 

 

The Friends of the Farm have been very successful in renewing the ornamental 

gardens and protecting the heritage value of many collections. Agriculture and Agri-

Foods Canada has supported a Management Plan, which outlines the history, key 

elements, and future development plans for the site. These are the characters who 

enact changes that will be read by a visitor, from the tangible hedges clipped by 

volunteers to the less tangible investments in time and money.  

 

Text 

If you were to stroll through the Dominion Arboretum on a rainy fall day, head down 

towards the water on the wide, paved road. The peninsula and rough edge of the land 

near Dow's Lake (once Dow's Swamp) are man-made, reconfigured in the 1960’s when 

the area was excavated to bury a rail line. It appears so natural. A main path that 

connects to Carleton University is highly populated by joggers and cyclists. Salix form a 

loose barrier between path and water. You may notice the method of windbreaks 

developed by the farm: a line of taller coniferous trees planted with a deciduous under-

row. Certain groups of trees were planted to test their hardiness in unsuitable 

conditions, and had to be either transplanted to appropriate sites or allowed to die off 

slowly. You may wonder which have been moved. 

 

Constant documentation on each specimen is part of what distinguishes the arboretum 

from a park. Records of each tree are kept in card catalogues, the inventories from 

different years in leather-bound books, maps arranged by grid sections, and folders of 

aerial photographs. The continuity of inventory and collection documentation helped the 
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staff and Friends of the Farm to make their case for preservation as a National Historic 

Site. The labels on some specimens relate the date planted, along with the specimen 

name in Latin, English and French. As a government institution, the records are doubly 

recorded in the official languages. It would be nice to see the Japanese name of the 

Japanese specimens, the German name of the German specimens.   

 

Arriving at a lookout point, you can experience the expansive panorama, including a 

borrowed view of buildings in silhouette beyond the Rideau Canal. Right below is the 

Salix collection. You could take the path in a gentle switchback or run directly down the 

incline, depending on your energy and your choice of shoes. 

 

The willow collection is given plenty of space and forms the heart of the arboretum 

proper. Each tree grows alone, in turf. They are pruned and tidy looking, with tags held 

in the trunks. The ground is covered with small branches, leaves and debris from a 

storm the night before. Many of the willows are turning yellow but most hold their 

leaves. A few have been planted recently (within the last 15 years) as memorial trees, 

part of the donor program established by Trevor Cole (the previous curator) and the 

FOF. 

 

Some of the shrubbier forms are simply hacked to the ground in renovation pruning 

every few years, to keep a manageable size and colourful stem. The ground is soggy 

with standing water near the canal, and there are many bridges and curving views, 

sheltered by a hill rising to your back. The tree trunks are variably wet, creating an effect 

of large dark stripes (Figure 26). Some volunteers from other genera are allowed to co-

exist; for example, a large butternut is growing along one bank with the willows. The 

water seems quite low in a creek, which is either diverted from or flowing into the canal, 

and little crustaceans coat the rocks. Some willows have fallen into the water, and these 

trunks are fringed with masses of fibrous roots, now dry and hanging in the air like 
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lichen. There are a few bridges, encouragement to cross back and forth over the water 

and to approach the banks.  

 

 

Figure 26: Photograph of the wet/dry/wet ridges of Salix bark (author, 2011). 
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5.3 Case Study:  

The Memorial University of Newfoundland Botanical Gardens 

St. John’s embraced its role as a modern Canadian city in the 1960’s. This included the 

construction of highways and massive institutional projects such as the new Memorial 

University of Newfoundland (MUN) campus. Framing these developments, a buffer of 

greenery was preserved to allow for future expansion; this grew to become Pippy Park 

(3,400 acres). It now serves as natural backdrop to the city, with easily accessible 

campgrounds and trails that offer a relief from suburban sprawl. In 1971, Oxen Pond 

Botanic Park was formed within the Pippy Park boundary, a tangent of the MUN 

Department of Biology. 

 

While official policy was guided by a steering committee, “the day-to-day operations and 

actual implementation of long term plans are under the supervision and management of 

the Resident Naturalist” (Jackson, Brassard, 1974). The man chosen for this job was 

Bernard Jackson, credited with establishing the direction and character of the garden. 

Jackson had previously been a naturalist for the Newfoundland Provincial Parks and 

worked for the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds in Great Britain. At Jackson’s 

retirement, Mose Morgan (MUN president 1973-1981) recalled, “in 1971 when he 

became Manager of Oxen Pond, he was given no blue print, no plan of development, 

for a garden that, in time, would hopefully contain samples of all native flowers. What 

has been accomplished was designed by him and is the result of his fertile mind and 

driving personality” (Morgan, 1993, para.3).  

 

Jackson was not a native but an imported British specimen; however, he adapted quite 

well to his new environment, and set about describing its unique attributes with fervour. 

The endeavour was to “take 50 years or more” to complete (MUN Gazette, 1972). While 

fifty years could be considered a prologue in the lifespan of some Botanical Gardens, a 

great deal had been accomplished by the official opening in 1977. 
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Jackson’s plan was thoroughly based on the educational value that gardens could hold. 

Many of his approaches were radical for their time: no pesticides, no lawns, no heavy 

machinery (a horse, Charlie, was used to remove stumps and haul boulders), and an 

emphasis on making compost and wildlife habitat. These practices are now considered 

part of a sound ecological management system, and the current staff remains amazed 

by the foresight Jackson demonstrated. Traits of the topography were studied, both for 

the creation of low-impact trails that would not be washed out by ephemeral run-off, but 

also to determine what features the trails should visit. 

 

The park layout (Figure 27) was based upon revealing the value and role of everyday 

plants and animals. Species were lying in wait, mute, overlooked. The garden was a 

skeleton that would slowly be fleshed out with additional species. Those that were not 

already present would be introduced, as would the ecological systems they were part of. 

“Diversification is the key to beautifying the site and must be introduced without 

destroying the natural appearance of the land” (Jackson, 1975, p.3). 

 

The site included gravel roads, detritus left by squatters and settlers, a semi-polluted 

pond (notable traces of ammonia were found), a hillside scarred by fire in 1961, and a 

dense spruce/fir forest. Land adjacent to Mt. Scio Road was developed sparingly into 

parking and garden “rooms.” Many of the buildings were designed and constructed by 

staff, including the original field centre, extended to include a gift shop and offices; a 

cottage for volunteers; a greenhouse and alpine house; and teaching gazebos. The title 

resident naturalist was literal, as Jackson occupied a house on site (currently the alpine 

garden) for many years. It took from 1971 to 1977 to get the park fully operational and 

open to the public, although student groups were brought in as early as 1973. 
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By introducing new species and creating niche habitats, the staff constantly tested what 

would flourish and what would fail. This built upon the Island’s history of inadvertent 

trials. St. John’s has been a port city for the Spanish, British, Portuguese and French 

since 1497. The ballast held in returning cod ships was often gravel and soils from 

foreign lands, dumped upon arrival.  

 

 

Figure 27: Charcoal and Chalk sketch of MUNBG (author, 2012).  
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This, in combination with immigrants bringing cuttings and seeds, allowed for species to 

travel into the island long after the movements of tectonic plates and glaciers had 

prompted and hindered the dispersion of seeds. The park directly references this past 

through their heritage garden. Newfoundlanders were encouraged to send perennials 

planted before WWII (or confederation in 1949) to Oxen Park. This encouraged people 

to become aware of and to take pride in the plants that survived along with their own 

families. 

 

The Oxen Pond Botanic Park was changed to the Memorial University Botanical Garden 

(MUNBG) in 1984, aspiring toward international recognition in connection with the 

university. After a period of transition, cutbacks in funding, and eventual incorporation, 

Wilf Nicholls became director (1997-2010). Under his leadership, the breeding of new 

Newfoundland hardy varieties was encouraged, as were ties to the growing nursery 

industry; local agricultural improvements (celebrated in the annual Ken Proudfoot Potato 

Festival); and research connections, such as rose hip trials for potential nutraceutical 

value. 

“For decades all of the hardy plants being sold in the province were 
imports,” said Dr. Nicholls. “My goal has been to increase production of 
plants within Newfoundland and Labrador and replace some of the 
imports with locally grown plants, using the Botanical Gardens collections. 
Many of the plants we’ll be exporting have already existed for many years, 
but have not been available commercially.” (Nichols, 2009, para.4) 

 

The MUNBG is currently formulating a strategy for future development. 
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Fabula 

The chronology of the MUNBG is variable as each unit follows a unique pace and cycle. 

The fen has different rates of change and growth, different inputs and outputs than the 

crevice garden. Themes such as ecological patterns, human use, geographic origin, 

and plant types can all be found. Rather than appearing disjointed, these are unified by 

ideology. 

 

Identity is fostered in the understanding of growing systems that are rooted in place. 

Concepts such as habitat are identified in landscapes and then described through 

display. That these landscapes are particular to Newfoundland is repeatedly 

emphasized. The hardship of long winters, endless wind, and isolated geography 

challenges both plants and people. Ancient and complex geology, oceans predating the 

Atlantic, and economic exploitation all combine to form a grand narrative of struggle and 

renewal. A spirit of rugged romanticism could be epitomized by unique landscapes like 

the limestone barrens. Appealing to local pride and to stewardship of this inheritance is 

part of the MUNBG ideology. It suggests how to build a rich future out of the past. 

 

The organization of MUNBG emphasizes the niche aspect of location, wherein each 

setting offers specific opportunities for life. “What we have in mind is not a conventional 

botanic garden, with formal flower beds and arrangements of plants from all over the 

world, our aim is to re-create as many as possible of the natural environments that exist 

in Newfoundland and Labrador within the boundaries of the park” (Jackson, 1974, para. 

2). Among the natural environments listed by Jackson are alpine, fen, and boreal forest, 

but also suburban gardens and roadside meadow. This extends the concept of habitat 

beyond native or wild ecosystems, and encourages a fresh understanding of the 

constructed landscapes that people inhabit.  
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There is no separation between places for wildlife and those for humans, all locations 

are shared. The grounds are managed carefully to promote specific populations, in what 

Jackson referred to as an English style of nature reserve (Jackson, 1981). Many garden 

elements target the needs of butterflies, including meadows, borders and gardens for 

various flowering forage, and log-pile nesting sites (Figure 28). 

 

 

Figure 28: Photograph of butterfly habitat, MUNBG, placed by pathway for clear 
interpretive role (author, 2012).  

 

The structure of garden elements repositions the past within the present. The visitor is 

meant to recognize the familiar, and to realize its importance. The physical past —a 

branch of old farm road, a burnt-over hillside— is repurposed. While on forest trails, the 
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themes are found ones of local biomes. Descriptive signage and labels support a 

directly informative reading of the site. Paths meander, branch and merge. Connections 

are continuously made, linking the plant on site to a plant elsewhere. The forest is the 

same as that across the peninsula. The same shrubby birch, mossy ground, and 

juniper-clad rocks can be found in the cove nearby. The plants that grow here are the 

only ones that can. There is a slow introduction of new and exotic things, but these must 

be able to endure identical conditions to those of native species. 

 

Human connections and patterns of influence support this ideology. Other actors that 

shape the garden are natural forces. Fire has left a visible mark on the ridge across 

Oxen Pond. The peaty soils burnt deep and ferociously, and were almost entirely 

consumed. With no tree or soil cover, wind and sun scoured the rocks. The slow 

regeneration of this hill has been illustrative of the successional process, and it now 

provides one of the few environments in the garden where berries such as northern wild 

raisin (Viburnum cassinoides), squashberry (Viburnum edule) and blueberry (Vaccinium 

angustifolium) can grow without being shaded out (Figure 29).  

 

On the hill below the Rhododendron Dell, a recent storm blew down many of the 

shallow-rooted fir, letting light into the area and clearing views towards the pond. These 

openings provided by the weather allow for the Garden to expand and change, injecting 

variety into the uniform forest composition. 

 

Natural processes become allies, providing disturbance which can be embellished and 

interpreted. It works because the overall plan is experimental; when one project fails, 

another is tested. Many of the heathers that once thrived in the garden have been out-

competed by Rhododendrons or damaged by exposure to winter wind when the snow 

cover was too sparse. This leaves gaps, and slowly the theme of one room may 

change, from meadow to medicinal garden. 
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Figure 29: Photograph of the regenerating clearing, MUNBG (author, 2012). 

 

This flexibility provides strength, but it also suggests that the MUNBG may change 

continuously over the coming years. Still quite young in terms of botanical gardens, the 

imprint of specific directors is visible in the decisions and gardens that have been 

developed. 

 

 Story 

It was not a pristine forest. There were roads, foundations, buried trash that refused to 

disintegrate, bodies of cars, oil cans, and septic tanks. The first few years were spent 

cleaning and clearing. The grounds were divided into garden and reserve. This is less a 

distinction between artificial/natural than it may seem. The garden areas were created in 
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a very naturalistic way, including miniature examples of landscapes such as limestone 

scree and crevice, or flowering meadow. The horizon, what is being stood upon and 

grown from, is worked. Trash emerges each spring, chimneys and tin cans heaved up 

by freeze and thaw. Soil has to be imported, as only peat and stone seemed to be 

naturally plentiful. Compost, manure, and lime amend the new beds (Figure 30); as filth 

is removed, fertility is added. 

 

 

Figure 30: Photograph of the interpretive compost area, placed in a visible and 
central location within the MUNBG (author, 2012).  

The ‘walls’ created by dense forest enclose the larger scene while the stacked log wall 

separates garden spaces in the foreground. 
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The botanical garden proper, consisting of labeled beds and specimens, contains a 

patchwork of structures. Historical styles of fence and shelter are demonstrated, 

including a Quiggley fence of tightly woven saplings and a dry stone wall cobbled from 

an old farmhouse foundation. Each garden segment is physically linked but 

conceptually separate. Small choices such as left or right can be taken. Focus on one at 

a time. Summer reveals a showy collection of flowering and ornamental plants, 

designed to renew the inner gardener desiccated by the island’s incessant wind. The 

garden is opened for a short growing season (May-October) then closed to hibernate. 

 

Familiar characters emerge: staff and visitors, species of plants and animals, natural 

processes of weather and time. Public interaction is very controlled, with access limited 

seasonally, visitor fees collected, and casual use discouraged. Upon the official 

opening, Jackson was asked about the banning of radios, cars and dogs. He 

responded, “The park has been designed to refresh the spirit and to provide a place of 

refuge within minutes of downtown St. John’s for harried citizens who want to 

appreciate nature as observers and not as participants” (Jackson, 1977). This 

distinction between observer and participant remains intact.  

 

Physical involvement is encouraged through very specific volunteer programs (such as 

FOG, Friends of the Garden), annual events such as art shows and potato festivals, and 

interpretive workshops. The route is set: one is directed to stay on the path and to sit on 

the bench. There is no open space to wander. This control reinforces a particular 

reading of the site; its organization acts as a series of educational examples, like 

walking past booths at a science fair. 

 

While tightly regulated, the education and expansion of a public awareness is the 

primary goal of the MUNBG. Each display is an avenue for information. One analogy 

used to describe botanical gardens in general is a living laboratory, and this could be 
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applicable here. The activity of humans within the landscape is on display through the 

continuous movement of potted alpine plants from nursery (Figure 31) to display house, 

and in the cut flower garden and heritage gardens.  

 

 

Figure 31: Photograph of an alpine Salix sp. (author, 2012).  

These alpine specimens remain in pots to be easily transferred between the alpine 
display house and the nursery cold frame. 

 

The activities and responsibilities of a naturalist are explained in the hopes that they will 

be internalized and applied to homes and landscapes throughout Newfoundland. An 

original relationship with wildlife was woven into the fabric of the MUNBG. Many of the 

gardens and their management are intended to create habitat and fodder for butterflies, 

but birds are also welcomed and researched. Bat houses are visible on the high trunks 

of trees, and the moose leave droppings beside chewed stubs of branches.  
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These are active participants in the garden, which is not complete without them and 

which is designed to accommodate and nourish their presence (perhaps not 

intentionally for the moose). 

 

The character of plants is shown in connection with their context. Each plant is part of a 

system of soil, animals, insects, light, water, a culture of interdependence. Specimens 

compete for light. Many of the older conifers in the rock garden are starting to shade out 

the prostrate plants that require full exposure, and even the Rhododendrons grow out 

towards the sun, not quite comfortable in their understory status.  

 

 

Figure 32: Northern Limestone Barrens, Boat Harbour. Maunder, John E 
(photographer).  
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Text 

The coast of Northwestern Newfoundland has a patchy margin of cracked, exposed 

rock, called the Limestone Barrens (Figure 32). In these dry crevices, species which 

exist nowhere else in the world survive. Merritt Lyndon Fernald named many of them as 

he botanized along the coves and bluffs of Newfoundland.  

 

Fernald was a professor of Botany and Natural History at Harvard, maintaining a long 

association with the Gray Herbarium, publishing over 750 scientific papers, and leaving 

a lasting impression as a pioneer in phytogeography (Raup, 1950). Although his trips 

(seven trips from 1910-1929) were harried by wrecks and blizzards, Fernald kept 

returning to Newfoundland from his Boston base, compelled by the unique flora to be 

discovered: 

After a fine week of collecting on the “limestone barrens”, the party 
departed for the south by coastal boat, only to put into nearby St. Barbe 
because of the weather. Ever enthusiastic, the party got in another four 
hours of collecting near the harbour. About dawn the next day, the boat 
again set sail, only to promptly run aground off the Dog Peninsula! 
Fernald’s party, and the other passengers had to be landed at Brig Bay by 
lifeboat. Not ones to miss an opportunity, the party collected madly for 
about 3 days, until their boat was finally pulled off the rocks. (Limestone 
Barrens, 2011, para.7) 

 

At the tip of Belle Isle, Salix jejuna (the Barrens Willow) “is threatened by habitat loss 

and degradation” (Djan-Chékar et al. 2003, p1). The area is disturbed by frost and wind, 

and more recently by roads, quarries, and trails. Where disturbance is to be found, Salix 

tend to grow: 

They are edge species, adapted to a marginal habitat. Many other 
vascular plant species that are rare in Newfoundland share this niche, 
disjuncts of arctic-alpine affinity found here at the southern limit of their 
range (e.g. Bartsia alpina L.,Pedicularis flammea L., Potentilla pulchella R. 
Br. ex Ross). The presence of these species makes the Strait of Belle 
Ecoregion the richest in Newfoundland in terms of rare and exclusive 
vascular plants. (Djan-Chékar et al. 1991, p.4) 
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As part of the official recovery strategy for rare Salix and Braya, samples of the wild 

population, both male and female, have been collected from five sites and propagated 

ex situ at the MUNBG. This connection between the far northern tip of the Island and St. 

John’s, on the Eastern tip of the Avalon Peninsula, allows us to consider what is meant 

by place (Figure 33). 

 

 

 

Figure 33: Sketch of Newfoundland, depicting the relative positions of St. John’s 
and the Limestone Barrens (author, 2012).  

The ex situ populations of Salix jejuna are potted, labeled and housed in the MUNBG 
nursery. A few examples grow in the crevice garden.  
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In Pippy Park, trails link scattered ponds, and the ridge of Mt. Scio is clad in dense fir 

and spruce, lichen-covered and shallow-rooted. Exposed stone is softened by moss. 

Pits of peat soak in bogs and fens. This is the landscape you walk through. Still, it 

strives to represent and preserve species from across the island as a whole. 

 

The parking lot in front of the Field Centre forms an entrance to the MUNBG. At the 

eastern edge is a low retaining wall, planted with a few species of shrubby willow. In 

March, purple and golden stems stand brightly against the snow, and their buds are 

large and ready to open into soft catkins. While not officially a collection, this grouping 

demonstrates the place that willows commonly occupy: a slightly difficult spot with poor 

drainage or a bad slope, a leftover fringe that will not get any coddling. Across Mt. Scio 

Rd. is where the background work occurs, where the greenhouses, historical barns and 

nursery are situated. Many potted plants from various trials and projects are 

overwintered in the nursery in a grid of rectangular beds. The Salix jejuna are housed 

here in small containers of rocky mix. They grow much more swiftly in captivity, where 

the extreme and limiting conditions of their native habitat are missing (Boland, 2010).  

 

The Salix here are grown as part of an environment or situation. When the plants are 

experienced as elements of place, the abstraction of taxonomy seems imposed. Yet it is 

tempting to connect this experience to the journeys of plant explorers and botanical 

collectors, who struggled through every conceivable terrain while taking careful notes on 

elevation, soil, and species composition. This discovery of a whole, with the plant as a 

part, is what is most engaging about the gardens as a text. One may zoom in on a plant 

like a detail on a map, but it is always held in context. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

  

Three layers of interpretation have been proposed for each case study, four if one 

counts the introductory ‘official story’. In the preceding analysis we were asked to read 

the different living collections. The next step requires that we edit and re-write these 

narratives using landscape design. Techniques such as grading, planting, surface 

treatments, and circulation can play an editorial role, suggesting changes to character, 

striking out redundancies, and day-lighting buried plot lines.  

 

With texts layered one over the next, how can the surface both show its depth and 

remain coherent? If an element or aspect distinguished in the ‘whole’ of the text is not 

evident in the surface of the collection, but is necessary in the understanding of the 

narrative, this is an opportunity for design intervention. One reason for choosing a 

narrative approach was the flexible way that time can be considered, as chronological, 

as sequences, or as embedded moments. The display of different times can be 

controlled spatially. The heritage garden at MUNBG contains only perennials grown in 

Newfoundland before WWII, it is a specific era embedded within a larger local context. 

This is a design editing strategy, and can be expressly employed to suggest links or 

display contradictions.  

 

Awareness of the focalizing agent is absolutely necessary. Once identified, this aspect 

can be expanded to include new material or focussed to draw attention to parts of the 

story/history easily overlooked. When considering the path or the landscape aesthetic in 

this focalizing role, their function within the landscape is augmented. The details which 

enforce the ability of a pathway, for example, to control access to the narrative can be 

reconsidered in these terms. 
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An extension of agency is given to plant life and natural processes as characters within 

the narratives of the collections. In anthropology and geology, this has been a difficult 

task, in that the concept of agency is often attached to (arguably) uniquely human 

attributes such as language and conscious intention (Cloke & Jones, 2002). While the 

creative interventions of trees in an ecosystem or their adaptive methods of dispersal 

and propagation could be generally considered displays of agency, the narrative 

approach is only concerned with the story which is being interpreted. Trees are central 

to the idea of an arboretum. The physical existence of a collection is created in large 

part by the active presence of trees, and visitors and staff revolve around them. It is not 

a stretch of definition to include them as actors or characters, but a necessity. This is an 

important element of this approach, which attempts to integrate an understanding of 

plant life and self, hopefully blurring the barrier between interior and exterior 

constructions.  
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 6.1 The Arnold Arboretum 

I have suggested that, in the Arnold Arboretum, pathways focalize the content. The fact 

that pathways encircle but do not enter the willow collection is therefore a point of 

interest. It is possible to connect the circulation hierarchy (Figure 34) to a sequence of 

perspective in a literary sense, from third-person (the woman) to first-person (I). Roads 

and paths allow for a distant, exterior view, the open grass could offer an interior 

perspective, while the wetlands of bullrush remain a sort of mystery or unconscious. If 

so, this dynamic can be emphasized or used to effect by access and barriers to 

circulation. 

 

Hunt (2000) has traced the persistent notion of the three natures through landscape 

history, noting sequence and interplay between garden, pastoral, and wild portions of a 

design:    

To retain this habit of thinking has many advantages: it actively discourages the 
belief that nature is normative rather than culturally constructed, it allows place-
making to be seen as essentially related to its immediate topography, and by 
virtue of its emphasis on graduated modes of mediation, it urges more subtle 
adjudications of landscape architecture than the habitual ones of “formal” and 
“informal.” (p.51)  

 

It is intriguing to consider this method of establishing a landscape rhythm, not only in 

terms of the traditional thematic spectrum (enchanting to sublime), but also as a 

transition from omniscient view to first-person.   
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Figure 34: Sketch of transition in scale, The Arnold Arboretum (author, 2012). A 
change in perspective occurs when moving from broad circulation patterns to the 
fine scale of a specimen’s bark. 
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Many specimens in the Arnold Arboretum have made their stand and faded away as the 

century passed. A multi-generational saga has taken place, with some current trees 

being clones of previous accessions. The Inventory of Living Collections (2010) lists 52 

species of Salix (107 specimens) still living in the collections; yet, well over 400 

specimens have been accessioned over the years (Figure 35).  

 

 

Figure 35: The number of Salix specimens accessioned each year, from 1878-
2010. (data courtesy of The Arnold Arboretum).  
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This data is only for accessions; some may never have been planted into the 
collections. It does suggest years where Salix may have been of interest, and periods 
when it was not a priority genus (the 1950s). 

It would be quite compelling to make this visible. Using some kind of markers, (tomblike 

or no) the visible presence of past configurations could be sketched in amid the present 

community. This could be particularly vivid if the markers were of comparable height to 

the removed specimens, or made of some coloured material (Figure 36).  

 

 

 

Figure 36: Markers inserted into the Salix collection (author, chalk, 2012). 
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The 21st century has seen dramatic technological advances in the mobility and scope 

offered by personal electronic devices such as smart phones. The Arnold Arboretum 

has remained in step, creating interactive maps and searchable databases which 

maintain their status as an excellent research resource. A responsive electronic version 

of the collections, with links to contextual information and with historical and 

contemporary images linked to geographic points, allows for another avenue of 

experience augmentation. Many landscape architects attempt this same richness in 

their designs, pulling references into the built environment, but it is impossible to change 

physical references as quickly and frequently as their virtual counterparts. The 

embellishment of actual with virtual could be a very practical way for the Arnold 

Arboretum to project stories back onto the places where they occurred. 

 

 6.2 The Dominion Arboretum 

In essence, the Dominion Arboretum serves as a historical park space. There are many 

aspects of its original mandate which remain relevant, although they are not currently 

given an active role. It is possible that with projected climate change, the original 

purpose of the Dominion Arboretum as a trial space for foreign woody plants could still 

be quite valuable. The founding reasons for creating the CEF and Dominion Arboretum 

still exist. An emphasis on preserving past forms creates an official perspective of 

nostalgia, diminishing the sense that the Dominion Arboretum could remain an active 

and vital space for economic botany. A reinvestment in research was also 

recommended in the guidelines of the Management Plan (2010): 

Within the context of the reconfirmed research direction for the entire 
Farm, a renewal of the research mandate for the collections would be 
consistent and appropriate. There is educational and research value in the 
collections and future projects could address such topical subjects as 
sustainable urban forestry; disease resistant cultivars of maples, elms, 
and other important Canadian tree species; and drought tolerant trees for 
public parks and open spaces that are not irrigated. (Landscape 
Resources, para 2.) 
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A compelling characteristic of the fabula level was the act of struggle, the notion that 

specimens were planted as experiments. Looking at the present Dominion Arboretum 

grounds as text, this is no longer visible. Survivors flourish, and are noted for their age 

and size. How can the drama of trial and experiment be reasserted into the 

contemporary grounds?   

 

A select re-enactment of trials could be appropriate. It is possible that plants disproved 

as hardy in 1912 would now find Ottawa slightly more suitable. A cycling of previous test 

material could be intriguing, especially if undertaken with a certain degree of visibility. A 

themed climate change collection could test the southern ranges of northern species 

under threat, perhaps sub-arctic ligneous species that do not require much space. It 

could also be a revelation to see a comparison between specimens planted at their 

northern limit and the size and form these same species achieve in their native regions. 

This could be demonstrated through plaques with scaled representations, or as a 

temporary exhibit. 

 

The Dominion Arboretum is part of the CEF, yet it also stands alone. How the physical 

and cultural boundaries of the arboretum are treated will allow it to be seen and 

interpreted as either part of a system or as an independent and unique location. It is 

currently a highly permeable site. What is stimulating the attention of those who pass 

through? This is principally an issue for pedestrians and cyclists who commute along 

the canal on a long trail system, possibly unaware that this particular chunk of ‘green 

space’ is an arboretum at all.  

 

This significance needs to be asserted visibly. Entrances and exits could be more 

forceful, creating a clear division between the general riparian buffer and the arboretum 

proper. The path surface could be modified or inscribed, with strong suggestions to  
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Figure 37: Sketch of the main pedestrian route along the Rideau Canal, with a 
fedge arch/tunnel inviting you into the collections (author, chalk, 2012). 

 

leave the path (Figure 37). Traditional ways to encourage this would be to partially 

obscure the views and to insert mysterious structures to travel toward. 

Historical accuracy could be preserved; these interventions are not necessarily modern 

in form and could be in keeping with traditional materials and forms. This may provide 

an opportunity to further develop the existing relationships with volunteer groups, to 

have the Friends of the Farm organize and research appropriate details or to get the 

Ottawa Historical Society involved.  
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Certain portions of the CEF are active sites of remembrance, such as the Macoun 

Memorial Garden established in 1934 and tended by the Friends of the Farm as a 

series of thematic ornamental displays. It is common practice to name roads and 

collections after influential figures, but the Dominion Arboretum serves as a memorial 

for an era as well. Prosopopeia, the addition of an imagined or absent voice, could be a 

suitable tactic for embracing and embellishing nostalgic associations. While in a sense, 

the historical plaque serves this purpose, there are many ways for actual text to be 

inserted into the landscape. As Hunt reminds us, “A primary function of such inscriptions 

is to engage readers simply or complexly in a site’s relationship with its past” (2000, 

p.122). Inscriptions in the hardscape could suggest both a previous time and a direction 

to follow through the collections, creating a rhythm of travel through time and space. 

 

The focalizing agent was identified as the English style of vistas and voids, where 

attention is directed by the prospects of look-offs, narrowed into bridges and islands and 

confined by patches of woods. This very loose, familiar control could be made explicit. 

At two broad turnarounds, cars may stop and visitors step out to take in the view. 

Frames could be inserted in the retaining wall, reminding people of how their vision is 

already being shaped. An arc could be drawn into the pavement, segments on the arc 

describing the different collections contained in that direction. These would ideally be 

subtle yet navigable. Hunt (2004) warns that “Notable in contemporary work, there is 

little expectation by visitors that some deliberate and even fairly complex interchange is 

expected of them, and puzzlement can occur when they are faced with materials that do 

seem to require such an exchange yet are obscure or gnomic” (p.197). The 

presentation of a narrative which requires the visitor to involve their imagination and 

intelligence is not something to be avoided, but it must make sense.    

 

 

 



 
 

112 
 

 6.3 The MUN Botanical Gardens   

As a fairly young institution, the MUNBG has had little time to stray from its original 

mandate. The primary balance between horticultural display and interpretive education 

remains stable. Opportunities to expand and transform are welcomed. In my brief visit 

the staff mentioned numerous goals, including a possible expansion around the pond, 

the thematic transformation of collections, and new cultivars to be introduced. The 

challenge for this site is to maintain its identity and establish continuity between past 

and present patterns of organization.  

 

The timing of the garden is concentrated on the summer months; these are months of 

activity, productivity, and visible growth. Flowers, seed, and sun-activated bees are all 

present and observable. Possible sequences of experience are carefully guided by 

paths, fences, and the dense forest, which acts an unobtrusive physical boundary. One 

way to expand the story would be to encourage winter interpretation. Uprooted spruce, 

animal tracks, snow-melt revealing emerald moss; the value of these subtle 

winterscapes could be demonstrated through displays just as the summer landscape is.   

 

A scree is being added to the rock garden. While such collections continue to evolve 

within the gardens, the reserve may also benefit from this kind of attention. Equilibrium 

between opportunism and contrivance is evident throughout the site, and is important to 

maintain. The danger would be to allow the reserve portion to become ‘the wild’ and 

therefore limit the addition of new environmental niches to this zone. One of the primary 

goals of the original policy was to carefully manage the entire space, taking advantage 

of every chance to create or reveal a micro-habitat (Figure 38). This logic remains 

visible, but there is a danger of encouraging a contrast or disconnect between 

natural/artificial typologies.  
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Figure 38: Moss specimens labeled in the hollow of an uprooted fir, sketch of a 
possible micro-collection inserted into the reserve (author, chalk, 2012). 

 

A composite of microcosms has been assembled in a single location, intended to 

represent an island which is riddled with unique geological forms and rare species. 

Design parallels could be drawn to Yorkville Park (Shwartz, Smith & Meyer), which 

inserted the geography of Canada into the urban grid of Toronto. A rich concept of place 

is obvious and readable in the form and contents of the gardens. Perhaps this can be 
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manipulated through the use of maps that suggest various sequences to follow. While 

the heritage garden is clearly linked to pre-war periods, the cut flower garden or 

Rhododendron border may also reflect certain eras. Contemporary and future gardens 

could also then be developed and inserted with sequence in mind. 

 

A neighbouring farmhouse is currently used by summer staff as a place to eat lunch and 

store their work boots, and also provides extra office space. The fairly traditional 

grounds could be redeveloped, possibly as a display area for new cultivars developed 

by the MUNBG. Horticultural staff has had success with breeding initiatives, and could 

connect this current strength to the public garden in a deliberate way.  
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 

In Solaris, a living planet is described in great physical detail by an isolated research 

team, as it obliquely attempts to communicate by animating their memories (Lem, 

1961). If one had never read the book, and had only this synopsis in place of the text, 

one may be confused by a detailed interpretation of its narrative characteristics. There 

would be no way for a reader to concede, argue, or develop the analysis presented.  

Perhaps the reader of this research has never been to Boston or heard of the Central 

Experimental Farm, and has no mental picture of how a boreal forest differs from any 

other type of forest. While some readers devour garden and travel literature in part for 

vivid descriptions of scenes they will never experience, it is not my intention to simply 

re-create these case studies as verbal imitations.  

 

7.1 Limitations and Implications 

In taking the perspective of published histories, newspaper and journal articles, I have 

assembled an ‘official’ group narrative. The analysis as a whole is not limited to this 

material. The results are amassed through multiple inputs, scanning bright PDFs of 

alphabetized Latin names; tasting and comparing species of Actinidia from their display 

bower; and skimming hagiographies of 19th century botanists. I assembled a version, 

then broke it into new parts. The results will not be identical for another person, even if 

they are to approach with a similar purpose in mind.  While the process is repeatable, 

the results will be partially constructed of personal choices and subjective connections.  

This means that the process of analysis is not meant to lead one to a single true 

interpretation, that there will always be other possibilities. 

 

However, others with the same vocabulary and purpose would be able to communicate 

easily with me on the experience, would themselves have searched for symbols and 

identified the perspectives embedded in the landscape. This is what this research aims 

for, to introduce a space for a process of analysis that can be shared. Although the 
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resulting interpretations are bound to be diverse, they are composed from the same 

language and structure of narrative classification.   

The process of research was a process of selection — from the election of a single 

question to the case study criteria to the contents of each case. These choices were 

enforced by a specific eight month window of time. It was not possible to read every 

issue of Arnoldia, or to spend seasons on site observing the slow transformation of 

space. This limited the comprehensive potential of each case study, and likely the 

composite text that I am analyzing is a diminished one compared to the text that a long-

time volunteer would have on hand.  A volunteer would have a wealth of memories 

connected to the text. While the participants in these texts are strangers to me, the 

characterization of plants and people would be developed through the experience of a 

volunteer, who has access to the dynamic pressures and politics that are not recorded 

in a monthly bulletin or yearly inventory.  

 

In trying to distinguish which characteristics were narrative ones, and which composed 

the different levels of the narrative structure, I found myself forming and following an old 

pattern, similar to the three natures elaborated by Hunt (2000). From fabula to story to 

text, the analysis drew closer in scale, a bird soaring over, circling back closer, and 

dropping to land. This stemmed from the need to identify the central ideology at fabula 

level, which is broad and encompassing, and to identify the organization of symbols at 

text level, which became particular and descriptive.  

 

It was a challenge to define what counted as text. If the text is reduced to the physical 

collection in its present state, it would be a slightly different text read each day and 

moment, as the contents change with time and weather. One relies upon exterior 

documentation to reveal all of the previous texts embedded in the same location. As 

Schein (1997) suggested, although the landscape is a material space, it is also 

conceptually constructed through discourse: “It might be more useful to begin by 

viewing the landscape as a palimpsest rather than cultural strata — an analogy that at 
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least provides the possibility for erasure and overwriting and the co-existence of several 

different scripts, implying not just different historical eras, but several historical and 

contemporary actors as well” (Schein, 1997, p. 662). Or perhaps it is an etch-a-sketch 

passed around a room, shaken hastily so that ghostly corners of previous designs show 

through the new drawing. 

 

A consistent theme within much of the literature found for each study is the presentation 

or memorialization of ‘big figures.’ An original visionary is given credit for directing the 

physical and ideological pattern of the garden, influencing its development and 

gathering a team of like-minded experts. This is how the histories are told, as collections 

of larger and smaller names and dates. While a traditional perspective may cast the 

director as author, this study views them as another actor or character embedded in the 

text.  

 

Collections may be evocations of ephemeral or seasonal attributes. At the Botanic 

Garden of The University of Padua, the Chamaerops humilis var. arborescens (known 

as the Goethe Palm) planted in 1585 is still alive (Capelletti, 1994). Many generations 

will have cared for it over the centuries. Modern botany and systematics have 

developed while the palm remains a stable entity. Change occurs simultaneously at 

different scales. When the trajectory of an institution is guided by ideology, this course is 

repeatedly altered as people enter and exit, each with their own vision. This may allow 

an arboretum to remain resilient and to flourish within a changing context. It also may 

result in conflicting themes expressed in different parts of the collections, a visible 

fragmentation. By articulating change in narrative terms, it is possible to suggest how 

buried relationships may be made more visible and tangible within the design.  
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7.2 Relevance to Landscape Architecture 

A narrative approach allows one to assemble the past of a place and understand how it 

connects to the present, as part of a continuous story. While some landscape architects 

may be focussed on the creation of new environments, others struggle to link and 

reference previous incarnations of a site. Narrative analysis could be useful for 

landscape architects working on any project that contains a long and turbulent history. 

Therefore, it is broadly applicable. Plants are integral to the history and evolution of 

every community and culture. In North America, recorded history is much shorter than in 

Egypt or Spain, and so natural history is quickly drawn into the telling of any long story. 

People tend to value aged trees: books and maps are printed so that one can visit the 

venerable trees of a city, and protection is given to old growth stands, which become a 

kind of living collection (Cloke & Jones, 2002). The challenge of using narrative analysis 

in a cultural landscape is not to find appropriate subject matter, but to limit the scope of 

investigation to a manageable size.  

 

How plant life is translated into mental representations, ordered, and then arranged in 

physical patterns is important for a landscape architect to understand. In defining 

natural history as a type of organization, the question becomes a little more 

approachable. The history of botanical collection is somewhat tangential to the grand 

narrative of garden design, at times overlapping and definitely worth exploring. When 

applied to another type of organization, for example tourism landscapes, a unique set of 

narrative characteristics may be present. This process could become more robust 

through repeated trials in varying landscapes. A different selection of case studies, such 

as an interpretation of only German botanical gardens, or a focus on Quercus (oaks) 

would require a slightly different cross-section of literature and could embellish and 

reinforce the results of this exploration. By results, I do not mean the specific 

interpretation of each case study, instead I am referring to an understanding of places 

as composed narratives. The process itself is what is being tested.  
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7.3 Future Research 

The central concepts foundational to this research are not original. I am presenting a 

broad synthesis of existing knowledge, relying upon the work of geographers, 

archaeologists, landscape architects, botanists, and theorists. The design suggestions 

are intended to demonstrate how the approach could be useful.  

 

The next step would be to implement the design suggestions gathered from analysis, 

and test how well visitors respond to these changes through surveys or interviews. It 

would be interesting to monitor visitor response at regular intervals — every ten years, 

perhaps — to see if the narratives remain legible to a dynamic public. There are 

arboreta and botanical gardens, such as The Crosby Pinecote Arboretum and The 

Living Prairie Museum, which have intentionally incorporated narrative into their designs 

from inception. A comparison between landscapes which are designed with narrative in 

mind compared to those that are not could also be informative. This would help to 

determine whether the consideration and manipulation of landscape as a text does in 

fact lead to meaningful experience.  

 

Botanical gardens and arboreta display the physical manifestations of mental patterns 

of organization. How plants are understood as scientific and cultural objects/subjects 

has been proposed through the characterization of willows. The relationships generated 

in living collections have been explored in selective case studies. These are presented 

as developing narratives that may be interpreted through analysis and edited by design. 

Narrative analysis could be a useful methodology for landscape architects who are 

concerned with creating meaningful interfaces between people, plants, and their shared 

history. 
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