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Death, absence and afterlife in the garden 

 

Abstract 

This paper considers what we might learn from the ways in which certain gardeners 
respond to death, absence and afterlife. After situating the domestic garden amid 
recent work on landscapes of memory and absence in geography, the article presents a 
circuit of the garden in four movements: passing, touching, weeding and sitting. Each 
draws on encounters with experienced gardeners living in British suburbs. In 
particular, these movements focus on: commemorabilia, including plants, which offer 
the possibility to materialise and anchor something of what would otherwise be lost; 
how absences are teased into awkward presence through conversation and 
reminiscence; the importance of the ‘people’ who continue to produce the garden 
landscape after their death. Collectively, the practices I describe are an attempt to 
domesticate – that is, to co-constitute more malleable and familiar relations with – 
absent presences, and in so doing to seek a comfortable, even if ultimately impossible, 
alignment between self, past, memory and landscape. I stress that this seeking 
requires work: practical projects of digging, planting, weeding, of making memory 
and losing it again. In so doing the article suggests that the spectral does not always 
arrive from the outside but is something that can be fabricated. I conclude that we 
should look to the practicalities of living rather than ideas of life, and to acts of 
landscaping rather than concepts of landscape, in seeking to ascertain the ways in 
which absence comes to matter. 

 

‘A garden, being less a place than a world, is a proper work for an exile’.1 

 

Gardening, as Scottish poet-gardener Ian Hamilton Finlay wrote, is ‘proper work for an 

exile’.2 The gardeners I will be writing about here dwell in the kind of everyday, suburban 

places some readers of this journal might glimpse from trains cutting through British cities, 

or perhaps remember from childhood, or perhaps even await them elsewhere. They are 

gardens not necessarily made to showcase flowing lines and sweeping vistas, but are 

mundane task-scapes, replete with watering cans and jobs undone, that move to rhythms of 

everyday life.3 In this article I want to show, firstly, how certain gardeners can be 

considered exiles as they are undone from their gardens by the absence of loved ones, the 

darkness of memory and their own creeping mortality. Secondly, I want to demonstrate 

several ways in which past landscapes find refuge in gardens of the present. These exiles 
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from the past cling to plants or objects, condense through the senses, or are invited into the 

garden through memory. This paper thus explores the ways in which domestic gardens can 

evoke an awareness of fragility, transience and impermanence that demands response.  

 Making a garden certainly involves practical effort – digging, planting, weeding, and 

watching – and I will stress that responding to and dealing with traces of the past similarly 

requires work – it is not about luxuriating in the glow of memory, nor shades of melancholy, 

but about making memory and losing it again. In emphasising this mundane practicality one 

aim is to provide a counterpoint to tropes of discovery, exploration and self-reflection which 

underlie some evocations of ‘spectral’ landscapes. Rather than stumbling upon something 

unusual, or encountering something unknown, the gardening practices I describe here are 

attempts to breed something more malleable and familiar out of absence, and in so doing to 

seek a more comfortable landscape by bringing together different fragments of past and 

present.4 Of course, attaining any firm coherence between these fragments is impossible, 

and as Wylie argues ‘displacement and dislocation are, insidiously, right at the very heart of 

any sense of dwelling’.5 Wylie’s point is that these are pre-requisites to landscape, not 

additions. In this article, however, I aim less to unearth predicates or contradictions at the 

heart of landscape, but rather to examine certain practicalities of landscaping.  

 This article draws on research encounters with experienced gardeners and discusses 

their practices of dealing with death, absence, and afterlives in the garden. Of course, for 

many garden owners, perhaps concerned more with economic management of their outside 

domestic space, or for those without access to garden space of their own, death and absence 

may remain unimportant. Moreover, even for the people I discuss here, such spectral 

concerns are not predominant in how they do gardening; rather, they linger around the 

edges. Nor were they to the fore of our research encounters: indeed talking about loss and 

absent others did not come freely or easily – if at all – to my interviewees or to me. 

Something was held in reserve by both of us and between us. Here, therefore, I touch on 
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certain awkward moments in gardening.6 This awkwardness and reserve is, in a sense, is 

what is interesting: how certain more-than-human elements and their prosthetics come to 

matter to gardeners is not an obvious process. To keep faith with this I offer few didactic 

outputs, no distilled list of take-home points. Instead, I offer a circuit of the garden in four 

movements: passing, touching, weeding and sitting. By structuring the discussion through 

four movements, I try to capture something of the practical and emotional work of doing 

landscape, but to do so loosely. Before turning to this, I begin by situating the domestic 

garden amid recent work on landscape in geography. 

 

Landscape and the domestic garden: from co-presence to absence 

In an enduring statement on landscape and experience, Tim Ingold wrote that ‘human 

beings do not, in their movements, inscribe their life histories upon the surface of nature as 

do writers upon the page; rather, these histories are woven, along with the life-cycles of 

plants and animals, into the texture of the surface itself’.7 Ingold’s argument was for a 

phenomenological way of approaching landscape as a relational practice made through 

interactions between all kinds of actors – not all of them human. Since then, geographers 

have moved from landscape as a ‘way of seeing’ or a picture encoding cultural politics of 

heritage and identity to focus on contact, immersion, material interactions of forces, skilled 

bodies and energies: in other word, ‘re-animating landscape’.8 Notable inspirations have 

included Wylie’s auto-ethnographic reflection on climbing Glastonbury Tor, wherein he 

showed how the landscape is not passively awaiting meaning or mastery through the eye, 

but rather animates how we see.9 Another key move was Lorimer’s collaboration with past 

reindeer herders scattered through the archive, and present herds and herders in the 

Scottish highlands.10 The message of this phenomenologically-inflected turn is that, far 

from merely being a text to be decoded, landscape is to be claimed through material and 

bodily practices.11 
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 Similarly, the domestic landscape is now seen as a place congealed from many flows, 

not simply a space cut off from the world.12 Since the 1990s, focus has shifted on to 

processes of home-making, where ‘home’ is constantly in the process of being made and re-

made, which can make it unsettling as well as comforting.13 Like home-making, gardening 

can be expressive of human emotion, of taste and status, and of wider social relations, such 

as notions of national belonging, cultural conformity, or boundary maintenance.14 Garden 

work can also reproduce gendered domestic practices, although there is little consistent 

evidence that men and women approach gardening differently.15 Unlike home-making, 

however, gardening involves working with living beings: these relations can certainly bring 

people into close proximity with ‘nature’, but also have the capacity to surprise or upset.16 

The practices of gardening certainly have the potential to be enchanting, to engage our 

sensing bodies – there is abundant evidence that being in close relation to living and dying 

plants and animals comes to be very important for certain people.17 Gardening, we might 

say, is an ethos and practice of everyday experiment in making and dwelling in landscape, a 

binding up of various inclinations, sensations and responses that join the gardener and the 

world.18 

 Recently, however, geographers have questioned the ontology of relation and co-

presence underlying such notions of landscape. They have recently been exploring ‘spectral 

geographies’ that include the ‘just perceptible’, the ‘barely there’ and the ‘nagging presence 

of absence’ and memory in a variety of spaces.19 Such studies include, among many others, 

those focused on ruins: Edensor confronting signs of a vanished working class culture, or 

the pasts and the human and non-human lives occluded by Manchester stone; DeSilvey, 

salvaging memory on an abandoned Montana homestead; MacDonald the ruins of a captain 

of industry. 20 In a different register, Della Dora has suggested the traces of past mountain 

exploration cultures and journeys linger on in the Mediterranean, while others have 

explored the fraught politics of missing people, Ireland’s ghost estates as well as post-
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colonial ghosts.21 Geographers of course have a rich tradition in studying landscape and 

memory, particularly in terms of national memorialisation and the politics of memory in and 

of the public sphere.22 What is different, though is that these recent ‘spectral geographies’ 

do not presume presence in landscape and they are more concerned with ‘embodied, visual 

and spatial practice’, than the ‘contested cultural politics of heritage and identity’.23 

Through their focus on memory and absence, geographies of spectral landscapes widen our 

temporal horizons from ‘geographies of the moment’ to a wider timespace in which the past 

and the present coexist.24  

  In a separate vein, geographers have been interested in domestic cultures of 

memory, or commemoration, in which small artefacts of past lives or places can serve to 

congeal memory.25 Through the late twentieth century spaces of the ‘sacred’ have become 

less formal, more vernacular and more varied, with new rituals emerging, such as roadside 

shrines, memorial trees, white ‘ghost’ bicycles or mediatised ceremonies for celebrity 

deaths.26 It is in this context that the garden can be seen as a therapeutic space for dealing 

with death and with memories of absent people or places. The garden, then, as well as being 

a place of engagement between nature and culture, is also suffused with memory and the 

absent traces of past lives and past gardens. Derek Jarman’s garden, famously, acted as a 

living archive of his life and the lives of those he knew in an attempt to ensure their memory 

would last into the future.27 Based on the testimonies of many ‘ordinary’ gardeners, Stenner 

et al. have identified what they call a ‘nostalgic’ mode of being in the garden, in which the 

resonance of the garden derives from impressions of emotionally-charged living memories 

of absent friends, family and loved ones (including pets), and through which the garden 

comes to ‘occupy us’.28 Elsewhere they write of how the garden ‘reverberates’ with 

memories of past place and past people.29 The circulation of memory is therefore one of a 

garden’s many appealing features, and can assume an importance similar to that of plants.30 

 And yet, Wylie has argued that such descriptions of memory-laden landscapes rely 
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on tropes of presence: unearthing memory, making the invisible visible, salvaging, 

recovering, luxuriating in ‘the sensuous, mossy, crumbly, rusty feel and smell and taste of 

memory’.31 On another walk, this time along England’s southwest coast path, Wylie was 

prompted by a memorial bench to confront the haunted and haunting dimensions of 

landscape: the bench shows the simultaneous absence of presence and presence of absence: 

someone (an unnamed dead person) missing is at the heart of his view. Wylie’s point is that 

this absence is disconcerting – the landscape here is not about involvement and immersion, 

or even ‘affective intensities’, but instead a ‘slipping away’, ‘letting go’, or ‘opening out’. The 

result of acknowledging the tangible and intangible traces of memory in landscape is to 

open out a ‘zone of indiscernibility’.32 He argues that landscape shows the non-coincidence 

of self and world: that is, landscape and subject may be co-constitutive, but who and what is 

being constituted is never and can never be clear.  

Forms of materialised memory – such as memorial benches – can be seen as what 

Casey calls ‘commemorabilia’, objects that carry ‘the past forward through the present so as 

to perdure in the future’.33 Such commemorabilia, Casey argues, cannot be too literal an 

object, too straightforward a representation of the person; rather, commemoration ‘thrives 

on indirection’ and ‘remainders’.34 In the garden, memory flows uncertainly from 

prosthetics such as paths laid by dead fathers, photographs of childhood gardens, or spades 

handed down through generations. Of particular resonance in the garden are plant 

memorials. Using a plant to memorialise underscores the transience of life, memory and 

presence, as plants can become detached from the object they memorialise over time, or can 

themselves die, grow into new shapes, or become nuisances.35 Plant memorials, as we shall 

see, have a particular instability, even as they work in the garden to give ‘expressive form to 

the mysteries of time, change, and mortality’.36 Commemorabilia are always partial: 

something of what is being memorialised remains out of reach, indiscernible, even as 

something else circulates or rests in the garden. Even as they materialise the absent, 
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commemorabilia paradoxically underscore absence. 

If landscape is never fully consonant with itself, if there is always as Wylie suggests 

an on-going dis-placement in any experience of landscape, then there is a similar 

displacement inherent in the subject that is experiencing. The human has almost always 

been thought of in terms of capacity or power – of being able to do something.37 Meditating 

on this in his re-reading of Ingold’s analysis of Brueghel’s The Harvesters, Harrison calls 

attention to the way in which a figure sleeping under the tree is out of kilter with the rest of 

the picture, which is full of people busy creating and recreating the landscape through their 

labours.38 Using this sleeping figure as motif, Harrison argues against the way that 

subjectivity has come to be understood as a positive presence or force, positing instead that 

vulnerability, withdrawal or negativity are the necessary shadow of practice.39 Just as bodies 

decline and work cannot be done, death comes to the gardener, although often not before it 

comes for certain of their friends, loved ones or even pets. And yet the human subject can 

persist ‘beyond the body’ through memorabilia, through spectral presence and through 

traces. This mirrors how death studies have moved away from the traditional treatment of 

grief as a process of putting the deceased ‘to rest’ in order to move on with one’s life. In this 

model we end up losing the person a second time after they die, as they are put away ‘in us’ 

– their otherness is removed.40 If we fully internalise the other we are no longer faithful to 

that which we mourn. We are struck by paradox: on one hand to internalise someone in 

memory erases their autonomy, but on the other hand not to remember them means that we 

lose them completely. Death studies have recently turned to a ‘continuing bonds’ model, 

which stresses continued attachment to loved ones after they have died.41 Of course, 

continued attachment is impossible, as that to which we should continue to be attached no 

longer exists. The ‘solution’, or rather the more judicious response, for Derrida, is not to 

transcend or reconcile this tension, but to recognise it, and to retain a sense of the 

‘irretrievability’ of the lives of others.42 It is, as we shall see, common that absent ‘people’ 
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continue to produce the garden landscape after death, though not in any straightforward 

way. 

 In this article, rather than stressing only the enlivening or rooted qualities of memory, 

I will suggest that garden ‘memory work’ is hedged by a certain unsettling aspect.43 This 

unsettling aspect reminds the gardener that they are exiles in their own gardens, exiled 

from the past lives of others and from their own memories. I will examine some of the 

mundane practices through which they come to terms with this being exiled. In what 

follows I draw mainly on the experiences of six gardeners – Veronica, Elsa, Ron, Jan, Brad 

and his wife Carol – though reference is made to the testimony of others. These people and 

others (a total of 42), living in inner and outer London suburbs, were met by the author in 

the Spring and Summer of 2009 and 2010. They were all self-identified ‘keen gardeners’, 

who define their practice as being plant-focused, are resistant or outright hostile to ‘lifestyle’ 

gardening – gardening done for status or with little regard for plants – and make up 

somewhere around 20 per cent of the adult population of Britain.44 We are dealing with a 

particular subset of experienced, committed and thoughtful gardeners. I am therefore not 

making generalisations about the entirety of British gardening culture, but rather asking 

what we might learn from particular instances. Furthermore, the gardeners I discuss in this 

paper are all ‘older’ retired home-owners between 65 and 90 years of age. The body changes 

through the lifecourse, just as the body’s capacities to garden do not remain constant. As 

people get older, the garden can devolve from an enchanting piece of the world to a burden 

and a source of frustration, a process of home becoming ‘un-homely’.45 Older gardeners also 

often demonstrate a kind of ‘mourning for loss of identity as gardener, cultivator and home 

maker as well as a loss of control over [their] environment’.46 While such changes 

represent the inevitability of bodily decline, resisting them – as in the case of those 

gardeners I discuss here – can be an important means to subvert norms of ‘ageing’.47  

Each research encounter consisted firstly of a garden/life history interview 
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organised not around major life events, but around the gardens people had cared for during 

their life. The second component was a walking tour of each interviewee’s garden. In 

practice, distinctions between these two elements were blurred: alongside ‘talk’ old 

photographs would be unearthed; sudden detours into front gardens would be made; books 

would be consulted; the bodily actions of gardening would be mimicked or re-enacted. 

Death haunted all these encounters. Conversations began on the subject of childhood 

memories: smells of sweet pea filling the hallway; sounds of a father clipping rose bushes; 

hollyhocks towering overhead. Often, not only were the people and plants being reminisced 

about dead, but the entire garden landscape no longer existed.48 Nevertheless, they had a 

palpable presence. The presence of death – usually vague but sometimes more poignant and 

sharply focused – made for difficult research moments. I have chosen the particular stories 

and people that follow because they were some of the most evocative but yet tangible of my 

research encounters, and seemed to resonate with the experiences of others. The rest of this 

paper emerges through four movements: passing, touching, weeding and sitting. I begin by 

describing Veronica’s memorials. 

 

Passing by the pond 

As we were walking up the right hand side of her small garden in Motspur Park, Veronica 

recounted the story of how she had made her garden pond. A colleague and friend, the head 

of science at the south London school where she used to teach, helped her plan the pond. 

Then, by chance, Veronica had seen an advert for a £10 fibreglass pond pinned to her 

gardening club’s notice board. The same friend then transported the pond to her house on 

the roof of his car. Given its depth, Veronica and her friend decided not to dig a hole for the 

pond, but instead to raise it above ground level and surround it with bricks. They asked 

anyone they knew for bricks, gathered them up and built the pond together. This was 

several years ago, and the pond is now thriving with frogs and newts.  
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It was good fun, we built it together and he was a good friend of mine. Unfortunately 

he died about a year afterwards. He had a sudden heart attack. He had got a PhD; he’d 

gone to King’s, but he’d got his PhD at Exeter, in marine biology. But that’s an 

abiding memory of him, you know. The pair of us and his then quite small son did it, 

mixing concrete and fitting it round. He’d come round and he’d sit with a cigar, sit 

beside the pond saying, “What’s in there today?” It’s a good memory. 

 

The pond simultaneously attests to what once was – Veronica and her (unnamed) friend 

sitting by the pond – while underlining that he has gone and that they are never going to sit 

together again. The pond highlights transience. Not only to Veronica, but to me as well: 

note how Veronica draws a parallel between me and her friend by noting that we both went 

to the same University. Furthermore, when she was making the pond with her friend 

Veronica did not know that he would die within a year. Their mutual labour was not – at 

the time – about building a memorial or monument to anyone.  

 Experiencing the death of someone is a life crisis that both instigates and demands 

acts of memory-making.49 We are confronted with a need to respond to the absence of 

someone, and this is not done simply cognitively, by creating or nurturing private mental 

memory, but also through material culture, where prosthetics give the deceased a 

continuing life, often with a powerful and affecting physical presence.50 Hockey and 

Hallam’s work points to how various materials are fashioned into memory objects; 

Veronica’s pond can be considered a kind of ‘connective tissue’ that joins the living with the 

dead and her reminiscence extends this physical connection into a social presence.51 

 As we were walking back towards the house, Veronica pointed to another important 

memorial. Veronica told me about how her friend had been a jazz fan, and how this inspired 

her to plant a rose called That’s Jazz as a memorial. 
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He was a jazz trombonist and he introduced me to jazz: I had been very much a 

classical music buff and he said he needed new interest in life. His wife didn’t like jazz, 

my husband didn’t like jazz and they were both perfectly happy for the pair of us to go 

off together. And in fact when he died we had the wake here and his jazz friends all 

turned up and we had a 27-piece jazz band playing in the garden. Brilliant – he would 

have loved it. But there’s no sort of memorial to him anywhere officially, so I thought 

ok, found a rose bush, it was That’s Jazz so… 

 

Veronica points to an unconventional suburban death ritual – hosting a wake in her garden 

with a jazz band. In the absence of an official memorial to her friend she planted a rose that 

both stood in for him and would prompt her to remember him. The pond and That’s Jazz 

show how people have a social presence beyond: when we die we do not disappear, but turn 

into ghosts, are incorporated into other forms and states; our bodies are displaced, 

substituted, given prosthetics.52 Memorials are a kind of supplement to the deceased, an 

attempt to extend their social presence. Yet, the memorial does not wholly capture or 

accurately represent Veronica’s friend or his life: it fails (the rose will die). This failure, 

Casey argues, is essential for acts of commemorative reminiscence.53 The problem is that the 

memorial is supplementing something that is not there. While the pond and That’s Jazz 

make connections to Veronica’s friend, they also simultaneously underscore that this 

‘connection’ cannot really exist, for her friend now only exists for Veronica through her 

memory.  

 

Touching the bamboo 

According to Bachelard, ‘childhood lasts all through life’ and it returns to animate broad 

sections of adult life.54 The ‘flickers and hints of what we experienced in childhood’, writes 



Franklin Ginn, forthcoming in Cultural Geographies 

 

12 

 

Philo, ‘continue to be activated through life, and our past takes substance again’ - memories 

of childhood are often an important source of identity, particularly for older people.55 

Bachelard, Philo suggests, is on to something when he talks about how we can, through 

reverie, connect back to our childhood geographies. In this section, guided by Elsa, I want 

to explore how certain gardens can work to make us strange to ourselves.56 I asked Elsa 

about her memories of growing up in South Tyrol, Italy; she talked at some length about 

fruit trees, her mother pruning, her father picking apples.  

     

Figure 1. Elsa touching the bamboo. 

 

 In Figure 1 we see Elsa touching the bamboo. Elsa grew bamboo because it reminded 

her of childhood (she had also planted an olive tree because her husband liked to be 

reminded of growing up in Algeria). Her parents liked unusual plants, including bamboo, 

which they gathered during their travels. 

 

The bamboo, I like the bamboo; that’s something that clearly is from childhood and 

growing up. My dad used to love bamboo; he managed to get from somebody these 

bamboos which grow thick and tall, very, very tall, and he used sticks and I managed 

to bring a cutting from Italy, which is that one over there. That is specifically brought 

from my place where I grew up because I love bamboo; I don’t know why, maybe 

because my dad loved bamboos.  

 

There is an abundant literature on the reproduction of agricultural and gardening cultures 

by migrants; broadly, the introduction of garden plants from elsewhere is seen as a reaction 

to feeling displaced from somewhere, way to make ‘here’ feel like ‘there’.57 More empirically 

grounded work shows this to be a much more nuanced process, with immigrants adapting 
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piecemeal to new gardening cultures, wilfully mixing the aesthetic, practical and identity 

functions of gardening cultures from their country of ‘origin’ and their new country of 

residence.58  

 Might we see Elsa’s bamboo as an attempt to make ‘there’ like ‘here’ within an overall 

gardening culture that mixes British and non-British ideas? Noting of course that bamboo 

here stands for Elsa’s garden specifically, not the wider landscape of South Tyrol. While I 

would not entirely disagree with this formulation, I don’t think it fully captures what Elsa is 

doing. Look again at why Elsa grows bamboo. There is a desire to make a little bit of her 

garden more like somewhere else, but is it not more about making now like then, trying to 

physically connect her to her father and her childhood garden? That desire for childhood re-

connection is present, but her account is much hazier than that. She believes she gets her 

love of the bamboo because her father planted a species that grew thick and tall, but she 

then rescinds all this by saying ‘I don’t know why, perhaps because my dad loved bamboo’. I 

pressed Elsa further on why she grew plants that reminded her of the past: 

 

I think you try and recreate certain things from your past, that’s what I find 

instinctively doing I think; certain looks or a certain feel about the place you want to 

recreate that somehow. And then you add in new things as your life is obviously not 

going to be the same as when you grew up. I don’t think, you know, when I go back 

home, it’s not really some sort of nostalgic hanging-on to or trying to re-create: it’s 

just an automatic thing that you just do, that you somehow remember. Either 

consciously or sub-consciously you remember your parents doing something and you 

just do it as well. Or maybe you try to remember what they used to do. 

 

Elsa is saying that her garden and gardening is part of who she is, even if the language 

remains vague. She is not a rational, calculating being trying to recreate various scenes 
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from her past or from distant places. She says she works by instinct: she does not go back to 

South Tyrol and make a list of things she misses that she wants to plant in her garden. She 

is not sure. She is not really ‘choosing’ to grow the bamboo. The tenor of her response about 

the bamboo is one of undecidability: she does not know for sure why she does what she does.  

 However, Elsa does not indulge in reverie: her memories prompt practical outputs – 

new plants – that require more than idle contemplation. In addition, summoning forth 

something from the distant past is not, Elsa tells us, a nostalgic looking backward, it is 

more an act of present-ing the past, using it as a resource for some present end or purpose. 

The bamboo does not really grow as tall or as thick as the bamboo of her childhood 

memory: she says that new things are ‘not going to be the same as when you grew up’. By 

adding new things from her past she is adding novelty to her present: this creates a ‘strange 

geography’ that hovers between the then and now.59 Therefore, in the end, Elsa is not really 

entirely sure why she touches the bamboo, or what she is touching when she does so: her 

past, a memory, her father’s skill, a cross-border plant migrant? When she touches the 

bamboo, Elsa is a stranger to herself. The recognition that we can never know ourselves but 

are fragmented subjects was Freud’s wound to primary narcissism; the circulation of 

childhood memories in the garden works in this way to remind the gardener of their 

fragmented subjectivity, of ‘oneself as another’.60 For the gardeners I met, this sense of 

strangeness is a perennial feature of their gardening experience, but one that is dealt with 

through practical reminiscence that is not about classifying or organising pasts, but about 

letting them mingle and circulate.61 

 

Weeding the bindweed 

Ron lost his wife a few years before I interviewed him. Ron mentioned his wife in passing 

several times, but we never really discussed her directly. During our research encounters 

some people volunteered information about the death of friends and family, but it was 



Franklin Ginn, forthcoming in Cultural Geographies 

 

15 

 

usually only when it had direct bearing on something else they were telling me. For me to 

have asked for any details about deceased loved ones would have transgressed the bounds of 

the interview we both subscribed to at the beginning of the research encounter. Later, 

looking over the interview transcript, it was nevertheless clear that Ron’s wife’s absence 

was very important. As we strolled through his back garden in the May drizzle, Ron 

pointed out the memorial bed for his wife (another example similar to That’s Jazz). A bit 

later, having finished our walk round, we stood back and looked at the garden and I asked 

him how long he spends in his garden on a typical Spring day. He replied: 

 

I spent the last three days tidying up. I like gardening I always have done. My wife 

used to help me out with the weeding; she pulled out the bindweed. I can’t keep it 

down [he can’t keep the bindweed under control]. Down there I’ve got a suckling plum 

coming up and I shall put that somewhere, beautiful yellow plum. 

 

First, this illustrates how Ron’s garden is animated by an absent presence – his wife who no 

longer pulls up the bindweed. The brevity of the statement also hints at why its importance 

was not apparent to me during the interview itself. No sooner has Ron mentioned his wife 

that he moves on to talking about the suckling plum. His wife used to pull out the bindweed, 

but now he must do so.  

 Hockey and Draper remark how closely the ‘intimate practicalities of shopping, 

socialising, cooking and cleaning were bound up with the emotional transition of 

bereavement’.62 Unfinished chores, practices or spaces left behind stand as traces of people, 

that may be at first upsetting are still a kind of ‘connective tissue’ between the living and the 

dead.63 Sharing garden labour can mean things are done in particular ways; when someone 

dies this can allow bereaved spouses to behave differently. Indeed, Hockey et al found that 

spouses often had mixed feelings about the death of their partner, as it freed them to act in 
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new ways but made them – at least at first – feel guilty for doing so.64  

 Death has changed Ron’s garden: someone who weeded, weeds no longer; the 

bindweed a creeping reminder of her absence. As we sat on the bench in her garden, Sheila 

was aware that her garden was not as it used to be. After a lifetime of gardening, spanning 

from her first memory of holding a worm as a small child to meeting me, every plant held 

some association for Sheila, some link to a past event or person; as she put it, ‘it’s nice, 

because they’re all memories, you see’. But she was aware of these memories dissolving, as 

she began to forget plant names: ‘all the names that I know are beginning to go out of my 

head’. Sheila was in her nineties and the garden was becoming increasingly difficult to 

manage. Here are Wendy and Larry reflecting on Wendy’s father, as they looked at old 

photographs with me: 

 

Wendy: That was the one, the long garden, with the ponds. Here’s one with my father 

with two of his grandchildren - that is, our son and my sister’s son - still gardening. 

Larry: I don’t suppose he was any older than we are now; we’re still gardening.                 

Wendy: He went on, he went on until that was the end. 

 

He went on until that was the end. The question of garden ‘downsizing’ as a response to 

changing bodily capacities presents itself to gardeners as they get older: what to do when 

their own bodies could no longer maintain their gardens?65 At the end of many interviews I 

would ask, ‘How do you think the garden will change as you get older?’ Only a few people 

talked openly about what would happen to their garden after they died; most spoke of 

lowering beds, increasing ground cover or the troubles of finding a reliable gardener to do 

the heavy work. Clearly, considerable anxiety attaches to this question, given the degree to 

which identity and subjectivity is tied to the garden for these keen gardeners. For Wendy 

and Larry the issue presses in - Larry remarks that they are now the same age as Wendy’s 
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father would have been at the time the photograph was taken. Here is Jan reflecting on her 

deteriorating eyesight, responding to my question about what would happen to her garden 

as she gets older. 

 

Being aware of light: I’ve had some problems with my eyesight so I’m very conscious 

of - if you like - the visual appeal of the garden and the fact that that may not always 

be available to me. For instance, dark blue is something I don’t see so well now as I 

used to. I’ve got a lovely Monk’s hood out there, and that colour is harder for me to see 

in its true glory. Kind of conscious of mortality, and things dying. Yep. My own 

mortality, yep.                            

Franklin: what will happen to the garden as you get older?                                 

Well something I do think about is what will happen when I die. Because this is a very 

high-maintenance garden, it’s not something you can just sort of do the odd ten 

minutes now and again. If it was left even for a few months it would become a jungle I 

think. There’s very few weeds actually, I had it all double dug when I moved in and I 

think that was a good investment. I mean there’s bind weed next door, unfortunately 

that comes through the fence.  

Franklin: so how would it make you feel, do you think, if the garden got overgrown? 

Well I mean I won’t be here. I try not to let it worry me. My son isn’t interested at all 

in gardening; whether he’d come and live here I don’t know. 

  

Being a good gardener demands a lot of your time. Not everyone appreciates this: Jan’s son 

does not get it, for example. But the labour invested into plants pays back through 

enchantment: in this case Jan’s lovely Monk’s hood. But the Monk’s hood’s colour is dimming 

as she gets older. Jan is not that old, but this dimming and the ever-lurking weeds that she 

can only keep at bay remind Jan of her mortality. This does not prompt any great lament, in 
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fact Jan tries not to let it worry her. Rather than the ‘ageing body’ being what happens at a 

particular time in the ‘life course’, as a special event or transition, an awareness of mortality 

is an irreducible part of living. If, as Harrison has suggested ‘vulnerability’ is a necessary 

supplement to bodily, practice-oriented geographies, then our own bodies, as well as the 

way the dead and the spectral animate the garden, remind us that we are vulnerable: ‘we all 

live with … vulnerability, a vulnerability to the other that is part of bodily life, a 

vulnerability to a sudden address from elsewhere that we cannot pre-empt’.66 This 

vulnerability, of which death is a decisive if not final arbiter and Jan’s fading colour-

perception is another example, is with us all the time: by saying that she tries not to let 

death, mortality and weeds worry her, Jan is in a way admitting that they do. 67 Learning to 

domesticate vulnerability – and death – is something that Jan does through gardening.  

 

Sitting 

The question of how the dead are invited into or exorcised from domestic gardens is a 

profoundly practical one. It is not a consideration necessarily relegated to encroaching old 

age, nor is it some great mystery, nor merely a philosophical question. Traces of the dead – 

comfortable or disconcerting, accidental or organised – need not be intimate to be 

animating; the unknown dead haunt the garden too. Of course, while many gardeners might 

simply ignore such questions, or simply remain unaware of them, others – those I am 

discussing here – attempt to deal with the afterlives of others in ways that are both faithful 

and transformative.  

 The following story is told by Brad, who lives in Motspur Park in southwest London. 

Brad’s wife, Carol, was vacuuming inside when I arrived but she joined our discussion after 

half an hour or so. When they got married, Brad and Carol lived in several flats before they 

made on offer on their current house, which was in an inter-war suburban development that 

was by then mature.  Around 1964, after the offer had been accepted but before they moved 
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in, Brad began to tell me: 

 

My wife went to work and there was a woman there who was a psychic (she [his wife] 

used to take headaches). And she came and stood behind my wife and she said, 

“There’s an old man standing next to you.” She said, “You’ve been looking at his 

house”, and she described this old man – small, with a stick, bent over – and she said, 

“You’ve been looking at his house. There’s masses of rose bushes all over the garden, 

front and back; he wants to help you get it, and he knows you’ll look after it for him.” 

So that was a bit spooky. I came to look at this place for the first time on my own, and 

sure enough things that this woman said matched up, especially the roses, you know.  

 

When he came to look at the house, Brad saw that the garden ‘matched’ the description 

given to his wife. He described the garden as ‘very old-fashioned’. It featured a red brick 

‘throne’, a rotting shed and a great many pillars lined up and down the back garden. Brad 

continued: 

 

I found out from the neighbours he was a tremendously keen gardener when he was 

younger, and he had a pergola over here with roses and everything going across. But 

that was years ago, there was nothing on top, and I couldn’t break these bloody 

pillars, so we arranged them on top there, on the rockery.   

                                                        

Brad is here inheriting a history, to use Haraway’s term, of inter-war suburbia.68 He has 

been bequeathed a garden style and layout from a bygone era, which he decides to clear out 

to the best of his ability, although bits of the pillars are still present in his garden, as are the 

original concrete seat posts. No one has the power to eliminate the traces of the past 

completely, but rather they meet them with a range of differing responses. The story went 
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on. Brad described how he had found a pile of old Daily Mail newspapers from 1937 and a 

picture of a ‘lozenge-shaped’ WWI tank caught his eye: the image’s caption read, “My 

proudest moment of my life was when I was made a lieutenant in the field of the royal tank 

regiment, First World War, signed E. Muritt, Kingston”. E. Muritt was Brad’s former 

neighbour: 

 

So a couple of months later I was back home and E Murritt was out in the garden. 

“Hello,” he said, “I hear you got a house now.” I said, “That’s right, yeah”. “Oh, that’s 

interesting, New Malden?” “I said, “Motspur Park.” “Yes, know Motspur Park, I used 

to have a great friend there.” I said, “Did you?” He said, “Yeah, you remember I was in 

the post office, so was he. We used to meet at the little crossing every morning on our 

bikes and cycle off to work together. Lovely guy, he was.” So I’m starting to put this - 

things happening in my mind. He said, “Yeah he lived just over the crossing couple of 

roads away. I learned that this chap had been in the post office, so I said, “I bet he 

lived in Estella Avenue.” I thought I said, “I suppose his name was Charlie Strugnal.” 

He said, “How do you know that!?” I said, “I got his house.” That was a strange 

coincidence: little bit spooky. We tried to retain the basic pattern of his garden.       

 

Brad finds out from his ‘lovely neighbours at the time’ that the description given by the 

psychic was accurate. Serendipitously, there is a name in the old newspaper clippings which 

he recognises. Over another fence-top conversation, this time with his mother’s neighbour, 

he discovers the name of the former owner of the house, Charlie Strugnal. The fact that the 

neighbours were lovely ‘at the time’, but now Brad’s neighbours (on both sides) are a 

constant irritation, echoes a popular narrative of the decline of suburbia, as the utopian 

promise of the garden suburb has been lost.69 Whether or not the man appeared to Carol’s 

psychic is irrelevant: it is clearly become part of their joint story-ing of their garden, a way 
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for them to organise and make sense of the past. We can see how memory work is not just a 

vertical movement between Brad’s past and present, but is also an inter-subjective talking 

out the past, recounting it (to me during interview; to others on different occasions, it was a 

well-rehearsed tale) as a way to re-vivify his present garden. 

 The story also makes the question of Brad’s response to the garden more difficult, 

since he is socially connected to, even if he is not acquainted with, the dead gentleman in 

question. Brad knocked down the red brick ‘throne’, removed the pillars as best he could – 

‘these were all old-fashioned ideas’, after all – filled in the borders and widened the lawn for 

his children. No memorialisation here, certainly. But there is still some desire to do as the 

man’s ‘ghost’ requests, to look after his garden: thus “we have tried to retain the basic pattern of 

his garden”. The intimate co-relations between plants, place and a person is something Brad 

and Carol have a desire to respect: thus they have lived with some of the remainders of 

Charlie Strugnal for nearly fifty years. 

 Brad and Carol do not memorialise Charlie Strugnal, but their garden is a kind of 

mourning for the suburban past and past lives. The question of how we deal with the traces 

of the dead is about justice, and requires some form of responsibility beyond the living 

present, to the ‘ghosts of those who are not yet born or who are already dead’.70 As Derrida 

put it, ‘to live, by definition, is not something one learns. Not from oneself, it is not learned 

from life, taught by life. Only from the other and by death … Learning to live can happen 

only between life and death. Neither in death nor life alone’.71 Derrida’s concern is with the 

supplementary character of death, with death not as the opposite of life, but as something at 

the heart of living, as a ‘very condition of thinking and desire’.72 For Brad and other 

gardeners, death is not just some predicate at the heart of life; rather, the ways they respond 

to dead people are part of the practical work of living (just as responding to inherited 

landscapes is part of the work of landscaping).73 Brad stories his garden and his memories as 

a matter of doing justice to the old man who is no longer there and who he never knew: not 
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to forget him, but to respond.  

 

Conclusion 

The gardening work I have discussed here offered ways for specific gardeners to respond to 

the deaths of others and to parts of their lives, such as childhood, that would otherwise have 

remained in the ‘dark interiority’ of their memories.74 Their responses involved 

materialising and anchoring something of what would otherwise be absent in 

commemorabilia or plants, and teasing those things out through conversation and 

reminiscence. In this article we passed by the pond, an accidental memorial to Veronica’s 

unnamed, cigar-smoking friend. Elsa’s ‘eternal childhood’ made her a stranger to herself as 

she touched the bamboo. The absence of Ron’s wife to weed out the bindweed marked the 

difference that death makes, but that absence was not seen as simply an ‘end’ or an ‘outside’ 

to the garden, but as important to its continued existence. For Ron, death made his garden 

something different, something more valuable: an expression of love lost. Brad’s story 

showed the impossible desire to be faithful to the suburban dead. These responses allowed 

these gardeners to domesticate a sense of the irretrievability of the past and deceased others, 

inviting them to live on – but in new ways. This gives their garden landscapes a strange 

temporality: what is far away in the past is brought near, while what is present seems an 

echo of what is far away. One simple conclusion, then, is that the putative ‘outsides’ of 

gardening – absence, death and afterlife – are an important and often overlooked terrain in 

which people try to garden well.  

 Even if each of the four movements described here made the gardener something of an 

exile in their own garden, I would not wish to suggest that such things were foremost in the 

minds or actions of the gardeners I met. Far from it: they lingered at the edge of our 

encounters; they were awkward topics and made for stilted conversation. Because gardens, 

those most ‘contradictory’ of spaces, can hold together competing ideas and experiences of 
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landscape, I could have perhaps transmuted them into a story solely concerned with vitality 

and presence that would have portrayed the garden as ‘lively’ multiple landscape.75 But 

instead I have attempted to work beyond the grain of my interviewees’ testimonies, to 

examine what those difficult stilted moments – in which I was unsure if I should offer 

condolences for a life lost many years ago or to be lost in the future, or retreat to objectivity 

– might momentarily, fleetingly, make tangible. In this I have argued that the impossible 

desire to domesticate the dead is of profound practical importance for these gardeners, but is 

not a central question; it is one that is usually approached obliquely, and glimpsed out of the 

corner of the eye while passing, touching or weeding. Through this article I have 

emphasised that these gardening practices firstly require work, and that secondly they show 

how the spectral does not simply await our discovery or excavation, nor is it always a ghost 

or something that necessarily arrives from the ‘outside’, but rather can be made through the 

work of gardening. This suggests we should look to the practicalities of living rather than 

ideas of life, and to the work of landscaping rather than concepts of landscape, in seeking to 

ascertain the ways in which absence comes to matter. 
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