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Introduction

“We lack land and flesh” (Cixous, 1987., 253).

Philosopher and playwright Hélène Cixous warned that humanity had lost the ability 

to craft meaningful connections with the physical world. The earth has “lost its 

thickness [and] its depths…” (Cixous, 1987., 253) as supermodernity has consumed 

land and spat out ‘non-places’1, which “exist and do not contain any organic society” 

(Augé, 1995., 90). 

They are airports, train stations, wireless networks and roadways. In these transit 

states we lose the ‘flesh’ that we require to ground ourselves in place and create 

critical relationships with the environment. 

For phenomenologists such as Graham Harman after Merlau-Ponty, “Flesh is the…

interfacing of myself with the sensible world” (Harman, 2005., 54) the medium 

through which objects come to relate and influence one another. 

1 Marc Augé situates ‘non-places’ as the antithesis of ‘anthropological place’. Anthropological 

places bare the history and identity of their occupants, and connect the individual, the group, and the 

cultural and religious beliefs that are held there. Augé notes that the anthropological place can be studied 

through geographic space, for example the crossroads that link to larger social spaces like marketplaces, 

where people gather and exchange. These structures define social and political arrangements and deliver a 

collective sense of belonging. In comparison, non-places erase these collective signifiers and replace them 

with informative or prescriptive symbols found on road signs, departure boards and supermarket checkouts. 

These symbols individualise us and confine us to the status of passengers, customers and users.
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Non-places impose themselves upon the landscape and demolish ecosystems in the 

name of efficiency. This is particularly damaging to the foundations of the earth. 

Infrastructure disrupts the cycles of soil, which requires multispecies inhabitants for 

its sustainability (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015., 701). 

We perpetuate ecological crises as we no longer integrate with the lifecycles of non-

human organisms. 

Cixous emphasised that returning to theatre can consolidate empathy and 

encourage us to reflect on our responsibilities. Though they may seem disconnected, 

the history of theatre coalesces with the history of gardening. The garden is 

performed. Like theatre, gardens are not fixed (Salwa, 2013., 380), but are 

experienced through time, lighting, and “bodily interactions and reactions…the ways 

their meanings are produced” (Ibid., 378). 

17th Century gardener and early environmentalist John Evelyn (who plays a key role 

in this study), favoured the integration of theatre with the gardens he designed. The 

visitors were an interacting audience with the ‘actors’ that composed of plants, statues 

and water features. (Michaels, 1997., 119) 

Bringing these ideals into a contemporary context, we witness the emergence of eco-

scenography – a theatre-making practice that aims to bring “performance design into 

an increased awareness of broader ecologies and global issues” (Beer, 2018., 345) 

The materials used in the construction of the performance become community spaces, 

food or compost (Ibid., 343) 

I propose ‘flesh and soil’ to frame gardening as participatory theatre. This study will 

outline ways performance can be applied to gardening to integrate it into everyday 

practice and expose us to the ‘grotesqueness’ of organic matter. 

This aims to address how we design more co-productively and organically by 

recognising “a post-humanist approach to performativity [that] acknowledges the 

agency of matter in this process.” (Bleeker in McKinney; Palmer, 2017., 127)

 

The performance of the garden is overtly present in the activities of guerrilla 

gardening. Richard Reynolds, one of the UKs leading proponents of the activity, 

defines guerrilla gardening as the “illicit cultivation of someone else’s land” 

(Reynolds, 2014., 16). Sites are often underused or neglected public spaces, such as 

council owned flower beds, roundabouts and inner-city roads. 

Guerrilla activists perform in these ‘living stages’ (Beer, 2018., 345) that illuminate 

methods for designing bodily experiences of the city to critique non-places. As 

landscape architect Jeffrey Hou describes: “…guerrilla urbanism [creates]… radical 

and everyday changes against the dominant forces in society” (Hou, 2010., 15). 

Tanja Beer, ‘The Living Stage’ (2015)
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Performance as research practitioners such as Baz Kershaw explore performance 

ecology by integrating participants in the natural environment (Kershaw in 

Arlander et al. 2018., 24), “[inviting] the audience to test new forms of temporary 

inhabitation” (Brejzek in McKinney; Palmer, 2017., 76). 

Insurgency in urban locations resembles ‘placemaking’ in eco-scenography,  explores 

the material and social constructions of place through architectural intervention. 

According to guerrilla gardener Dr Lynn Turner:

“[guerrilla gardening] does make you 

more systemically aware…[of] the ways 

environments are environments, are 

systems, are networks.”

This expands definitions of ecology and community by using the performing body as 

a site to expose the material and social constructions of place (Hann in Beer et al., 

2018., 128) If non-places deny us ‘land and flesh’, ‘flesh and soil’ provides tools to 

reconnect us to their raw materiality by merging bodies, sites and materials.

Insights I have gained from guerrilla gardeners have revealed motivations ranging 

from being self-sufficient in growing food, to the enjoyment gained from ‘beautifying’ 

terrain. Reynolds was most vocal about the “visible neglect [which] …is pollution 

and it is ugly.” (Reynolds, 2014., 46) 

The political defiance and covert nature of guerrilla activists is mostly an urban myth, 

yet it has been argued that guerrilla activism tends to be inherently ‘guerrilla-centric’, 

frequently neglecting the voice of communities (Adams et al. 2015., 1239). 

Richard Reynolds guerrilla gardening at Elephant and Castle roundabout

’Space Hijackers’ infiltrating city scapes with plants
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In the first chapter, I explore the constructs of land ownership and how guerrilla 

activists mark their presence through manipulating the environment. I use an 

analysis of the Garden Museum in Lambeth to postulate how gardens perform the 

social and political narratives of place, and how some places may be predisposed to 

gardening. 

This leads us to question who owns the rights to cultivate land and what guerrilla 

gardeners wish to achieve from altering the landscape through these physical 

processes, as well as the public interpretation of the activity. 

Whilst I experimented with guerrilla gardening in an urban environment, the public 

were enthusiastic to offer their own perspectives and insights voluntarily, allowing 

for a valuable shared knowledge exchange with often surprising and coherent 

perspectives. 

In chapter 2, I discuss how ‘beautification’ can be acquainted with the ‘activation’ 

of space to shift human perception of wilderness and value. I examine the 

characteristics that define a garden and question how approaching them as 

‘performed’ spaces can establish an earthly connection in the city.

This extracts from views held by radical ecologists, who seek to apply 

phenomenological ideas around the objects of experience to “reconceptualise the 

boundaries…of humanity and nature” (Brown, 2003., 4). 

In the final chapter, I propose ‘guerrilla mining’ as a form of guerrilla activism. This 

focus situates around an exploration of ‘London’s lost garden’ (Liljenberg, 2010), 

once owned by John Evelyn, and now buried under the contentious brownfield site of 

Convoys Wharf, which is soon to become a business complex. 

Geologist Jan Zalasiewicz outlines the term ‘future mining’, which describes how 

renewable materials can be excavated from urban spaces, such as landfill sites, and 

repurposed for alternative design products (Zalasiewicz in Franklin; Till, 2018., 

225). 

Guerrilla mining extracts organic materials from the urban environment and 

transforms them into new ornamentations that ground people in place. In reference 

to how eco-scenography aims to create positive legacies after the theatrical event 

(Beer, 2016., 345), vibrant possibilities are revealed for how participants can apply 

alternative methods of gardening in the city to counteract non-places.

I have conducted qualitative interviews to support this study. These present the views 

of both guerrilla gardeners and the public to provide a vividness of insider knowledge. 

Some of the issues associated with qualitative interviews means views and opinions 

expressed are not generalizable to all guerrilla gardeners, as respondents were 

predominantly of a white ethnic middle-class background and perceptions of both 

interviewer and respondent are likely to be influenced by a variety of historical and 

social perspectives (Warren in Gubrium; Holstein, 2001., 79). 

I found these anecdotal accounts from interviewees to be extremely valuable for 

expanding the wider context of the issues being explored, which were primarily 

focussed on individual methods, motivations and perceptions of guerrilla activity. 

Whilst anecdotal evidence is criticised as being “more a product of art than of 

objective scientific method” (Weiss, 1994., 12) the information provided was 

coherent with research gained from other academic sources expressed

throughout the report. Participants elaborated on conceptually interesting
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accounts to construct a world of guerrilla experiences (Ibid., 13), which helped to 

communicate the wider meanings of some of the issues as well as the social and 

ecological significance of cultivation in urban space.

Throughout the report, I have interlaced these accounts with practical interventions 

to interrogate how guerrilla gardening can blend with performance practices, and 

specifically eco-scenography, to offer non-guerrillas methods for altering their 

environment. 

This will explore how ‘gardening’ is defined, what constitutes guerrilla activity 

and who can utilise it. Ultimately, I question how ‘flesh and soil’ translates as a 

performative design method for participants to embody and embrace the gritty, earthy, 

grotesqueness of public urban space.



I

‘Who Governs? Gardens?:’ 
Guerrilla Space and Claiming 

Ownership

“I would then go into my parents’ backyard with a deck of fifty-two wax-coated 

playing cards and hurl the cards across the lawn. Wherever a card fell, I would 

plant one of the bulbs. Of course, I could have tossed the bulbs themselves, but 

the point of the matter is, I didn’t.” 

(Coupland, 1991., 149)
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There are small pockets of land that have been cultivated with calculated intent. 

So much of the land we traverse cannot be our own as we cannot fully integrate with 

its materiality. Non-places do not possess ‘the flesh’ that defines “the presence of the 

world…” (Merlau-Ponty in Harman, 2005., 54) and we lose our connection to tactile 

experience.

Guerrilla gardeners find ways to recover this tactility, disrupting super-modern 

architectures by using the available space and resources to cultivate a desired 

outcome. Their activity reveals how these spaces are not impenetrable and can yield 

opportunities for individuals to embed new meanings and experiences into them by 

crafting the soil. 

Examining this in a performative context, connections can be drawn between 

performance as research exercises that are designed to give participants new bodily 

experiences of the environment. Baz Kershaw describes how these processes can 

create “A transdisciplinary space [where]… you abandon assumptions that you 

usually make about the nature of what’s around you…” (Kershaw in Arlander et al. 

2018., 23). 

Whilst guerrilla activists leave behind physical markers of their craft, they 

also demonstrate alternative encounters with the urban landscape they immerse 

themselves in. Moulding the architectures, constructing temporary objects and 

stretching the potentiality of the space which performs them as they perform in it 

(Ibid., 24). 
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In 1993, the residents of Wanstead, East London, 

chained themselves to an old chestnut tree on George 

Green. These were the ‘No M11 Protests’ against the 

building of the M11 ring road. 

The tree became a symbol of solidarity. A tactile stage 

that highlighted public protest towards ill-conceived 

urban planning. The residents tangled themselves 

between the branches, rooted themselves in the grass 

and took refuge in the tree house. 

Their occupation turned the green into a battle 

regiment against the authorities. A performance 

fortified in wood, rope, grass, soil, skin and hair 

concentrated. They were performing the physicality of 

land and flesh. 

It demonstrated the enduring power of the body against 

non-places relentlessly engulfing the landscape.

In the ‘No M11 protests’, the hybridization of protestor bodies with the living matter 

of the tree created a liminal space. As if performing surgery on the landscape, power 

dynamics were rearranged as the community grounded themselves in the earth.

Framing this intervention as a staging of flesh and soil, we may observe how 

empathetic relationships with the environment can re-position our relationship with 

non-human bodies and reveal “a web of relations… [of] ecosystems rather than 

only… their possible benefits to humans.” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015., 701)

Beneath the railway bridge there is a patch of land that is 

overgrown with weeds hanging down from the wall. 

I dig and push myself into this mound of earth, tentatively at first. 

Its density pushes against me. 

Soil sticks to my hands, my hair, my clothes. 

The ground is littered as I dig deeper. I uncover more and more 

refuse layering from years of deprivation. 

I upturn the soil and pull out weeds. I’m waiting for the moment 

where my entanglement will emancipate me from my self-

conscious presence. 

I work with intention, turning over the soil just enough to spread 

it and create air pockets for plants to thrive. 
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This mound of earth is matted and sunken. A solid mass that has been 

transformed biologically through the accumulation of plastic and paper 

items I find deep within its body. 

A pair of headphones, sweet wrappers, filter papers and chewing gum. A 

lighter, glass and what appears to be ceramic. 

Brambles tangle and cling to my skin. I am “in relation to soil as a 

significant living world.” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015., 705-706) Worms 

come to the surface. A healthy soil. 

I act as guerrilla gardener, selecting this piece of ground to immerse 

myself in its materials through my performance of activity. 

I learn from the public that there used to be a garden here, and it is 

owned by Network Rail, who have let it become a wilderness. People 

seem indifferent towards this unkempt mound, but my action stirs 

excitement and they comment positively.

ANONYMOUS: That looks nice, that’s lovely.

JACK: Thought I’d just give the place a bit 

of a clear up.

ANONYMOUS: It’s nice of you to do that…I’ve 

got a friend who’s quite interested in 

that…in urban gardening as a revolutionary 

movement…

Experimenting with guerrilla gardening
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I’m thinking about my intention, and how I demonstrate it. 

The idea of guerrilla gardening sits uncomfortably, as if I am 

threatening to claim this space. Why would my intervention be a valuable 

improvement for others? A conversation with guerrilla gardener Richard 

Reynolds highlights how space and ownership become disputed due to the 

individual’s presence:

RICHARD REYNOLDS: ‘Do you kid yourself 

you’ve got squatters rights?’ people 

have said to me…no, but for some 

people…it blurs into an anxiety about: 

‘are you trying to take over here? Are 

you trying to claim this is yours in 

some way?’

I place a barrier that separates the garden from this wilderness, the 

hanging brambles and ivy I have pushed away against the wall. 

This small patch that I have dug and planted appears incongruous.

I chose this site because of its ambiguous existence between the railway 

bridge and the pavement, and for its impenetrable mass of plant life – 

land I felt I could leave a marker upon. 

ANONYMOUS: Can I just say something mate? 

How long do you think that’s gonna last 

there?

JACK: Well, I’m hoping that if there’s 

actually something planted here then people 

might take notice of it.

ANOYNMOUS: [laughs] No they won’t! 

JACK: What do you think of guerrilla 

gardening?

ANONYMOUS: I appreciate it, I think it’s 

doing the world of good, [but] … There are 

a few too many who start pulling things 

apart…That’s the problem. 

The ‘looseness’ of space is often characterised by ill-defined boundaries and borders 

(Adams and Hardman, 2014., 1109), and is frequently the playground of guerrilla 

gardeners. 

This looseness also stimulates counter arguments over how the space used as it 

becomes “…a conversation with strangers, with the landscape – a constant social 

experiment” sometimes manifesting in vandalism (Kallis in Palmer, 2016., 39).

I am working with the surrounding area; what I know of gardening and the planters 

that I have seen. Making something regulated and presentable when it 
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is anything but, and in doing so making it a false and contrived entity. 

Perhaps all guerrillas are doing this. Whilst clearing terrain and being engaged in the 

materiality of urban space: soil, concrete, stone, weeds and water, they are crafting an 

aesthetic that pronounces their individualistic intentions as spatial transformation. 

Motivations for guerrilla activism vary. 

Guerrilla gardener Vanessa Celosse tells me that her aims have been

“just for fun more than anything else”

“a lot of cultures will grow food for 

themselves…”.

but has witnessed that

Photographer Paul Harfleet plants pansies in sites associated with incidences of 

homophobic abuse (The Pansy Project., n.d). The project uses the symbolism of 

the pansy to raise awareness of the issues whilst situating it as a playful political 

statement. In both cases, gardening becomes a vehicle for people to organise 

themselves and communicate their political agenda. This extends the uses of these 

spaces beyond their original designed intentions.

This is present in the work environment also:

ANONYMOUS: [Guerrilla gardening] is 

something I think I’d definitely enjoy…

There’s a guy at work who’s using recycled 

oddities like snow globes… putting cactuses 

in them and stuff…

JACK: And where did he put them?

ANONYMOUS: Just in around the office…

in terms of just finding an area and then 

taking it…crazy innit? 

What are the smallest ways people can intervene for their activity to be called 

‘gardening’? There are flower gardens, woodland gardens, rock gardens, water 

gardens, herb gardens, vegetable gardens, roof gardens, scented gardens, gravel 

gardens, medicinal gardens, sculpture gardens, pleasure gardens, beer gardens...

According to Malcolm Cadman, who runs the John Evelyn Community Garden (See 

chapter 2):

‘Pocket Poster Plants’ in Toronto
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“[The Garden] is more like a spring 

than something static. The Japanese 

and Chinese are famous for very 

formalised ways of gardening, trying 

to recreate very exact landscapes in a 

particular philosophical way.”

Gardens are performed. Their designed intentions do not remain fixed but are defined 

by the interactions that participants have with them. John Evelyn himself sometimes 

gardened with “sculptures and automata…which would repeatedly narrate a story or 

scene, a mechanized theatre.” (Michaels, 1997., 120) 

Guerrilla gardens perform the individual values of the activist via the methods and 

aesthetics they garden with. Steve Wheen, ‘The Pothole Gardener’, designs micro-

dioramas in the cracks of the pavement - “a respite from the greyness of London.” 

(Wheen, N.d.) 

The miniature curiosities invite the public to derive narratives from these delicate 

scenes. Their agenda is not restricted by the architecture, and like historical gardens, 

“…its meaning is at best created individually on the basis of [their] ‘suggestions’” 

(Salwa, 2013., 383).

It is a physically exerting task. My body is fully engaged in the terrain. We work in 

a symbiotic relationship where what I add and remove is balanced by my degrading 

energy and the soil that sticks to my skin. I am performing with these entities as they 

perform with me.

The mythologies of guerrilla gardening play a significant role in its image. Its attrac-

tion as an “escape from reality and the opportunity to break rules.” (Adams

et al. 2015., 1234) has moulded it to appear more insubordinate than it is. A move-

ment whereby weaponised groups snatch land and embellish it to designate it their 

own.

Paul Harfleet ‘The Pansy Project’ (2015)

‘The Pothole Gardener’
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JACK: Have you ever heard the term 

‘guerrilla gardening?’ 

ANONYMOUS: It’s like an overnight sort of 

dash and do the garden and dash off again.

According to Reynolds, the perception of the ‘guerrilla force’ is

“much more attractive [and] captured 

the imagination…for some people it’s 

about smashing the system…I should 

emphasise that the guerrilla gardening 

I do is all about making a great 

garden…it can undermine what I’m 

trying to achieve to be honest”

The Garden Museum, Lambeth, organises their collection into

artwork, 

ephemera, 

gnomes, 

postcards 

tools (The Garden Museum, n.d.).

It holds no information on guerrilla gardening. 

The museum does however, own hand-held seed sowers manufactured in 

the early 20th century. Tools that confine the regulation and distribution of resources 

in line with a disciplined design aesthetic. 

Seed sowers, and bulb planter, The Garden Museum

Robinson’s seed sower, c. 1950
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They contribute to the Museum’s narrative of garden history. The ‘British love affair 

with gardening’ (The Garden Museum, n.d.), the 19th century desire to demand more 

from private land no matter how small. To command “[pedigree landscapes that have] 

little connection with the dynamics of natural process…[but] a high value in the 

public mind as an expression of care…” (Hough, 1991., 118).

These practices align themselves with the educational disciplines of the Royal 

Horticultural Society. 

Perhaps the unorthodoxy of guerrilla activism keeps it outside the institution. Vanessa 

Celosse notes however that:

“Lambeth also have ‘Incredible 

Edible’, there’s something there that 

enabled it… I think the difference 

between guerrilla gardening and 

Incredible Edible…is that there is a 

different social class and a different 

thing they’re trying to tackle.”

Incredible Edible encourages growing food on unused land in local areas. Since 

beginning as a grassroots movement in Todmorden, its influence has expanded 

countrywide. 

The politics speaks from the roots of guerrilla gardening, yet its established status 

and drive to grow food in struggling communities appears less inward-looking. 

Responsibility is shared and supported through the legal volunteering of 

local people. ‘Seed swap’ events have been held in collaboration with the Garden 

Museum for this area with “a rich food heritage…[but] too much food poverty and ill 

health.” (Incredible Edible Lambeth, n.d.) 

The association of land ownership, cultivation and privilege has been known to cause 

hostility towards guerrilla gardeners’ use of resources:

LYNN TURNER: There’s class tensions 

playing out in weird ways… ‘the idea 

that you would waste your water on 

trees!’, ‘it’ll rain soon enough’, 

‘didn’t we have flash flooding last 

week?’…

My guerrilla garden is in Harrogate, North Yorkshire, renowned for its spring water 

and Victorian pump rooms that founded ‘the Valley Gardens’.

Volunteers of ‘Friends of Valley Gardens’ tell me how Harrogate’s geographic location 

between London and Edinburgh provided the perfect tourist stop that allowed the 

gardens to thrive, assisted by the high quantity of magnesium in the water.

JACK: I’m trying to scope out what 

[guerrilla gardening] means to people, 

especially in a town like [Harrogate]…

ANONYMOUS: …there’s a big drive behind it 

being a floral town, there’s lots of areas 

to do it in.
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Some landscapes have the ‘flesh and soil’ ideology embedded in them. 

Like Lambeth’s rich marsh land (Lambeth Village, n.d.), Harrogate’s geographic 

position and medicinal culture allowed the ornamental grounds to root themselves in 

the infrastructure. 

The mythologised images of guerrilla activity warring over land in covert operations 

seems at odds with the Garden Museum’s preservation of order and education, but both 

frame a narrative around people’s rights to access land. 

What differs is the role of responsibility institutions have for organising cultivation 

to give back to the community. 

In the next chapter, I elaborate on how these histories have determined the use of 

space and how guerrilla intervention stimulates new uses to alter the perception of 

value in the city.  



II

Defining a Garden: The Role of 
Beautification as Value
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With reluctance to own a private garden, Richard Reynolds focuses exclusively on 

public space. He discusses the challenges of wild areas in the city:

“in a very public place… it tends to 

attract anti-social behaviour like 

loads of litter and just a feeling of 

neglect…”

Wilderness remains at odds with human understandings of value within the city. 

Wilderness is ‘the other’, which cannot be controlled and remains ambiguous, as it 

does not correlate with utility. 

For farmer and political scientist Wade Sikorski, wilderness “is as easily found in 

the city as the vast rainforest… [but is] denied, repressed, forgotten.” (Sikorski in 

Bennett; Chaloupka, 1993., 29) 

Going into wilderness is to dwell and feel grounded in place. To find ways to integrate 

its processes into our own lifecycle is, perhaps, the only way to align ourselves with 

‘wilderness’ - not as a physical place, but as a nature of being. A wilderness whereby 

we rebuild a relationship “with our earthly situation…” (Ibid., 29) and tend to urban 

environments as if they were gardens. 

ANONYMOUS: I think we should be encouraging 

people to grow their own vegetables and 

stuff…if it’s public wasteland it seems 

perfectly acceptable…

In his book, Richard Reynolds outlines there being ‘two groups’ focussed on either 

beautifying public space or growing crops (Reynolds, 2014., 10). This binary 

simplifies the perception of ‘beautification’ however. Below is a list responding to 

the statement ‘A garden is…’? including my own definitions alongside those sampled 

from a performance exercise conducted with peers:

Collection

Seclusion

Ornamentation

Composition 

Social gathering 

Self-expression

Governance

Repeated actions

Messy

Light

Fertile

Dense

Dying

Practical

Pretty

Mr McGregor’s

Playful 

Where ‘the fall’ happened

Whilst ‘pretty’ is an associated characteristic, these responses also situate the garden 

beyond associations with visual beauty, with some revealing more personal or 

metaphorical associations.

Vanessa Celosse elaborates on her own perception of beautified space:

“I think what underlines it for me is 

more of a sense of ownership… ‘it’s 

looked after’… I think there’s more to 

beautification, it’s a shorthand for 

‘being used’…”
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Whilst beautification is defined as improving the appearance of place, it establishes 

notions of value for the individual and the wider community. Its attachment to 

appearance in garden history creates limited diversity in urban environments 

(Hough, 1991., 118).An example of how diversity may alter beautification lies in ‘The 

Impossible Forest’. This project is situated in the carpark of ‘the Uferstudios’, Berlin, 

and subverts the notion of visual beauty as value by using dead trees as its centre 

piece. 

The participants engage with the space through the decay and growth that is visible. It 

becomes a stage of “connections and cycles through to the human body, bones, organic 

matter…” (Palmer, 2016., 37). This illuminates how the grotesque is injected back 

into the public consciousness and can be valued even in a death state.

Growing food carries a more philanthropic intent. The land gives back an immediate, 

valuable resource for communities to share. Its ‘beautification’ can be measured not 

simply by how it looks but the function it provides. 

Beautification in a broader context can also be linked to the ‘looseness’ of space 

explored in chapter 1. 

Looseness allows the value of space to be determined by individuals who “appropriate 

the open-endedness of these spaces for their own needs” (Hou, 2010., 23). By this 

definition, guerrilla gardening does not necessarily rely on planting and can exist for 

fluctuating periods of time. 

Some gardens may be impermanent insertions, for example a roadside memorial 

or ‘land art’ that plays with varying scales and physical processes for sculpting the 

landscape. 

This is where ‘the garden’ coalesces contemplation, discussion and architectural dis-

ruption. The value of space becomes a product of its lifespan and maintenance, and the 

engagement of action tends and organises the space to create a valuable, ‘beautified’ 

object. 

VANESSA CELOSSE: Take the Undercroft 

at Southbank that the skateboarders 

use, I love it, but not because I love 

skateboarding…but because it’s being 

used, and it’s activated!

Merlau-Ponty’s definition of flesh as the medium that renders previously invisible 

objects visible (Harman, 2005., 54) may underline this definition of beautification. 

What was invisible and neglected becomes tactile and valuable, directed by the motion 

of interaction. 

Eco-scenography also works through these processes by reviewing “how

Jared Gradinger, ‘The Impossible Forest’ (2016)
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practices of urban development are rendered eventful or attentive through 

scenographic traits” (Hann from McKinney; Palmer, 2017., 128) and finding 

alternative functions for the resources that are available.

This is visible in the creation of ‘Guerrilla furniture’. These constructions use 

waste found in the city to create seating areas that play off the urban architecture. 

The materials may not be visually attractive, but their placement allows for the 

public to find new opportunities to be in and with their environment. It extends the 

conversation around what constitutes ‘the garden’, as these constructions become 

places to reflect, contemplate and see the landscape from an alternative perspective. 

This is the significance of scenographic placemaking as a “‘practiced place’… ways 

of being in and with space…[that] are not predetermined but rather constructed…” 

(Weinstein in Filmer; Rufford, 2018., 189). The urban wilderness that attracts 

anti-social behaviour becomes tangible and active through guerrilla intervention and 

composes a theatrical display of activists, ad-hoc materials and users ‘performing’ 

with the infrastructure. 

Yangge dancers performing under Mingguang Qiao - a ringroad in 

Beijing. Photo by Caroline Cheng (cited in Hou, ‘Insurgent Public Space’) 

p. 21

Andy Goldsworthy, ‘Walking Wall’ (2019)

Duccio Maria Gambi, guerrilla furniture in Paris, (2014)
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Nested in-between a housing estate and a block of flats in Surrey Quays 

grows the John Evelyn Community Garden. I worked this site weekly 

to tangle myself in its processes and to explore how a garden becomes a 

garden.

Volunteers help to maintain the space for the benefit of the community 

and to prevent it being sold off to private companies. People from the 

local area tend the allotments and children dig the soil. They plan 

to share the carrots, potatoes and apples with a local cafe.  The land 

opposite has received planning permission to build new flats. The 

garden is slowly being closed in. 

I am synchronised with the processes of the garden and the terrain 

it defines through the tools and organisms who share the space. The 

rhythm of repetitive motion. 

Henri Lefebvre defines this as ‘spatial architectonics’ - the ways the 

body and environment construct one another (Lefebvre, 1991., 170). 

The space embodies ‘properties’ which are derived from my occupation 

of it. Equally, it becomes a composition of human and non-human 

bodies performing with each other and being carried by these repeat 

processes. 

“[Compositionism] is connected with composure…and thus is 

associated with choreography and scenography…” (Bruno Latour: 

“May Nature Be Recomposed?” 2010., 00:02:26). Via scenographic 

placemaking, these ‘attentive’ actions establish the garden. The land 

acts on me and I define my motion to compose a desired outcome. 

Raking and weeding in the John Evelyn Community Garden
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Networks of ecological relationships come to the 

forefront in the performances of choreographer Pina 

Bausch. 

In Bausch’s work, performers are visibly entwined 

with their environments and compose the scene 

through networks of actant objects. Sublime collages 

of concrete cross-roads, vehicles and industrial estates 

that “get stuck to their skin, soil their clothes, mix 

with their sweat” (Florencio, 2015., 59) 

They cultivate the flesh of their bodies amidst the 

‘flesh’ of the landscapes. Their actions propagate 

similar effects to guerrilla gardeners. Liminal states 

of being emerge with the environment, stimulating 

visibility and activating the site. 

To reconnect with wilderness, we can design ways for non-places to be rendered 

significant, or ‘beautified’, through embodying and performing as the garden. Wearing 

a garment with moss sewn into the fabric, I have been ‘gardening’ at Canary Wharf.

Canary Wharf is a collection of non-places. Built on recovered 

marsh land, the mesh grid of concrete and marble now compresses 

the earth on which it is built. 

Nothing in Canary Wharf feels real. Commuters travel to their 

places of work, floating body-less between the station, the 

shopping centre and the park with its layers of artificial grass.

Tower blocks oversee the square where you cannot reflect but 

must traverse. Steel planters with identical flowers are isolated 

and contrived. Divided by hostile and morose stone blocks. This 

is when beautification becomes a perverse sickness. A need to 

ornament empty space with falsified and suppressed organisms.

LYNN TURNER: The horticulture 

industry is not good for plant life 

or pollinator life …’here’s a begonia, 

no weather can touch it!’ Well no 

creature wants to touch it either, 

might as well have plastic plants.

Scenes from Pina Bausch’s 

performances. 
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In this space you have no flesh. The hulls of reflective pillars 

have no flesh. 

Moss tangles itself into the fabric of infrastructure. Sphagnum 

moss has been a valuable wound dressing throughout history, 

absorbing moisture from damaged flesh (Boissoneault, 2017). 

Moss is a guerrilla activist. An insurgent that grips the 

architecture and makes the space its own. It provides a habitat 

for hordes of insect life. It has come to be associated with the 

grotesque, “the disorder…irrationality, ambiguity and slack 

[that] is dangerous and must be bounded...” (Sikorski in Bennett; 

Chaloupka, 1993., 39) 

Performing with the moss garment at 

Canary Wharf

Closeup of garment
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When the concept of ‘the garden’ becomes a purely ornamental 

construct within non-places, how does the guerrilla gardener 

perform to establish new uses of the space? 

The moss garment being worn by ‘the gardener’ becomes “the 

disorder…irrationality, ambiguity and slack” (Ibid.). Similar 

actions have received public attention, such as ‘Shrub Man’ 

(Siddique, 2009) who planted in public flower beds whilst 

concealing his identity. 

Such actions disrupt the surrounding architecture and pose a 

grotesque and liminal being within these simulated environments. 

The embodiment of organic material has roots in folklore. 

‘The Green Man’ often sees participants dressed in vegetation 

to symbolise the mythological character – a Pagan spirit of 

growth and renewal (Minton, n.d). These traditions can develop 

a language to explore how guerrilla activism as performance 

becomes a collective movement to stir notions of the body as the 

garden. “…A myth, roughly inscribed on the soil.” (Augé, 1995., 

47)

I become a tactile object, with organic matter filling the air with 

damp, growth and decay to integrate itself back into the world 

amongst the non-place. Cultivating and ornamenting the ground 

for an extended duration. 

Modern infrastructure “concentrate[s]…on objects and

 Henry Bourne, ‘Diana - 

British Folklore Project’ 

(2012)

Man dressed as a tree is arrested for 

disrupting traffic (2016) (Photo by 

Twitter/@TVTEDDY)

‘Shrub man’ guerrilla gardening (2009) (Photo by Martin Rose/

Eastnews)
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surfaces, and correspondingly ignore[s] the space of the body” 

(Borden, 2001., 101). I hang from steel railings and crouch in-

between the planters, posing as ‘the garden’ which juxtaposes the 

rigidity and flesh-less-ness of these hollow surfaces.

They are sites that may be returned to, which is the objective for 

guerrilla gardeners like Richard Reynolds. It proposes the actions 

of gardening to define an allotted space to make an impact on the 

landscape. 

As I have postulated, the public value of gardens may be heightened by perceiving 

it as more diverse and active than merely visual. Introducing it to non-places as a 

performed space speculates on one such method of guerrilla activity to reconnect the 

self with wilderness and impose critical encounters with the architecture. 

In the following chapter, I investigate how such critical encounters have the potential 

to raise the voice of communities for designing the city more organically within urban 

planning.



III
‘London’s Lost Garden’: How Guerrilla 

Activity can Revive Historic Cultivation
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Whilst guerrilla gardening, you find yourself removing what others leave behind. 

Mining may yield alternative resources for urban cultivation, by digging into the 

layers of the city when fertile ground becomes scarce. 

In 1661, John Evelyn published his pamphlet ‘Fumifugium’ to address the issues of 

London’s air pollution. It proposed to cultivate land in and around London with ‘such 

shrubs as yield the most fragrant & odiferous Flowers...” (Evelyn, 1661., 15-23).

Over 300 years later…

in 1993, the residents of Wanstead chained 

themselves to an old chestnut tree against the 

building of the M11 ring road. 

Unfortunately, their protests failed. 

The road now connects East London to the city 

boundary, not ‘odiferous flowers’, but the M25. 

Where commuters pass by one another and 

reach their destinations in seclusion and a fog 

of carbon particulates. 

‘We lack land and flesh’.

Evelyn’s emphasis on maintaining garden spaces still circulates amongst those who 

fear their demolition. The London Green Belt was established to prevent

further urban sprawl and preserve eco-systems beyond the city, but inside lies an 

intensely dense, heated cauldron. The city compresses the soil upon which it is built 

and transforms it into strange formations. 

Beneath the layers of non-places, the soil is shifting. Pedogenesis is the development 

of soil through place, environment and history. We are transforming the land beneath 

our feet irreversibly through the things we produce and leave behind. 

Plastics chemically bond with minerals to create unknown alien compounds. 

Incinerated matter from power stations combines with organic waste, cardboard pulp 

and ink aggregates to form new soils. These are the irreversible changes that define 

our era as the Anthropocene.

Items uncovered from guerrilla gardening
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RICHARD REYNOLDS: Some of the land 

can be really foul! I remember 

digging through loads of chicken 

bones embedded within a matt of grass. 

People use neglected gardens as giant 

rubbish bins.

Sikorski notes the writings of Heidegger on the ‘abyss’ or ‘Abrgund’ (soil and ground) 

that “…must be experienced and endured. But for this it is necessary that there be 

those who reach into the abyss.” (Heidegger in Bennett; Chaloupka, 1993., 31). This 

definition frames a fundamental aspect of guerrilla gardening as re-acquainting 

ourselves with the grotesque. 

If performativity and action is important to defining a garden, we may explore how 

what you remove from a garden, is as significant as what you leave behind. For the 

guerrilla gardener, the materiality of the earth that ‘must be experienced and endured’ 

is clear and tangible when filtering through the detritus of the Anthropocene in 

neglected space. 

Convoys Wharf, Deptford: a brownfield site owned by Honk Kong housing developers 

Hutchinson Whampoa. The planning permission to build on the site has been 

approved but protested by Historic England and local activists in Deptford, who wish 

the site to become something more than a business complex. A non-place resembling 

its riverside neighbour, Canary Wharf.

Evelyn’s Experimental Garden and Manor House stood on this site.

This has been termed ‘London’s lost garden’. This legendary image allows us to 

speculate on the lush and vibrant matter that may have thrived here. 

Reimagining an Experimental Garden for the present could reconnect the community 

with social and ecological issues associated with urban planning.

Whilst Evelyn’s pamphlet is regarded as one of the earliest to address pollution, its 

political significance for glorifying the restoration of monarchy cannot be dismissed. 

The proposals for clean air were less motivated by our modern understanding of 

environmentalism, but in the symbolism of Charles II as clean aired and ‘the light of 

truth’. (Jenner, 1995., 539) 

Yet, Fumifugium stands as an important document in voicing the concern for air 

quality and using waste ground to grow plants and cleanse the urban environment. 

Photos of Convoys Wharf
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RICHARD REYNOLDS: That’s why I 

advocate guerrilla gardening, with 

the land it’s so confusing as to who’s 

actually in charge…it’s better just to 

get on and do it…

Convoys Wharf is gated and guarded. An excavation by the Museum of London 

Archaeology removed layers of concrete and mulch from the old paper factory, 

revealing the layout of the garden. It is still visible by its geometric outline. The 

adjacent Sayes Court Park is all that remains of the land that the garden once grew 

from. 

The ‘Sayes Court’ project promotes the role of the local community in establishing a 

historically important heritage site for educational and environmental benefit. It has 

clashed with Hutchinson Whampoa over how much influence the local community 

should have in the development.

I mine some land from the Sayes Court Park, just beyond 

the barrier of Convoys Wharf. This form of illegal activity 

extracts material from the site rather than planting it. A type 

of guerrilla activism that does not prescribe things onto a place 

but repurposes them for gardening. 

The soil is heated with water in a distiller. The resulting 

liquid is a soil hydrosol, smelling of decay and almost sweet. 

The last living remnants of the lost garden.

The hydrosol process extends guerrilla gardening to translate 

organic matter into a new materiality. It can

To rebuild connection to land through ‘flesh and soil’, guerrilla mining can inspire 

new forms of insurgency that consider the making potential of the ground and its 

alien materiality. This process poses new possibilities for reactivating “The mashed 

up remains of former buildings, mixed up with soil…” (Zalasiewicz in Franklin; 

Till, 2018., 225). 

Map of Sayes Court Garden (1692)

Aerial View of Convoys Wharf
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then be spread through other locations which have become 

unsustainable for plant life.

The bottle of soil is tangible and communicates through scent. 

Those who experience this may “be conscious of a place 

through the smell of what’s beneath our feet” (Karen Guthrie 

at Hauser and Wirth, 2014., 00:02:00) and connect to its 

other-worldly qualities. 

The process of gathering and distilling the soil is ritualistic. 

Participants can engage in its production to unearth the 

history and significance of place and “develop ‘a feeling for 

the soil’” (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015., 704).

The intervention becomes a method of scenographic 

placemaking that reconnects participants with their 

immediate environment. An integral part of eco-scenography 

and placemaking repurposes found materials to design the 

performance through their construction (Beer, 2017., 112). 

Mining the urban landscape for readily accessible material 

works on this premise. By utilising resources from the ground 

on which we stand, we shift an anthropocentric understanding 

of value that “[redefines] the boundaries of human and non-

human agency” (Iovino and Oppermann, 2012., 455-456). 

Social, political and ecological networks resurface through 

working with these materials.

Guerrilla mining at Sayes Court Park and the 

hydrosol distillation process
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Art collective ‘Greyworld’ produce public installations, sometimes without permission, 

that incorporate sensory experiences through participatory interaction. Are these 

types of guerrilla activism? Their sound project ‘Railings’ (2011) plays a tune when 

users run a stick along a perimeter fence, in the celebration of the mischievous 

activity. Physical boundaries become obsolete as people involve themselves in an 

inaccessible space by creating sound.

Perhaps spreading the scent of the garden around the boundaries of a gated site 

like Convoys Wharf can have a similar effect. The Garden History Society (GHS) 

protects sites which are “...ornamental environment[s] and of historic importance 

as such.” (Roberts in Pendlebury, 2010., 12) The hydrosol becomes an ornamental 

object by recreating the material properties of the garden. This resembles how the 

No M11 protestors posted a letter to the old chestnut tree, giving it the status of a legal 

dwelling to postpone its destruction. (The Green Fuse., n.d.). 

The users of the soil hydrosol may be those who wish to protest the private 

development of the area by instilling it with the scent of the garden and reserving 

it as a historically significant site within the guidelines of the GHS. It connects 

the senses with the living organic material, now buried deep beneath the layers of 

concrete, to return flesh to this desolate landscape.

Greyworld ‘Railings’ (2011)

The lost garden distributed around the barrier of Convoys Wharf
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Conclusion

‘We lack land and flesh’.

Rather, we lack physical and political influence over land and the tactile flesh to 

claim it. 

I aimed to investigate how integrating guerrilla activity into performance practices 

could design new strategies for people to alter their environment. 

My research has revealed how an activist’s ‘presence’ in a space often disturbs 

outsiders. It accentuates people’s anxieties about ownership and resource distribution. 

The effects of ‘presence’ could be applied to infect the public consciousness in other 

ways. The online game ‘Guerrilla Gardening: Seeds of Revolution’ (Spooky Squid, 

2009) was prototyped as a stealth strategy game. Whilst it was unsuccessful, it 

demonstrates how guerrilla gardening can perform within public digital space. 

Guerrilla algorithms could ‘garden’ digital devices by growing images. The individual 

guerrilla is distanced from the activity whilst targeting the non-places of the internet.

For gardening to integrate more organically into everyday activity and urban 

planning, there needs to be a shift in the anthropocentric notion of ‘value’. The 

guerrillas I spoke to shared concerns for the way cultivation is managed in urban 

environments:
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VANESSA CELOSSE: I think you can use 

planting as a political message…a way 

of taking back land, because so much 

of what is planted around here is just 

not maintained properly.

Screenshot of ‘Guerrilla Gardening: Seeds of Revolution’

Altering our definition of ‘beautification’ can catalyse this, establishing that 

gardening is not reliant on appearance. It can become a systematic methodology for 

individuals to deploy themselves in the city and inject their own social and political 

motivations (Hou, 2010., 23).

‘Looseness’ can help us understand the impact of the interventions we create in 

urban space. To consider what strategies are used under the term ‘gardening’ is also to 

consider how impermanent these interventions might be and who they are speaking 

to. 

Examples of these differences can be seen when comparing Paul Harfleet’s

photography to guerrilla furniture. The varying materiality, scale and intended 

audiences of these works are connected by gardening as a system to organise and 

disrupt. Both take advantage of the space and re-usable material, an approach closely 

linked with eco-scenography, illustrating how loosening can exploit the potentials of 

space and we can ‘perform’ it rather than passively occupy it. 

I’m sitting on the tarmac at Convoys Wharf watching the sharp steel and glass face of 

Canary Wharf. I am reminded of my performance with its architecture to embody the 

garden and connect the individual to ‘grotesque’ materials. 

I realise performing as the moss garden became more symbolic of a guerrilla 

‘character’. The images taken in Canary Wharf suggest a more mythic status; an 

urban cultivation legend that crops up elusively in the city but is not confined to an 

individual. 

Exploring how folklore traditions can weave into this identity may communicate with 

the public in more accessible means. It also expands on how the ‘presence’ of the 

individual can become the ‘presence’ of a wider participatory movement, playing on 

the mythologies of guerrilla activists as a clandestine force. 

Finalising our conversation, Reynolds’ is optimistic that his work has led to a more 

universal acceptance from both the public and local councils:

“I do see this normalisation of people 

feeling ‘y’know what, that birch, that 

roundabout, that scrappy bit of flower 

bed…I can sort that out!’”
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I posed however, that gardening is historically grounded in some places, which builds 

their identity and community. 

Mining the landscape to distill hydrosols helped to recognise how gardening can 

become more accessible to communities. This may act to give individuals the sense 

of ownership over land and the rights to cultivate it in ways that are not confined to 

purely visual aesthetics.

I have been testing ‘gardening as performance’ workshops that use games to explore 

how space can be ‘gardened’ using the actions of the body.

I aim to pursue further how these techniques can establish theatrical re-enactments 

of gardens to expand the definition of guerrilla activity as placemaking, and yield 

community engaged forms of activism that raise awareness of the historic value of 

gardens in sites like Convoys Wharf. 

Embodying the garden 

Testing the ‘rhythm machine’ technique with Malcolm Cadman

It is eerie to know a garden is buried beneath the earth

One that began as a venture to cleanse London’s air. 

The ground that Evelyn tended still breathes. Gritty, earthy 

and grotesque, awaiting revival through flesh and soil. 
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Appendix

The following contains extracts from interview transcripts and maps that supported the study

Interview with guerrilla gardener Dr.Lynn Turner (30th November 2019) 

JACK: So, essentially I just wanted to ask about your experience 

of doing the guerrilla gardening, as you say you’re looking for a 

new site now. I’ll start by asking what your motivations were for 

cultivating in and around Lewisham. 

LYNN: lots of things at once really. I was becoming a more and more 

passionate gardener. At that point when I started guerrilla gardening 

I had moved to Camberwell and had an extremely lush, productive 

garden, lots of plants were layering all over the place so either 

you transplant them somewhere else or they get composted. So I had 

plants coming out of my eyes. I also was waking up early and going 

for these 7am walks in the beautiful streets of Camberwell. At Dog 

Kennel Hill, there’s this massive strip going down the road like a 

dual carriageway, it is just perfect. I could see that someone had 

started something, so I was keeping an eye on it. And I think at 

that point gardeners world had gone very veg focussed and I mistook 

what was growing for courgettes, and I thought ‘o that’s a brilliant 

idea you can grow courgettes’. And then I saw they were shooting and 

realised they were Hollyhocks of course! Eventually I found out a 

member of the council who did some gardening had just thrown some 

seeds down. They’re not paid to have knowledge they’re not usually 

paid to do anything except to clear up, but this one guy had some 

interest and had literally just sprinkled hollyhock seeds to see what 

would happen...I started to do a little bit where I work in new cross 

road where the big tree pits are next to the row of bus stops. A 

few colleagues come with me sometimes, and someone I met anonymously 

guerrilla gardening now works at goldsmiths…they’re very different 

environments, the one on dog kennel hill you’re 
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in the middle of the road and you can get some really aggressive 

drivers but you also get some people drivers past going… 

*gestures positively*

…also there’s a lot of people around, those bus stops are very rarely 

quiet places, so people will stop and make conversation, even if 

you’re up to your arms in digging…The relationship with the council 

in both places is quite different, I did run into the same guys doing 

the clear up in dog kennel hill, and actually they were okay, the one 

who put the seeds down and the other who was a bit of a blunt force, 

but they were okay with me putting the seeds down. The ones in new 

cross are a blunt force and they just pull the plants out…there’s a 

lot of drunks in new cross and those pits get rolled on, so having 

something that can fight back is an advantage...there’s no real reason 

to cut them, but when they do and they do because somebody is just 

paid to ‘cut’ they’ve just made a big pit for people to throw their 

rubbish in. 

J: how effective do you think it is as a method for addressing these 

ecological problems?

L: it can be incredibly effective, and it lifts my spirits to see a 

bunch of flowers where there were none. And I always plant in whatever 

garden plants that are good for pollinators, both about

it looking good, providing nectar, being somewhere where the pollinators 

can spread their stuff around and also about being a good habitat. 

I mean in the shrubs that died, there were sparrows living there. I 

would love to see much more sustained planting, I know where you lobby 

for trees you have to be careful about traffic and where water access 

points are and stuff like this... it can be really positive and it’s 

important not to cut these things back…Strategically and obviously 

the pollution is awful, the traffic flow on New Cross Road is appalling, 

so planting alone isn’t gonna stop that you’d actually need to change 

the traffic flow, and more trees.

J: do you think if people were more aware of how they transform these 

spaces do you think more would do it?

L: I acknowledge die off, I think it takes a few people to lead the 

way…you are fighting some really grumpy people…there’s also a class 

tensions playing out in weird ways as well, ‘like we’re talking about 

plants on the streets guys’, it’s really not…I know it can be a middle 

class thing, but we’ve just gone through a really dry spell and if 

you’ve got newly planted trees now is a good time to give them a 

bucket of water, and I got a lot of derision for that! The idea that 

you would waste your water on trees, going up a street watering a 

tree. ‘it’ll rain soon enough, didn’t we have flash flooding last week?’ 

although someone pointed out that flash flooding just tends to run off 

and not actually go into the plant. Oh and ‘isn’t someone paid to 

do that?’ it drives me crazy. Newly planted trees that are dead in a 

couple of years because they’ve not been watered...

J: the documentation on your blog, has it influenced any of your 

research into the environmental humanities and ecology?

L: it’s kind of a like a practical thinking, its working on all 

those levels and it does make you more systemically aware, as paying 

attention to things like ‘what is a weed?’...the whole plant literature 

is beginning to explode, and I’m looking at that right now. There 

might be some quite interesting avenues for me to connect with, good 

old western philosophy, just in the same way it’s been about being 

really hostile to women, really crap with animals, and also crap with 

plants, it’s the idealised figure of man being independent, autonomous 

and above all others. It can sound very vapid and hippy to say 

‘everything is connected’, but to pursue the ways that environments 

are environments are networks are systems and to have those to explore 

is really important...of course the horticulture industry is not good 

for plant life or pollinator life which is very slowly dawning on 

them…’here’s a begonia, no weather can touch it!’ Well no creature 

wants to touch it either, might as well have plastic plants.

J: what would you say are the most practical ways to go about it?
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L: are there any existing beds? Is there any ground? You want some 

ground or put in a large container yourself, or get council people 

on your side. And greening projects, find the right person and they 

will try and support it, and then it’ll be really tough hardy plants, 

because where there’s nothing you can get a bit of vandalism…even 

though when I started on dog kennel hill it felt so different to the 

things I would be concerned about in my garden,  really thinking 

about colour, those aesthetic things…does the plant have flowers? Is 

it a survivor, and ideally, will it self-seed? Even doing some self-

seeding around…wildflower seeds don’t need cultivated ground, so they 

should be able to, unless someone mows it flat! Because ‘their job is 

to mow!’

Interview with guerrilla gardener Vanessa Celosse (8th December 2019) 

Mapping ‘flesh and soil’ 

Begins with watching a clip of Ron Finley ‘the gangster gardener’ 

VANESSA: I think that’s a lot about what you’re talking about in terms 

of how you can use gardening to affect change. I mean here it’s called 

guerrilla gardening and I did a session once through someone who knew 

Richard Reynolds quite well. We were up in Commercial Road and we 

did some planting there. And he’s done planting around South London, 

like Elephant and Castle where he lived. And then there’s Incredible 

Edibles as well. But I think the difference between guerrilla gardening 

and Incredible Edibles is…there are…my impression is that there is a 

different social class and a different thing they’re trying to tackle. 

While I think Ron Finley is definitely trying to tackle inequalities 

and a lot of issues around the violence and disproportionate health 

issues that black and minority ethnic communities in the US suffer…I 

don’t see it happen as much here frankly, I think it tends to be more 

individuals...Other than the thing I did a number of years ago with 

Richard Reynolds I haven’t really done any subversive stuff since. I 

kinda wanted to do some guerrilla furniture as well, so I got involved 

with the Eden Street urban orchard which happened a few years ago, 

but it’s around that tactical urbanism like in the US where you just 

go out and create pocket parks, where there was a car park people 

just got and build something, it happens a bit more in other parts 

of London and the UK, but it doesn’t happen a lot which I’m surprised 

by. Maybe a little bit here in Deptford but probably less so in recent 

years…

JACK: why would you be surprised by that?

V: Because I think there’s a complete lack of ownership of the public 

space here. I don’t think…there’s no, I don’t understand. I mean it’s 

not that different from where I grew up in New York big tower blocks, 

21 stories high, big 12 lane road. You’d think…it seems if you wanna 

do that stuff you go to East London like
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 Hackney, here you might see more art based stuff. 

J: What are your motivations for doing it?

V: Just for fun more than anything else. Even I haven’t done it as 

much as I would have liked to, it takes some resources and I think 

it takes a group of people. I don’t have the resources to do it on 

my own...Because don’t forget I travel here, I don’t live here and I 

don’t do much where I live, I did mainly do it within the confines of 

this garden, but I’ve been interested in it for a variety of reasons. 

J: Does it become a kind of community?

V: I think so, I don’t think I’ve met enough people at the same 

time who’ve wanted to go out and do something like that, or there’s 

been moments and then it dies out, so I think you need a charismatic 

character, someone like Ron Finley or Richard Reynolds or somebody to 

just kind of take it on and move it forwards, but I think that’s true 

of most things…you have to support the person who’s gonna do the work. 

I think part of the reason I got interested in landscape architecture 

was to make more of an impact in the urban space…so it’s just that in 

reality the only way to impact your built environment is to do kind 

of like off the radar, because the process of actually legitimately 

doing it is exhausting. but I do feel that people from more privileged 

background for want of a better expression have more access to this, 

so you see a lot of this like ‘Assemble’…they’re all white, and all 

these collectives who are actually doing something tend to be all 

the same kinds of… I mean superficially, the only ones who I’ve seen 

who are different are ‘Resolve’, who are 2 black guys, I think one is 

from Ghiana, and the other is maybe Caribbean… and they are trained 

architects and they have done some really

interesting stuff but you don’t hear enough of them...its interesting 

because a lot of cultures will grow food for themselves, if there’s 

land they will grow food on it… Ron Finely said growing food is like 

printing money, but I don’t think we have that kind of sense of 

ownership over land that we have here and I’m not surprised because 

its constantly beaten into us ‘who owns the land?’...

J: Do you think the motivations are different here? For example, in 

terms of beautification being the dominant narrative?

V: Beautification? Yeah, I’m not interested in beautification necessarily. 

I mean I don’t think we should design things that are ugly, but I 

think what underlines it for me is more of a sense of ownership, yeah 

beauty is very subjective…but take Ron Finely, LA is a very built 

environment, and it’s a classic thing that places tend to be savoured 

if people have a sense of ownership over them, and if you have a sense 

of ownership over it then you want to keep it clean, irrespective of 

what it looks like, lots of places look nice but they’ve just got 

rubbish. So, it’s more about a sense of ‘oh people use this space it’s 

looked after’, that’s more interesting to me than whether I think it 

looks pretty or not. So, it’s like the Undercroft at Southbank that 

the skateboarders use, I love it but not because I love skateboarding 

or because of the graffiti there, but because it’s being used, y’know? 

and it’s activated! I expect if I came there with a skateboard nobody 

would have a problem… So I think there’s more to that I think there’s 

more to beautification, it’s a short-hand for actually saying ‘used’, 

and used doesn’t mean that it’s necessarily welcoming… I know lots 

of places that were used but I didn’t necessarily feel like I was 

entitled to use them. So, I guess there’s another issues around that, 

is it welcoming as well. So of course I would
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like to see places as welcoming as well, so that you felt like you 

could enter that space. I mean I tend to be curious when it comes 

to spaces, maybe not things like going in and skating under the 

Undercroft. But there are these nice little private gardens that are 

very well used but unless you live there and have a key, so I think 

we also need to talk about spaces that have public access. I mean 

this is a lovely space but unfortunately it’s not public access, I 

mean the public can come here but its totally dependent on us being 

here. And y’know there’s a reason for that because its all voluntary 

and y’know there’s a limited amount of volunteers and also we share 

the space with allotment holders…I mean, the allotments tend to be 

locked. Ideally, you’d put a separate space  and separate them out so 

we can have our gate open and then lock the next gate. But these are 

all design concept. 

J: Whenever you have done guerrilla gardening around here in the past 

what have been the ideal spaces? I suppose there’s a lot of spaces 

you’re not able to do because they’re not practical for growing stuff.

V: well we wanted to do this edible bus stop for want of a better word, 

I mean it’s out there in the design world, ‘the edible bus stop’, but 

that makes sense people will see it, there’s spaces across the road 

from one of the bus stops, there’s this catch 22 because Malcolm and 

I have been talking about doing this for some time. But I think you 

have to just do it, I don’t think there’s an ideal place and think 

it’s more of a question of ‘just do it’, could be convenience…I think 

that’s part of it. It really depends on your motivation. 

J: I suppose people will have different motivations for doing it, 

what would you say is the balance for you between the passion of it 

and the politics of it?

V: ugh the politics are boring, the politics are…I mean I think 

that’s why I focus mainly in here, on my own, there are a couple of 

places near me where I can think ‘oh I should just go plant’, like 

there’s a magistrates court not far from me under these 1960s concrete 

horrible containers, like now just have weeds growing in them, they 

look dreadful and haven’t been maintained, and I just keep thinking 

I’m gonna go in there and say ‘do you mind if I just tidy up and 

plant some bulbs? You don’t have to give me anything I just wanna do 

it because it’s just so ugly.’ Y’know, it’s a neglected space, and I 

just think it’d be nice if people having to go into the magistrates 

court could just see something, …I’m not sure how much politics are 

involved, I think you either wanna do it or you don’t do it, it either 

occurs to you or it doesn’t occur to you… It’s as simple as that, to 

a certain extent. I think if there is politics then you’re varying 

into what Ron Finley did, because it started out as a personal thing, 

he had this strip of land that he was supposed to maintain according 

to the city citations...what are the politics here? I don’t know, 

my sense from what I can remember when I was with Richard Reynolds 

and the subsequent times when I’ve seen him speak, was actually that 

Lambeth didn’t really care. I mean anything that was improving it was 

a bonus for them, then when they got to know who he was and what it 

was about they kinda supported it. But Lambeth also have incredible 

edibles Lambeth, there’s something there that enabled it... I think 

you  have to be the kind of person who doesn’t care and just does it 

because if you go down the actual route it can be time consuming and 

it puts you off which is why we were like ‘oh let’s go out and plant 

some things’. The thing from our point of view was that we already 

have a lot to do here, so why would we want to do more? And we already 

don’t have enough sense of ownership here, but then there’s a bit 

of me that thinks ‘well no what we need to do is something away from 

here’ and then label
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it: ‘if you like this come to the John Evelyn Community Garden’ so I 

think there’s a converse to it where I think actually we should go 

do this things and put our name tag and say come see us... So yeah, 

I think that’s how I see tactical urbanism as what we should refer 

to it, because it is around urban design. We want people to see this 

and then know that there’s something else, it’s not just a one-off. I 

think you can use planting as a political message though, and I think 

we should also explore that next year. Also do some more planting as 

a way of taking back, taking back land, because so much of what is 

planted around here is just not maintained properly. You go anywhere 

and you look at how all the hedges are flat. The hedges are designed 

by the tools that are being used. There is no design. All they’re 

interested in us coming in certain times of year and just trimming 

back hedges...you’d have to go to the royal parks or you’d have to 

go to the park that has a dedicated maintenance budget. You go around 

here and it’s not and that’s really sad, because what you’re doing is 

you’ve invested in it and actually you’re not…they’ve planted things 

like cornice, one of the reasons you plant things like cornices is 

they have quite a colourful stem. So, the leaves drop in the fall 

and over the winter you get these spectacular colours, vibrant reds 

and ranges and yellows, and you can have all of them in one stem!..

if they cut them all the way back you’d have loads of these stems. 

So there’s either planting and/or there’s maintenance that we could 

do and say ‘no, actually, this is a plant this is how it should be 

treated this is what you should do with it’ if its existing, or lets 

plant something that actually will be pretty, also you can maintain 

in your normal schedule. In public spaces, what I see is you get your 

landscape designer who does this whole thing, and then its gonna 

be in complete isolation from who’s gonna be maintaining it, has a 

maintenance schedule who is sending these young, somewhat not really

trained…and they just say ‘you go trim that’ and then they just trim 

them flat...

Diagram for a hydrosol 

distillation:

“Have you ever heard of the term guerrilla gardening?” - public responses

ANONYMOUS: Erm…yes

JACK: Do you know what it’s about?

ANONYMOUS: You go in…it’s like an overnight sort of dash and do the 

garden and dash off again

JACK: Do you have a view on that?
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ANONYMOUS: No, I don’t know enough to have a view really, are you a 

guerrilla gardener?

JACK: I’m not as such but I’m doing some research and trying to find 

out what the general public think of it and whether they even know 

what it is… 

ANONYMOUS: Yeah, no I only know about yarn storming!

JACK: Is that like guerrilla knitting?

ANONYMOUS: Yeah, where the town wakes up the next morning and 

there’s all these little y’know clever knitted things everywhere. 

‘Cause my cousin knows people who do that in Saltburn, you know on 

the coast? Because they’re really well known for it and there also a 

really good gardening town as well, so maybe there’s a correlation. 

ANONYMOUS: No what is it?

JACK: It’s basically where you go into public places and plant 

things!

ANONYMOUS: Oh okay!

JACK: Oh yeah generally it’s things that would grow and like, a lot 

of people do it to beautify public space as it were

ANONYMOUS: Is it legal? 

JACK: Often not no that’s the interesting thing about it. Generally 

the people have asked, if they have heard of it they’re kind of 

neutral towards it or find that it’s not really…

ANONYMOUS: I would probably do it! Yeah

ANONYMOUS: Nope. Oh yes, I have! Yes, I have, where for example if 

it’s a roundabout which is just abandoned land people adapt it for a 

vegetable garden and so on…

JACK: Yeah essentially, what do you think if you have a view at all?

ANONYMOUS: Yeah, I think if it’s just abandoned land yeah, I think 

we should be encouraging people to grow their own vegetables and 

stuff, particularly fruit and veg and gardening and so on.

JACK: So, say if it was private land would you necessarily encourage 

that?

ANONYMOUS: No but if it’s public wasteland it seems perfectly 

acceptable yeah.
JACK: I’ve just been asking the general public if they’ve heard of 

it or what they think of it.

ANONYMOUS: What kind of things do you plant?

JACK: Oh anything! Essentially, it’s like public urban space it’s 

going in. 

ANONYMOUS: So, it’ things that grow? You don’t just put anything in 

it?

(PUX - A martial arts instructor)

P: I saw you earlier and I was wondering what you were up to. 

Fucking sick man. 

J: Thank you, I was sort of looking at the space and just plant
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some stuff in there.

P: Awesome bruv, Are you a gardener yourself?

J: No, I’m actually a student, I’m doing a bit of research on urban 

cultivation, urban gardening, technically it’s called guerrilla 

gardening…

P: Guerrilla as in ‘Gue’?

J: Yeah, as in guerrilla warfare, because it’s going into spaces 

that technically are public owned.

P: Ah okay I got it…nice one man this is fucking awesome. It’s good 

to see stuff like this bro you know what I mean… I might get into 

some guerrilla gardening myself.

J: do you have a garden of your own?

P: I don’t have a garden of my own, I’m trying to get an allotment. 

J: Is it fairly easy to get one?

P: Not really, I was serious about it a year ago, I have friend 

who had an allotment but then I was kinda discouraged a bit…like 

I say it’s hard to get one because sometimes you have to wait 

until someone dies, then there’s the availability of space, it’s 

brutal...I love gardening as well, I did agriculture and I picked 

it up as a random subject as well, so might as well mate why not. 

Pick some flowers, do some shit. Nice one. 

(PAULA - volunteer running the Harrogate film society)

P: That looks nice, that’s lovely.

J: Thought I’d just give the place a bit of a clear up.

P: It’s nice of you to do that. Are you doing it all on your own?

J: Yes, I am yeah. Do you do much gardening yourself?

P: I’d like to, we’ve got quite a big garden but I haven’t been able 

to start on it yet because the house was still falling down whenever 

we went there. Are you a gardener yourself?

J: No, I’m actually a student, I’m doing a bit of research on urban 

cultivation, urban gardening. 

P: Oh right! I’ve got a friend who’s quite interested in that, she 

belongs to something called ’open country’ and it’s like a group of 

people with learning disabilities and they do work in the outdoors, 

and she’s quite interested in urban gardening as a revolutionary 

movement…I used to live in Norwich and there were quite a few people 

there involved in it in quite a countercultural way about using 

urban spaces and municipal spaces. 

J: Like guerrilla gardening?

P: That’s it! 

ANONYMOUS: No

JACK: Okay, it’s essentially where you go to pubic space and garden 

on it.

ANONYMOUS: Oh! I’ve never heard of it ever. Erm, no. Valley Gardens 

but that’s it. 
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ANONYMOUS: Yes yes! 

JACK: Do you know much about it?

ANONYMOUS: Other than it’s quite popular

JACK: Quite popular as in, do you know people who do it?

ANONYMOUS: No, no but I’ve heard about it.

JACK: Do you have an opinion on it?

ANONYMOUS: err not particularly no, I mean I’ve got a lot of things 

on d’you know want I mean? But id certainly support people who’d do 

it...not seen a right lot of it but it’d be a good town to do it in 

because there’s a big drive behind it being a floral town, there’s 

lots of areas to do it in like the Valley Gardens. So yeah, I think 

it’s a good town to do it in. I think it would certainly have more 

scope than a big city or something.

JACK: More growing space possibly?

ANONYMOUS: haven’t got a right lot of time for it myself. There’s 

a guy at work who’s making… coke cans putting cactuses in them and 

stuff, like using recycled oddities like snow globes, kids snow 

globes and he was like taking them to bits to put a cactus in the 

snow globe, because obviously cactuses are usually only in dry, hot 

places, so there’s the controversy of having a predominately desert 

cactus in a snow environment, crazy innit?

JACK: and where did he put them?

ANONYMOUS: Just in around the office…in terms of such finding an area 

and then taking it yeah.

ANONYMOUS: Can I just say something mate? How long do you think 

that’s gonna last there?

J: Well, I’m hoping that if there’s actually something planted here 

then people might take notice of it a bit.

ANONYMOUS: [laughs] No they won’t! I’m not being a pessimist, I 

understand what you’re doing…I used to do my mate’s garden when he 

died, we’ll be tidying up his wife’s allotment after Christmas. It’s 

a big fucking allotment. My dad was a qualified gardener you see, he 

worked for ‘Manchester Municipal Gardens’, then he joined the army. 

J: What do you think of guerrilla gardening then?

ANONYMOUS: I appreciate it, I think it’s doing the world of good, 

but the thing is it’s not a case of whether 17 people appreciate it, 

it’s what the umpteen people after do! That’s the problem. 

J: Although I’ve heard the argument that spaces like this which are 

quite overgrown also encourage the littering…

ANON: it does it does, but you’ve gotta realise…I’ve seen here on a 

morning when I’ve come through to go to work, drunk young teenagers 

just pull things up and chuck them, and when I say teenagers I don’t 

mean from 12 upwards, I mean from drinking age. There are a few too 

many who start pulling things apart, bloody knobs…I can tell you 

where you would have gone better with it, planting herbs.

J: Herbs really? 

ANONYMOUS: Yeah, just around the corner there’s a place and they’ve 

got a planting area for public gardens, food. Free food!

 

J: and do people actually use it?
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ANONYMOUS: Yeah! Try that next time, there’s a place down in 

Southampton, it’s like a triangle roadside, and they’ve dug it all 

over and planted some veg in there.

J: So that works better than just stuff that looks good?

ANONYMOUS: Yeah, especially with homeless people, because they’ve 

got something to eat there…anyway I’ve got to go, but just be 

warned, they might not last there.

JACK: Firstly, thank you very much for giving your time to chat, 

like I explained in my email, I’m a design student currently doing 

a project around different forms of urban gardening…and I became 

interested in guerrilla activity and guerrilla gardening and I had 

some questions more related to your experience of that, so I’ll 

start off with the first one:

When you first started, what was most important to you when you were 

engaging in the activity? What kind of impact did you want it to 

have?

RICHARD: Okay, well in a way there are two questions there, with 

the impact I definitely wanted the gardening I was doing to have a 

long-term success, so it wasn’t just about being able to ‘capture 

picture’ and y’know see the garden trashed soon after, it was an 

activity that I fully intended to be able to go back, look after 

and treat it as if it was my own garden. The other thing within 

your question, ‘what was on your mind or what were you trying to 

achieve?’ was to get away with it, and when I first did guerrilla 

gardening 15 years ago now, I was very anxious that I would be 

stopped, so I did it right in the middle of the night, I was quite 

surreptitious about it both by choosing the time of day, also not 

doing a great deal, it was a small area, I quickly cleared it away, 

y’know I had it all worked out, I had all the plants ready so I 

could do a quick transformation, and actually that wasn’t necessary. 

My fears were unnecessary [laughs], it’s much easier to be blatant 

and go out at a normal time of day, and there’s something very 

disarming about gardening, its generally seen as a fairly positive 

thing, and most people either ignore it or are positive. And I think 

that what then helped when there has been publicity, it’s quite a 

noble story, so even if someone has seen a segment on the local news 

or whatever they kinda go ‘oh, guerrilla gardening! That’s fun isn’t 

it’, so that’s really helped over the years even if I am seen out 

there, even if they don’t recognise ‘oh, it’s that
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Richard chap we’ve seen in the media’ they still kinda get it, 

rather than in the early days there was more anxiety around ‘what 

are you stealing? What are you hiding? What’s going on here?’ The 

most recent grief I had was with an elderly woman going ballistic 

that I was removing an old rose, and my point was that it was very 

old, it was in the way, we had a debate it was kinda a gardening 

argument, a long way from the fears I had at the beginning that I 

wasn’t allowed to touch it and that this was not my space, not my 

job, so I couldn’t do it. 

J: That leads nicely onto my next question which is about whether 

your activities have elicited negative responses from the public? So 

I guess that would be one example

R: They have, they are by far the minority, but the sort of negative 

responses from the public are an irritation that this is interfering 

in some way, so y’know ‘why are you doing this? this isn’t your 

job’. Someone said to me a while ago ‘change isn’t always good’, now 

they hadn’t actually asked what I was changing it to, and the state 

it was in was absolutely horrific! So yeah the kind of irritation 

of change, some people are very very protective about wild space, 

and I do understand that, wild spaces are very precious and y’know 

for wildlife and everything, my argument would be that in a very 

public place, that kind of wildness isn’t good, because it tends 

to attract anti-social behaviour like loads of litter and just 

a feeling of neglect and anxiety about crime even if it’s not a 

reality, so that’s a debate I’ve had, and a few really kind of hard 

core people going ‘you’re depriving people of jobs! You shouldn’t be 

doing this!’ well…they’re not gonna be doing it, they are far below 

standard than the ambitions I have for this space where I giving it 

the treatment that the national trust might give to a stately home. 

Y’know my best gardens are way way beyond most municipal authorities 

would have afforded in that location, so people generally see it and 

a few perhaps really really hard left types don’t like the idea of 

benevolent volunteerism, it’s an occasional criticism I’ve had but 

I have had it.

...I mean most people are like ‘well this is great we all benefit 

from this this is wonderful’, but some people it’s the jobs and 

maybe it blurs into an anxiety about ‘are you trying to take over 

here? Are you trying to claim this is yours in some way? do you kid 

yourself you’ve got squatters rights?’ people have said to me ‘oh, 

if you garden this for seven years can you claim it as your own?’ 

no, but for some people with a squatting activist row, perhaps from 

the seventies, that’s what the agenda is, it’s about smashing the 

system, whereas it’s much more benign. I really am, I mean I just 

like gardening, and I’ve not been prepared so far in life to buy 

or rent a house that had a garden that satisfies my needs. So even 

now we’ve left London, and we live in a small town, our house has 

absolutely no garden at all, because we have to pay for that, and 

I thought no I won’t pay for that we can find others spaces we can 

use and have made friends...a lot of people have these gardens 

and they’re a burden so we just thought ‘no, we’ll just look after 

public space’. 

J: do you still do much of the guerrilla gardening around your area 

now?

R: Yeah, I do, I very much garden around public space here. In 

Totness, the land is mostly the domain of the district council, 

and they look very kindly upon volunteers who do the gardening, so 

very little of what I’m doing is actually guerrilla anymore, it’s 

just legitimate gardening in public space. But I do push it a bit, 

so I chopped down a dead tree which wound up the local authority, 

I’d been asking them to remove it for over 6 months and they hadn’t 

got round to it, so I just went on and did it! And there’s some 

fencing that’s a problem. There’s some land that I’ve been doing 

that we thought was Southam’s district council, turns out to be the 

county council. So a lot of the time that’s why I advocate guerrilla 

gardening, with the land its so confusing as to who’s actually 

in charge and who’s actually looking after it, that if one was to 

really figure it out all legitimately it would just take forever and 

be really
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boring so it’s better just to get on and do it…I tweet about it, at 

Richard_001, my website is woefully out of date, but I tweet with 

what I’m doing and answer enquiries.

J: I was wondering as well, when you collaborate with others, what 

are the most effective ways to organise other members on those digs?

R: I’d say there’s two ways, two general ways, one is to kind of 

collect contacts from people who stop and show an interest, get 

their contact details so I can then turn to them if I want more 

help, or work together. Or I just laminate an A4 sheet of paper, 

type a date and an event on it, and tie it to a lamppost or a fence 

or something and say: ‘this s where we’re meeting’. That’s what I’ve 

done in this town where I want more help from people in that very 

local area, rather than reaching to a group who might descend upon 

it…despite sometimes the way the media has portrayed it, such as 

in YouTube films, and I’ve kind of participated in that, when I’ve 

met other guerrilla gardeners most of them do do it on their own, 

or in small groups, its just that the imagery of the ‘guerrilla 

force’ is much more attractive, and so that has clocked up views 

on YouTube and captured the imagination. I don’t know if you saw, I 

actually sold out to some extent and did an advert for the lovely 

co-operative bank, and they were very keen that I was seen to be 

gardening in a group, although we managed to keep it fairly small, 

although what is portrayed on screen is largely authentic it was 

interesting how even they were trying to shape it into something 

that wasn’t quite what it is... It’s been mythologised and kind 

of…yeh, like so many things it’s not quite reality when the story 

is being told sometimes, and some guerrilla gardeners are better 

at handling the media’s pressure to make an entertaining segment 

than others, so I wrote about that in my book, about how some were 

annoyed they felt they’d been cajoled into doing something that 

could entertain the passive on television. 

J: so then, how, if at all, do you think guerrilla activism has made 

outsiders more aware of their environment or some of the ecological 

issues we’re facing?

R: I definitely think guerrilla gardening…and this was one of my 

aims…well, no, sorry I’ll go back a step…when I started it was 

really just a kind of personal thing, being a bit of fun, trying to 

get this gardening going. But I did…I caught the popular imagination 

and the media did pick up on it within about a year without me 

seeking that other than just updating this blog, there were no press 

conferences…but when that interest occurred, I thought ‘what is my 

aim?’, why should I bother saying yes other than the novelty, and 

it was to normalise it, it was to make it easier for people to do 

this and for people to appreciate it, so I do see this normalisation 

of people feeling ‘y’know what that birch, that roundabout, that 

scrappy bit of flower bed…I can sort that out!’ rather than just 

complaining about it or suffering it. And when that means them 

guerrilla gardening or seeking permission from a local authority, 

even when I feel that those local authorities are more open now to 

people out there who want to sort this out, and we should find a 

way of trying to work with them...the group I work with in Totness 

are very excited that I moved here in a way because they see their 

existence as partly inspired by what I was doing a few years ago. 

Erm and that’s really nice, much easier… there is a new neighbour 

who also has ideas for the space, she’s a bit crazy saying things 

like ‘put a bench in there’ and she has these other ideas which 

are frankly a bit ridiculous. And I find myself now almost like 

the authority because of my affiliation with the local gardening 

group, and having to involve the local authority in putting her 

in her place [laughs] where she is being the more guerrilla one I 

suppose, pushing the boundaries, trying to get things which are a 

bit unconventional so it’s a funny role reversal, but it just shows 

the way that normalised it. I should emphasise that the guerrilla 

gardening I do is virtually…it’s all about making a great garden, 

there are
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elements within this really loose movement where it’s much more 

about the image, or it’s an act to provoke, y’know it’s trying to 

embarrass an authority into doing it, so that does exist as well and 

it can be quite confusing or complicated and people do that, it can 

undermine what I’m trying to achieve to be honest. Although it can 

be quite fun, because I don’t want to embarrass local authorities 

unless they’re being really un-cooperative or unappreciative.

J: And is it quite a physically exerting task depending on the space 

you’re in?

R: Yeah no it can be disgusting! The initial clear-out, the muck you 

find, the rubbish and buried nappies, eugh needles. It’s horrible, 

some of the land can be just really foul! I remember digging through 

loads of chicken bones embedded within a matte of grass. People use 

neglected gardens as giant rubbish bins. 

J: What kind of spaces are the most ideal then are there any that 

are off limits?

R: For me an ideal place is really public. I like the social side 

of passers by chatting, knowing you’ll be seen. A busy pavement, a 

busy road, where it’s on show…there’s some which are too dangerous, 

I’ve done things in the middle of roads which are very impactful, 

but it’s quite stressful, so things like just daffodil bulbs…quick 

simple gardening is easier then, but I like a raised bed next to the 

pavement by a busy road, that’s nice.

J: And if you’re planting bulbs or seeds will you go back there to 

check they’re growing?

R: Yeah, I do, but yes some of that kind of gardening, you’re right, 

doesn’t require a great deal of aftercare, with bulbs, a bit of 

tidying up but their suitable for more challenging

locations. I mean the best thing I’ve done in London and it’s still 

thriving, I walked away from it shortly before I left London after 

TFL caused a lot of damage, but  think through a combination of them 

adopting the space back after me doing it and a local resident, it’s 

flourishing! It’s no as good as when I was in charge, but it’s not 

bad! That’s probably the one I’m most proud of. And here in Totness 

I’ve been working on a space, it’s about the size of a small park, 

it’s like a large…a large room really or 2 rooms, really, and it’s 

at the entrance to the Norman Castle. It’s a tourist hotspot, very 

photogenic. It’s nice. You see people taking photographs of it which 

is very satisfying.

J: So, what do you think you’ve gained most from your experience 

over the last 15 or so years?

R: Oh, it’s changed my life! I met wife gardening...I get invited 

to talk about it from time to time…erm, I was just invited yesterday 

to go the Natural History Museum and join some long workshop about 

this sort of thing, but I have actually declined that, because 

frankly I think they misunderstand. I think they think I’m some 

sort of organised charity or something...without doubt I’ve 

helped popularise it, but I don’t measure the impact…really, I 

suppose, social media statistics or news interest would be a way 

of measuring it, but because I don’t feed the social media machine 

except for Twitter now, I mean even the Facebook page, except for a 

combination and exhaustion and now having two young children, and 

a big distraction through my last few years in London campaigning 

about a lot of stuff going on in Elephant and Castle, y’know what’s 

important here? I didn’t want to feel the burden. And that as a 

result means there is a lot less coverage about it. But that’s fine, 

my motivations were a good life, and that’s about the gardening, not 

so much about the other stuff. 
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