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Gardens:

The Flowering of Biblical Truth, Philosophical Thought and Human Invention
Confucius, he say:

If you want to be happy for a day, get drunk.

If you want to be happy for a year, get married.

If you want to be happy for a lifetime, get gardening.

(Paraphrased)

List of Sources:
(1) The British Library Website The World’s Knowledge Services and Learning display:

Garden of Eden or Paradise (map), c. 1695, John Moxon, London
(2) Google Image Search:

Woman In Garden, 1996, oil on canvas

(3) Wikipedia, the free online encyclopaedia entry on:

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew

(4) Information on the English Garden and Gardens in Shakespeare
The Royal Shakespeare Company Website

Purdue University North Central, Shakespeare’s Garden

(5) Cyberium website entry:

Welwyn Garden City

Commentary:
Introduction: The Place of The Garden in Human Thought

The garden is one of the master themes, ancient and modern, in the history of civilisation and gardens are still significant in contemporary visions of the good life or human matanarratives. Garden history is a flourishing, although still relatively new aspect of art history and cultural studies.

The Place of The Garden in The Modern World
Historically speaking, all of my sources are taken from the Modern or Postmodern period.

Although Shakepeare (4) and the map of paradise (1) can hardly be thought of as contemporary, their sources are very much modern: the Royal Shakepeare Company is currently staging afresh The Complete Shakespeare and the Britsish Library has exhibited the map and uses it as an educational resource. All of the sources are taken from that most contemporary of sources: the internet.
Source (1) A human vision of God’s Paradise on earth

Based on the Bible, as so much of the modern world was and is (especially in the west), this map shows the supposed Garden of Eden or Paradise from London, c. 1695. 

Here the garden is the cultivated part of the world, with the nations of the Patriarchs supposedly surrounding it.

However, the perspective is not so much that of the Genesis author as of 17th century English cartography as the crest and the presentation of the map show. 

The map gives us insights into the post-Reformation use of the Bible with its literal interpretation of Scripture and its concern for contemporary application. The British Library website explains that for the Puritans the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the garden explains why we cannot identify the location of the Garden of Eden today: or rather better, the noetic effects of the fall do so.
It is interesting the British Library seems to think (judging by the other information of their website) the primary use of the map today is either (a) to teach children or adults about the history of map-making or (b) for aesthetic pleasure: copies of the map can be ordered on line or through the museum’s shop. 
Thus gardens often have the Benthamite / Utilitarian / Hedonistic Epicurean / Aesthetic purpose of giving pleasure / happiness.
There is no suggestion of any project to find or in any way re-create or think of re-entering Eden, either literally or metaphorically in connection with the map. This is not a map that today shows us where the place is or even for the British Library where it might have been, and not how to get there. A pretty pointless map for us today, the atheist might think.
The map might further be compared to the famous Map a Mundi.

Source (2) Man / Woman as Garden / World; Garden as Woman / Man / World

This contemporary painting in a modern abstract impressionist style is on sale for $600. The artist is seeking to suggest that the woman is the garden and the garden is the woman.
The brush strokes in this painting show this deliberate merging of perspectives so that the woman flows into the garden and the garden into the woman: in technical artistic vocabulary, the plastic form is indistinct. The boundaries are blurred.
Similar themes could be seen in the Royal Chelsea Flower Show this year which contained a garden with a sculpture of a woman made out of plans, reclining in a semi-sexual pose. Again, the woman is the garden and the garden is the woman. 
The nude woman in this picture is obviously a sexual figure. The light (bright yellow) and the positioning of the limbs suggest a focus on the woman’s womb or genitalia. 

The sexual act is often described a entering a garden with the vagina as a secret enclosed garden into which the man is granted or forces entry. Such imagery is arguably used in The Song of Songs and forms the basis for a parable by Douglas Wilson in Her Hand In Marriage: Biblical Courtship in the Modern World (Canon Press, Moscow, 1997), Appendix A, The Garden.

The sexual woman in the context of the garden suggests fertility. 
The nude woman’s pose might be seen as sexually inviting. It is certainly not especially coy or modest. 
This may all be compared with ancient and not so ancient nature fertility rites. 

But there is no man in the picture. This could almost be a reversal of Genesis: Eve, but no Adam, whereas for the Genesis writer Adam came before Eve and he was in the Garden when she was not.
Something of the feminisation of the world / garden is also here. We may detect something of the influence of ancient or New Age thinking. A nature goddess could be an influence in the background.

Mankind’s relationships with gardens, a major theme in art history, is thus explored.

Source (3) Scientific Man Taming and Naming the Garden

Kew gardens is a fascinating mix. 

What it most stands for (as supremely a botanic garden) is the modernist scientific project to name and tame creation: to understand it and master it. This is a warped species of the Creation Mandate given by God to Adam (and Eve) to rule and subdue the earth.

There is also a desperate drive to conserve and preserve here, or perhaps a proper concern to steward the world’s resources.

Sometimes this was a Christian project, to read God’s Book of Nature in obedience to his Book of Scripture, special revelation controlling human understanding of general revelation. It could also be Deist (God set the world going like a watch) or naturalistic (the world is a complicated accident that evolved).
Much of what is seen at Kew is therefore borrowed capital: order, rationality and intelligibility are all assumed, though a systematic philosophical defence of them is beyond the atheistic materialist reductionist scientist, not least the botanist.

This scientific project at Kew has something in common with formal English gardens since the renaissance. 

Yet in English gardening more broadly since the landscape gardens of Inigo Jones and Capability Brown there has been more of a return to a wild Romantic Naturalism. Rousseau’s noble savage is recalled. 

But there is complexity and confusion here: the scientific botanical gardens actually look rather wild. This effect is deliberate, according to the website.

Yet since the 19th century in particular, the exotic has been introduced, not least ancient Eastern themes for Chinese and Japanese gardening, which are less obviously affected by the Judao-Christian tradition and hence the concerns of much Western Philosophy after Christendom.

Not surprisingly for a secular garden, Kew lack’s ultimate harmony and consistency.

Source (4) England as Garden; King as Rose

Agricultural and horticultural imagery abound in Shakespeare. 
In the final scene of Henry V, Burgundy compares France to a garden and King Henry of England invites his bride, the French Kate, to the more beautiful garden of England. There is thus, to some extent a reversal of some of the themes of (2). Here is the Adamic King with his Queen Eve in the garden, more like (1). The King rules the garden – compare (3). 
In Richard II, the King is described as a rose and his enemies as weeds.

The plays has use imagery of uncreation. The effects of human sin, rebellion, insurrection and war have marred and wrecked France and England, in Henry V, destroying the harmony and beauty of the landscape. But with the usurper cut down, rebellion crushed, enemies pacified and the rightful king acknowledged, human and agricultural life is restored and can flourish.

Source (5) The Good Life in a Garden City?

The dream of Welwyn Garden City is the combination of garden and city: the wild and natural, and the civilised.

Gardens are by nature artificial. They exist as cultivated by man in contrast to the wilderness outside. So a garden city is a natural vision.
To some extent, consciously or unconsciously, it can also be seen as the Bible’s vision.

Gardening seeks to transform the world from one degree of glory to another by a planned process of dying (sowing) and rising (germinating). This is God’s project. The Bible begins with a garden which was intended under the Covenant of Works, with all its potential, to fill the earth and transform the land from wilderness. Man failed and God fulfilled his project in the death and resurrection of Christ, the Proper Man and Second / Last Adam. The Bible thus begins with a garden and ends with a garden city (note the trees and the streams etc. described in the Book of the Revelation and the pastoral imagery of the prophets, that the lion and the lamb shall lie down together in a fertile land, flowing with milk and honey, as the mountain city of Jerusalem is exalted).

Some of these themes are explored in Augustine’s The City of God. James Jordan (Through New Eyes etc.) and Peter Liethart (c.f. The Highest Heaven of Invention – on Shakespeare – and The City of Man – on Classical Philosophy) have also written engagingly in this field.

Anyone who has been to Welwyn will know that the reality sadly falls short of the dream. The vision is unfulfilled.

Conclusion: We Await a Heavenly Garden-City

According to the Bible and the Christian tradition, all that is good in the vision of the Garden will be taken up into the Garden City that will come down from God and fill, rule and subdue the world, transforming it from one degree of glory to another.

As Jesus warns, all the weeds, all that is not good, God will dig up and throw out and burn.
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