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Introduction



Practicing an art, no matter how well or badly, is a way to make your soul grow for heaven’s sake. Sing in the shower. Dance to the radio. Tell stories. Write a poem to a friend, even a lousy poem. Do it as well as you possibly can. You will get an enormous reward. You will have created something.

—Kurt Vonnegut,    A Man Without a Country



When I moved from Manhattan to the coast of Maine in 2001, with my husband and our two toddlers, I was woefully unprepared. I couldn’t cook, and I certainly didn’t garden. In fact, I was a certified houseplant slayer. While I thought plants were beautiful and loved flowers, I had no idea how to keep them alive. 

After living in an apartment for most of my adulthood, the requirements of rural(ish) life were hard to reconcile and difficult to master. I could just barely keep my head above domestic waters. And professionally, as a writer and filmmaker, finding a job in Maine proved daunting.

When I saw an ad on Craigslist for a job creating a website on container gardening, I thought, “Well, I’ve written about so many topics about which I know absolutely nothing, from serial killers to infrastructure to country decorating, why not gardening?” I got the job and wrote articles, shot photos, and posted a daily blog chronicling my successes and failures in container gardening. For the eight years I had the job, each summer I would grow close to a hundred containers and over time learned how to do it fairly successfully. I also learned that to grow plants you have to pay attention, and that by paying attention you can experience wild joy. 

And then there’s the beauty. The beauty of growing things—flowers, grasses, trees, and leaves. Even weeds can be a wonder. Whether you have grown them yourself, foraged them from your backyard or someone else’s, or even bought them at a store, there is so much that can be done by taking these natural elements and trying to maintain their essence—or soul, if you will—while creating art. 

I believe in the transformative power of art—making art, looking at art, experiencing it in any way possible. For me, the confluence of art and nature is particularly fascinating and powerful. Hence this book.

The projects here are chosen because they are accessible. They are not a blueprint to get you to a precise outcome but are meant as inspiration to pursue your own vision. You won’t need a whole lot of equipment, though some projects are more involved than others. In just a few hours, it is possible to create something that you will, hopefully, be proud of. Though some projects will take longer, many can be completed in an afternoon. But there is a caveat: As with any art or craft, mastery is never easy. It can take years, decades, or even a lifetime to truly understand and become comfortable with processes. Take cyanotypes (also called sun prints). Even small children can use this technique to create gorgeous prints, worthy of framing. But there are also artists who dedicate their lives to the nuances of this process and will blow your mind with the beauty and sophistication of their work.

While there will always be a debate about the difference between art and craft, for the purposes of this book, I will use the words interchangeably, as I think the distinction is mostly academic. There is craft in art and art in craft, so let’s consider them equal. I would even posit that perhaps they are both essential to what makes us human.

So please, take these projects as a place to start. Try the processes that appeal to you and run with them. Push the limits of the materials, and don’t be afraid to fail, as failure is almost a guarantee when trying a new medium. And if you do fail, try again and again and again. Chances are it will get easier with each attempt, and even if for some reason it doesn’t, I can almost guarantee that you will learn something with each try.

I have created many, many hideously ugly projects and will continue to do so. Because just as in learning to garden you have to kill plants, when making art you have to fail and fail spectacularly. While that part isn’t necessarily fun, it can also lead you to places in your creative practice and process that you would not have reached otherwise. 

Although failure is part of the learning process, so is joy, and thankfully, most days the joy outweighs frustration by miles. These projects are really about joy. I find almost every phase of these projects joyful. Whether it’s the adventure of collecting materials, the sensuous squishing of ink, or watching a gloriously blue sun exposure emerge from a water bath, I experience a deep and profound happiness. To see natural materials transformed into art is an alchemy that is magical.

[image: A metal bucket filled with various flowers and greenery, placed on a wooden surface. The arrangement includes lilacs and other plants.]


Foraging and Collecting Botanicals


One of my favorite parts of making botanical art is the foraging and collecting, which I have come to think of as an art in itself. I’ve also found it a meditation—and honestly, it has changed how I see and move through the world. I have realized that there is looking and then there is seeing. What I mean is this: When I started searching for fall leaves, I went out to the woods and looked around, scanning for the autumn-defining oranges, scarlets, and ochers. All I saw was insect-eaten, wind-whipped, brown, curled leaves. Disappointed, I stood there and wondered (and worried) what I was going to do, because I needed those leaves to complete a project. Then I noticed a dusty pink compound leaf at about knee level. It was a wild blackberry leaf, and it was perfect—a little prickly, but I found that I could get rid of the thorns with a thumbnail. I then saw that some of the surrounding blackberry leaves had a lime green and dusty rose striped pattern. Beautiful. Not New England’s luminous yellows or maple reds. No, but these leaves were delicate, subtle, and gorgeous. Over time I began to see the woods in a different way—even when not foraging. I started noticing and appreciating individual leaves—their shapes, their colors, and their spatial relationship to each other, and feeling such pleasure from this seeing.

Looking for rocks and stones has also been a revelation. There are so many characteristics that make a rock special and useful. I never really noticed rocks before, but now, as I search for smooth rocks with a pleasing color and shape, I see interesting rocks everywhere. And when I take the time to look at them, it is simultaneously energizing and calming. When I am completely focused on observing and seeing, the wider scenery drops away as my eyes sweep and then focus on just a leaf, rock, or flower. Finding that (almost) perfect, unblemished, symmetrical blossom or pleasantly formed stone is enormously satisfying. Perhaps we are even biologically hardwired for that surge of joy, because historically finding the best fruit or edible plant would have had huge consequences for keeping the family fed and healthy. 

Most people will tell you to forage or collect in the early morning, which is considered the optimal time. But I say do it whenever you can fit it into your life. Also, in the early morning, plants are often soaking with dew, which isn’t great if you are drying them. I like to at least wait until the sun has dried them off a bit. And although some leaves and flowers will wilt practically the moment you pick them no matter the time of day, most will be fine if you get them into water as soon as possible and use them while they are still fresh. 

When collecting botanicals, my favorite receptacle is an old, lightweight mesh colander. I have also used trays, bowls, plastic containers, and, in a pinch, my shirt as a collection vessel, so anything that works for you or that you have on hand is fine. Just try to keep delicate botanicals relatively flat and separated so they don’t get tangled, folded, or broken, although this is often easier said than done. 

The following list of tips for ethical foraging may seem obvious, but bear with me …


	When you collect wild things, make sure you know that they are common and not something rare or scarce that needs protecting. There are several great apps that will help you instantly identify plants. These are invaluable tools to have on your phone. 

	Only pick what you need, and be sure to leave lots behind. Some people use the “rule of twenty.” If there is a large swath of even common plants, take only one in twenty so that you don’t damage the colony. 

	Never pick from someone’s garden, even if you know them, without permission. That said, I have left messages with my phone number in neighbors’ mailboxes asking if I can pick a sprig or a few flowers that they have in abundance. Most of the time the answer is yes. It never fails to delight me how generous gardeners are.

	Do not collect in public parks or gardens—not even one leaf. Unless it is explicitly permitted, just don’t. 

	Pick carefully. Use sharp, clean scissors or garden clippers. And unless you want the entire plant with roots, just cut the part of the plant you need. Also, don’t carelessly tread on or smush plants on your way to the chosen one.



[image: A bouquet of various flowers wrapped in brown paper, featuring multiple blooms in different stages of opening. The arrangement is placed on a flat surface.]



If You Don’t Have a Garden or Backyard


If you don’t have a garden or backyard, you can still do every project in this book. The most gorgeous blooms can be found at farm stands and farmers’ markets. Flowers and foliage are available in supermarkets, nurseries, even big-box stores. But keep in mind that locally grown, independent grower/sellers often have the freshest and most splendid flowers, and by buying from them you are supporting the local economy. 

And don’t overlook weeds. Some weeds will give even the most refined plants a run for their beauty. It amazes me what beauty can be found in parking lots and by roadsides. 

And while there is enormous satisfaction in doing every step in each project in this book—from the gathering and foraging through the creation—it is possible to skip ahead and buy dried botanicals from local flower farmers or online.

[image: A field of various flowers with tall stems and green foliage, showcasing a mix of blooms in a garden setting.]



Some Thoughts on Gardening


In the interest of honesty, I will admit to having a love-hate relationship with gardening. In spring I am in love because it is the season of hope and optimism. Spring is about the garden you have in your dreams—the one where there are no weeds, your tomatoes will all ripen into perfect globes of edible sunshine, and your flawless dahlias will bloom with abandon. There is no blight, no earwig infestation, and no random plant death. 

In spring I love cleaning out the same garden beds that I have tended for more than twenty-five years. I buy plants and seeds with unbridled gluttony (always exceeding my budget), and I plant way too many containers, but the happiness it brings me is luminous. I have a few weeks of total bliss (and exhaustion), and then comes the maintenance phase . . . which is where things start to fall apart. 

All those containers need to be watered. Sometimes every day, if rain is scarce. Sometimes even twice a day, if the weather is hot and sunny. Then the bugs come: tomato hornworms, earwigs, lily leaf beetles, and mosquitoes, to name just a few. My tomatoes get blight or wilt, and the lettuce starts to bolt. And then there are the weeds. I recently ran into a neighbor who said that she loves weeding—that it is her therapy. My first thought was envy. My second thought was incredulity. I wish I loved to weed. I can weed happily for a bit, but not for the marathon it would take to clear my gardens of their weeds. Despite my best efforts, the weeds, as gardeners know all too well, are champions at defeating all attempts to control them. I admire their tenacity but hate their rapacity.

Given these struggles, you may well ask why garden at all. When I was asked to write to a group of urban high school students who were going to start a garden, I thought long and hard about why I garden, and this is what I came up with. 



Letter to New Gardeners


I hear you are going to start a garden. Congratulations. When you start a garden, you are also starting an adventure. And like all good adventures, it is a journey where you begin in one place and sometimes end up where you expected, and sometimes you end up someplace very different than you thought you would. Starting a garden is an act of faith and joy, and to be honest, a bit of an act of insanity.

Let me explain. Gardening isn’t easy. If anyone tells you there is a foolproof method, plant, or fertilizer, well then, they are the fool. There are no guarantees with gardening—you can do everything perfectly and still fail. The good news is that you can also make lots of mistakes and still succeed.

When you garden, you depend on the weather, which means you are gambling. Mother Nature can be a witch. She can hurl down too much rain, droughts that will make you weep, and winds that will shred your tender plants. Sometimes she even sends a plague of locusts. That said, she can also dole out a perfect gentle rain that will water your seedlings just the right amount and feed your soul. She can provide the sunlight that will dazzle your eyes and delight your tomato plants. In a word, she is unpredictable.

Gardening is hard work. There is no getting around it. You will sweat and get dirty, sore, and tired. Gardening is also a commitment. If you forget to water something or want to take a long break away from your garden in the middle of the growing season, chances are your plants will die and your garden won’t thrive. It’s that simple.

“Then why garden?” you might ask. There are, of course, the practical reasons. As Ron Finley, a gardener from South Central Los Angeles says, “Growing food is like printing money.” It truly can be. You can buy a packet of seeds for a few dollars and get a ridiculous return on your money. Fancy greens sell in stores for huge amounts, yet they only cost pennies to grow. Do you like lettuce and cucumbers? You can grow pounds and pounds of them, and they will be the best you have ever tasted. Peppers and potatoes? You can grow buckets full and have them to eat without ever going to the store. Don’t like peas? You might when they are just picked. And flowers? Picking a bouquet of blooms you have grown can offer a kind of bliss that is rare and precious. 

[image: A collection of various flowers arranged in metal and ceramic pots on a wooden table. The flowers are diverse in shape and size, creating a vibrant display.]
People aren’t born with green thumbs. That is a ridiculous myth. People who are good gardeners pay attention. They have learned what plants need and they give it to them. Anyone can be a good or even a great gardener. It is truly an equal opportunity endeavor, because you know what? Plants don’t care who you are. They don’t care about your past and they don’t care about your future. They don’t care what your issues are or if you are rich, poor, or pretty. They only care that you are present and will care for them.

I garden for all these reasons, but here’s really why I garden. It’s one of the few things I do where I get to help create small miracles. I plant a tiny, dry tomato seed. It germinates and turns into a fragile seedling. With a combination of effort, patience, and good luck, it turns into a huge, sprawling plant and starts to flower. The bees and pollinators do their thing, and tiny tomatoes appear. They grow and ripen, and when I pick them off the vine and eat them, it feels like I am eating magic. It seems impossible that the seed at the start of the season became this juicy, spectacularly delicious tomato that I get to eat.

And here’s some advice. You will kill plants. Even the best gardeners in the world kill plants … and that’s fine. The good news is that if you pay attention, you will learn from killing plants. Maybe you overwatered a plant and it keeled over dead, or maybe you forgot to water it enough. Maybe next time you will do it right. Or it might take a few tries, but one day, more of your plants will survive than die, and that feels great.

Gardening is a something you have to learn—it is not something you are born knowing or can instantly master. It requires knowledge and experience, which you can and will get with time, and practice. You can also ask for help. I have found that gardeners are some of the most generous people in the world. Ask them questions, and most of the time they will either give you answers or help you find them. If there is no one around to ask, look it up online or in books. There are huge resources of knowledge available to you for free.

Gardening isn’t going to be for everyone

[image: Five decorated stones arranged in a wooden tray, featuring fern designs on the stones.]




Embracing Wabi Sabi







[image: A close-up arrangement of various red flowers with elongated petals and buds, densely packed against a contrasting background.]



Fear: A Digression






[image: A collection of various dried flowers and leaves arranged on a white background, showcasing different shapes and sizes of botanical elements.]



Drying Botanicals
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[image: A close-up view of flowers encased in ice, showcasing their shapes and textures through the frozen surface. The image highlights the intricate details of the flowers.]




Thoughts on Photography













Photo Editing






[image: A close-up view of various flowers and leaves arranged in a circular glass container, showcasing intricate details and textures of the botanical elements.]

[image: A variety of flowers arranged closely together, including roses, daisies, and violets, with green leaves interspersed throughout. The background is light and enhances the floral display.]















Equipment and Workspace





Glues








Glue gun






Scissors and clippers






Tweezers






Also Useful to Keep on Hand



	Painter’s tape

	Masking tape

	Cotton swabs

	Toothpicks

	Wooden skewers

	Paper towels

	Baby wipes

	Aluminum foil

	Parchment paper

	Freezer paper or waxed paper

	Foam brushes

	Bristle brushes

	Brush cleaner







A Note about Collaboration






[image: A bouquet of various flowers held in a person’s hand, featuring a large flower at the center and smaller blooms surrounding it.]
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