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FOREWORD

Perfume has the most extraordinary power to affect emotion and mood. It can also stimulate memory in ways varying from the intimate and nostalgic to the downright disagreeable. And most of this is based on the essential oils derived from plants, or synthesised in imitation of what they produce naturally.

Entire civilisations such as that of ancient Egypt (and, to some extent, medieval France) have based their religious and social functioning around perfume. In Britain, the importance of the aromatic in medieval times (when scent was thought to be the main defence against disease) seems to be reemerging in the greater and greater desire for perfumed products used in the household, in health care and, of course, in the garden.

I am therefore delighted that Julia Lawless has written this practical guide to growing and using scented plants while placing their use in a sound historical context.

It is also good to know that any encouragement of the essential oil industry supports the economics of countries such as China, Brazil, Turkey, Indonesia, India, Morocco and Egypt. And, unlike medicinal herbs (the vast majority of which are taken from the wild), these materials are cropped, making their use far less of a conservation concern.

I wish the reader joy in the creation of a scented haven. May it stimulate many happy memories!

Sue Minter

CURATOR, CHELSEA PHYSIC GARDEN
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Medicinal plants have been grown at Chelsea Physic Garden since the seventeenth century. Today there are displays of over 400 medicinal species.

Deryck Dillon Premium


INTRODUCTION

I have been working in the field of aromatherapy and medical herbalism for more than forty years, and over the past three decades I have been fortunate enough to have also had the opportunity to create several aromatic gardens. Growing scented plants and herbs has brought the whole field of aromatic medicine vividly to life for me and has helped enrich my understanding and transform it from simply one of theory into a direct experience of the inherent nature of the plants themselves. Gradually I have come to know the distinct character and temperament of the different plants: mint, for example, is a gregarious type that will take over the whole garden if not kept in check; wild thyme is tough and independent, used to putting up with difficult conditions; others, like chamomile and marigold, are mild and easy-going by nature and will even help to look after other plants around them. Of course, many of the tropical plants familiar to the aromatherapist, such as sandalwood, clove or cinnamon, are impossible to cultivate in colder climates. Nevertheless, other exotic plants, such as the madonna lily or the hardy jasmine species, have adapted to more temperate climates, while tender species, such as citrus trees and scented pelargoniums, will thrive given the protection of a greenhouse or conservatory.

In the first scented garden that I designed, I took on an already well-established garden. At the back of the house was an overgrown potager with a pleached lime hedge running the length of the boundary. The vegetable garden was divided in half by a line of old espalier apple trees. I was very grateful for these traditional features, which would have taken many years to establish if I had started from scratch.
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Peony (Paeonia)
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Sweet Williams (Dianthus barbatus)

Eag1eEyes

I did, however, change the overall layout of this section of the garden. On one side of the apple trees, closest to the kitchen, I created a traditional herb garden laid out around a standard variegated box in the centre. Herbs were planted according to species, as in the old monastic physic gardens, with all the types of sage in one bed, thyme in another, and artemisias, lavenders and mints, etc., each in their own bed. As time passed, I became more relaxed and inter-planted old roses, peonies and irises amongst the more classic medicinal and culinary herbs. I also allowed the fennel to self-seed freely, along with lady’s mantle, marigold and frilly pink opium poppies. Then I planted a line of fragrant standard roses to further divide the herb garden from a scented cutting garden. Here I mixed aromatic bulbs, such as madonna and regal lilies, with scented annuals such as sweet williams, stocks and heliotrope or cherry pie.

The front of the house was also largely overgrown, but here again there were redeeming features that were retained and incorporated into the new design. Two ancient wisterias graced the south wall near the entrance porch – although the white species (Wisteria sinensis ‘Alba’) flowered profusely with a divine perfume and the purple barely at all. I planted the rose ‘Zephirine Drouhin’ in the semi-shade by the gate and the hardy jasmine (Jasminum officinale) to climb over the porch. A rather ragged box hedge formed a rectangular compound outside the front door. I fed and renovated this and eventually it matured to form the basis for a miniature, classical rose garden with several perpetually flowering cerise Rosa ‘De Rescht’ and the sumptuous, richly perfumed burgundy ‘Dark Lady’ as standard features.
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Evergreen chocolate vine (Akebia quinata)
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In the very dry, sunny raised bed against the porch I massed various varieties of cistus, including C. ladanifer, not only because they looked stunning tumbling over the old stone but also because they were one of the few plants that seemed to thrive in such a free-draining site. On very hot days, they exuded a lovely rich, almost resin-like aroma – the so-called labdanum gum from cistus is used extensively in perfumery. The small patio area in front of the house was defined by a wooden pergola hung with the rosy-leaved rambling rose ‘Albertine’ together with a common honeysuckle Lonicera periclymenum ‘Graham Thomas’ and the pink-flowered jasmine (Jasminum x stephanense). These gave a lovely scent to the whole seating area, especially in the evening. Low-growing violets, old-fashioned ‘Mrs Sinkins’ pinks and, close by the paving, hardy scented cyclamen (C. cilicium) sprung up at their base, flowering at different times of the year.

On the sheltered face of the house, I planted a spreading Fremontodendron ‘California Glory’ which bore dramatic yellow flowers from spring until early autumn (no scent but gorgeous), together with the strange and exotic-looking evergreen chocolate vine (Akebia quinata), which has unusual vanilla-scented ruby-red flowers. Further along I planted the exquisite evergreen scented clematis, C. armandii ‘Apple Blossom’, which virtually covered the entire wall in a single season, plus Trachelospermum jasminoides – not a ‘true’ jasmine yet bearing white star-shaped flowers with a pervasive jasmine-like perfume and glossy evergreen leaves. A half-hardy honeysuckle (Lonicera etrusca) was trained around the bedroom window with the climbing white rose ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison’ for night scent. Since this was the most sheltered spot in the garden, I also risked planting slightly tender species at their feet, such as lemon verbena (Aloysia triphylla), the delicate fringed lavender (Lavandula dentata), a ginger plant (Hedychium gardnerianum) and the delicate pink Darjeeling daphne, D. bholua. All survived the winters (with a little help from agricultural fleece) – in fact the lemon verbena turned into the most beautiful, healthy shrub with a very refreshing and uplifting perfume.

Some years later, I had the opportunity to develop a completely different kind of scented retreat right in the centre of an urban environment. Here, my aims and possibilities were more challenging since there was no garden as such, but only a large sunny terrace. I immediately decided to use the opportunity to try growing all sorts of tender species, because the city provided a warmth and level of protection that was out of the question in the open countryside. Mimosa (Acacia dealbata) with its yellow ball-like flowers, the graceful Nerium oleander, even the wax flower (Hoya carnosa) survived outside all winter with the minimum of protection! Standard grapefruit and lemon trees, the former grown from seed, were over-wintered indoors but benefitted from being outside all summer. Inside, the exquisite gardenia (G. augusta), exotic scented orchids such as Dendrobium nobilis and the white waxy-flowered Stephanotis floribunda thrived so long as they were kept out of direct sunlight. Culinary and classical herbs including lavender, rosemary, parsley and basil were grown in pots outside the kitchen window. Even in the centre of a city, it is possible to create a scented sanctuary – a place to nourish the soul and soothe body and mind.

My most recent aromatic gardening project has been the development of a traditional stone longhouse with about three acres, located in the foothills of the Epynt Mountains in Wales. Once a working farm, much of the original land had been sold off to local sheep farmers over the last century, but the original buildings and barn still remained. I bought the property in a wild and altogether unmanageable condition, but the stunning views and seemingly benign location on a south-facing slope made it irresistible. A fast-flowing mountain stream cut through the wooded valley with its many ancient trees, including a large oak and several majestic Scots pine, making the very landscape seem alive. My aim was to create a naturalistic garden using mainly aromatic plants, planted in swathes or random ‘waves’.

It soon became apparent that the mountainous weather of the Epynt region was very erratic. Before a year had passed I began to look at my garden in a different light: which plant species were going to be ‘survivors’. All my spreading rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Prostratus’) died during the very first winter, when temperatures plunged to -17°C (1°F), and I also wondered how all my small lavender ‘Hidcote’ bushes would manage to get through February all covered in snow, having planted them out in the late autumn.

Surprising survivors were the evergreen clematis armandeii ‘Apple Blossom’, due to being located on the south wall, and my various species of lavender planted in a south-facing sloping gravel bed. This was one place where aromatics thrived, like the dramatic nepeta ‘Six Hills Giant’, since here the soil was free draining whilst benefitting from the best of the sunshine. Thankfully, the masses of poet’s narcissus (N. poeticus) I planted in swathes in the grass along the driveway were tolerant of the changeable weather conditions, as were many of the roses I planted. David Austin’s cerise ‘Gertrude Jekyll’ and his pale pink ‘Cottage Garden’ roses all liked the local heavy clay soil, as did the white form of Rosa rugosa and the exquisitely scented dark-leaved Rosa moschata.

I was beginning to realize that the term ‘climate change’ was not only operating in the sense of a gradual shift in global temperatures, but more dramatically in the sense of climate change on a day-to-day basis: one day it could be -10°C (14°F) and the following day up to 7°C (45°F). Finding plants that can tolerate such sudden shifts in temperature, and which are hardy and versatile enough to adapt to whatever conditions are thrown at them, is going to be a challenge for gardeners all over the world. In creating an ‘all weather’ garden, though, individual designs and plants would need to be tailored to the climatic trends of each specific location, whether in a valley in Wales, in the Australian outback or on a Californian estate. The relationship between gardens and climate has consequently taken on a new significance in recent years with the increasing awareness of the existence of climate change and its potential impacts on gardens. However, the future effect of the occurrence of extreme weather events such as floods, fires and droughts is difficult to predict with any certainty.

As the years wore on, it was interesting to discover that the various species of lavender I had planted turned out to be one of the most versatile herbs in this exposed location. It was consequently not surprising that just across the valley from the farmhouse was a speciality lavender farm called ‘Maesmynis Lavender’, producing its own essential oil! Aromatics actually offer a lot of potential in adapting to climate change, since many of them will tolerate very dry conditions, such as the Santolina and Cistus genuses … However, they will only flourish if they have sufficient warmth and can escape being drowned in winter. Low temperature tolerance varies greatly amongst garden plants. For example, scented pelargoniums, will not survive even short periods below freezing, while others will tolerate temperatures of -40°C (-40°F) or even lower.
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Poet’s narcissus (Narcissus poeticus)
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Selecting the right variety of a plant for a specific temperature zone and then providing the correct soil type, enough water and adequate drainage will have a major influence in the art of creating a beautiful fragrant garden in the future. Hardy, drought-resistant plants, such as those from the Mediterranean region and the Middle East, especially those aromatics with silver or grey foliage, will play an important role in the planning of gardens in the 21st century, while features such as raised beds and gravel gardens will inevitably become more popular. The theme of naturalistic gardening, where plants are matched to their natural habitat, which was introduced by William Robinson in the late 19th century and upheld by Gertrude Jekyll at the beginning of the 20th century, also provides valuable inspiration as a means to avoid placing further stress on individual plants. Conversely, rising temperatures will also mean that many gardeners may be able to grow a wider range of exotic plants from warmer climates in the future.

Moreover, the impact of climate change, not only on gardens but also in relation to the wider environment, is a subject that simply cannot be ignored today. The cost of human disaster as a result of gale-force winds and hurricanes, as a well as widespread fires and floods, has reached momentous proportions within the last decade alone. Applying sound ecological principles to our way of living so as to try to ensure a sustainable future is no longer a matter of choice but a matter of necessity. If we view our gardens like a microcosm of the natural world at large, we can learn through direct experience, each in our own way, to apply a new philosophy of sustainability to our homes and gardens in a practical way.

In the first half of this book, we will look at scented gardens throughout history and explore ways of creating a unique and personal fragrant environment. In Chapter 7, we will be looking at a number of specific aromatic plants in greater depth. I have been very disciplined in choosing each plant portrait for this section: apart from being used specifically to produce an essential oil, each plant must also add interest to a garden through its aesthetic appearance and practicality. These selected plants provide what I consider to be the basis of a modern aromatherapy garden – a beautiful (yet useful) haven of tranquillity with an emphasis on the healing and transformational qualities of scent.


1

The History of the Scented Garden

From the enclosed courtyards of Persian gardens over 2,500 years ago, through medieval monastic gardens and knot gardens of the Renaissance to the revival of scent as a garden feature in the twentieth century, this chapter takes you on a tour of the history of the scented garden.
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Lavender is an easy-to-grow, evergreen shrub that produces masses of beautifully scented flowers.

Christian Jung


THE PERSIAN GARDEN AS AN IMAGE OF PARADISE

The very concept of creating a scented garden is rooted in ancient history. From the earliest times, the culinary and medicinal properties of herbs and aromatic plants have made them a vital part of human existence. From material necessity to aesthetic pleasure is a short step and historical records suggest that the first scented gardens were planted within the enclosed courtyards of Persian palaces over 2,500 years ago.

These gardens were made not only to delight the senses but also to provide a spiritual sanctuary, quite apart from any practical benefits they conferred. Since the Koran taught that it was mankind’s duty to conserve and revere nature as part of the divine creation, these sacred gardens were looked upon as a means of recreating and experiencing heaven on earth.

The term ‘paradise’ derives from the Greek word paradeisos, which in turn was based on the Persian, pairidaeza, literally ‘surrounded by walls’. This referred to an enclosed garden of pleasure, an earthly paradise where both secular and sacred elements were intertwined. The classical Persian garden was constructed to a formal plan within a square or rectangle, having a fountain in the centre from which four streams issued – one in each direction. The whole area was then carefully planted with fruit-bearing and fragrant trees, aromatic herbs and flowers, for the Persians required three main qualities in their paradise gardens: running water, shade and scent.
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Canals and fountains in the garden of Qavam House, Iran, built 1879–1886.
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An orange tree growing in the Bahia Palace in Marrakesh, Morocco.
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Within the Islamic tradition, water was naturally considered to be a very precious element within the garden, since the surrounding area was frequently dominated by desert or wilderness. Shade, of course, was also essential as a place of refuge from the burning heat of the sun. The patterns of light and shadow created by decorative screens and doorways, which were frequently used to create different ‘rooms’ within the overall layout, also played an intrinsic part in the construction of these traditional designs. Scent within the garden may seem by comparison to be less ‘essential’ than the absolute necessity for water and shade. Yet for much of the ancient world, including Persia, perfume was held in such high esteem that it was virtually seen as being as vital to life as food or water! In the words of the prophet Mohammed:

Three things of the world which I love the most are women, perfume and prayer.

In the Islamic esoteric text The Jasmine of the Fedeli d’Amore, Ruzbehan describes the celestial world as being suffused with a wondrous scent which was associated with the presence of the divinity. The evocative power of perfume was also understood as the silent language of passion and human emotion and was valued as a sacred tool of transformation. Scented plants, therefore, endowed the early Persian paradise garden with a very special quality by providing a direct ‘bridge’ from the mundane to the heavenly and elevated it from being simply an earthly domain into a pairidaeza – a paradise realm. Like an oasis, these fragrant, fertile gardens came to represent a miraculous place of refuge or a haven within a hostile environment. Indeed, like most early gardens, they are found within courtyards or are surrounded by low buildings, rather than lying outside the domestic compound, simply because the outside world was such an unsafe place.
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Courtyard of the Generalife Garden – one of the oldest Moorish gardens in Spain – located on the Cerro del Sol, adjacent to the Alhambra Palace.

Jose Ignacio Soto

The Persian gardens also had strongly symbolic connotations and used intricate and exquisite patterns in their design. Like a microcosm of the universe, the formally constructed streams and canals represented the rivers of life flowing to the four corners of the earth, while the fountain issued from the heart at the centre. Cypress trees were associated with death and eternal life, while fruit trees, especially the orange, were planted in great numbers due to their rich and bountiful imagery. In Cordoba, the surviving tenth-century mosque gardens of the Court of Oranges still has 100 orange trees standing in perfect rows beside the water channels.

But above all, it was the fragrant rose that was held in the highest esteem and is still found in all Islamic-style gardens, especially since many legends link the rose with the prophet Mohammed. The famous Persian mystic Avicenna dedicated a whole book to the virtues and spiritual qualities of the rose. Roses and jasmine still abound in the gardens around the Taj Mahal in India, which shows a strong classical Persian influence.

Practical necessity and a highly refined aesthetic sensibility were combined with a profound reverence for nature and a sense of the sacred to create a sanctuary – not away from the world, but within it. Earthly pleasure and divine inspiration partook of the same nature: thus, these early classical, scented gardens were built by the nobility of Persia not only to offer relief from the desert heat but also to provide a secluded place for inner contemplation as well as for amorous dalliance! It is still possible to get a sense of the classical splendour of these ancient Persian masterpieces of design by visiting the Alhambra Palace in Granada, built in southern Spain for the Moorish rulers of the fourteenth century. Here, the soothing sound of water running over stone, the graceful images of trees and arches reflected in still pools, and the heady scent of roses, jasmine and lilies wafting on the warm breeze retain their power to transport the soul to another world.


EARLY AROMATIC GARDENS

Some of the most famous early aromatic gardens are the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, which were built by Nebuchadnezzar II for his wife in the sixth century BC. Greek descriptions of these fabulous gardens, which were supported on stone columns and irrigated by streams to keep the terraces moist, depict an image of paradise much like the Persian ideal, with running water, shade and scent. Aromatic wood from the cedar of Lebanon was used extensively in building these gardens and must have created a highly fragrant backdrop for the exotic flowering plants, herbs and trees.

Cedar of Lebanon was also used to make the caskets for embalmed Egyptian kings because of its fine fragrance and great durability. Indeed, the ancient Egyptians were renowned for their knowledge and expertise on aromatic plants, especially regarding their medicinal, cosmetic and ritual applications. In gardens on the banks of the Nile, they cultivated sweet-smelling plants, herbs and spices so as to provide fresh material for their daily requirements, since natural aromatic preparations were considered an intrinsic part of everyday life. One of the first depicted plant expeditions (c. 1495 BC), shown in a wall painting at Karnak, is in search of the incense tree for Queen Hatshepsut. The Egyptians’ exuberant love of nature is evident from the carvings in their temples and their garlanded deities. No fewer than 256 different species are depicted on the walls of the ‘Botanical Garden’, a room in the temple of Amun at Karnak.
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Saffron crocus (Crocus sativus), used by the ancient Egyptians as a condiment and perfume material.

Valentina Razumova
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Henna flower (Lawsonia inermis), used to make the ancient Egyptian perfume ‘cyprinum’.
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The Egyptian priesthood also attached great importance to gardens as places of contemplation. Thus we find walled gardens attached to the temples as tranquil places of retreat. More importantly perhaps in botanic terms, was the fact that known medicinal plants were grown in these temple gardens, and form the earliest-known basis for the botanic garden. The Egyptian Papyrus Ebers manuscript, a materia medica written about 1552 BC (in the time of Moses), contains numerous descriptions of fragrant plants, aromatic remedies and their methods of use. Saffron was employed as a condiment and perfume material; galbanum, mastic and eaglewood were used for fumigation and purification purposes; and cannabis or Indian hemp was used as a sedative and for its narcotic properties. The scented oil from the blue lotus was considered sacred and offered to the pharaohs in their tombs along with narcissi and other aromatic materials. Frankincense and myrrh, especially, were considered invaluable plants throughout the whole of the ancient world, because their fragrant gum-resins formed the basis for most incense. The famous kyphi of Egypt, for example, was a liquid incense recipe whose fragrance, according to Plutarch, ‘allayed anxieties and brightened dreams and was made of those things which delight most in the night.’ This precious perfume was made from a mixture of over 16 aromatic substances including juniper, cardamom, calamus, cyperus (a fragrant grass), mastic, saffron, acacia, cinnamon, peppermint, myrrh and henna.

In Cairo, street sellers sang of henna, ‘Oh odours of Paradise: oh flowers of Henna’: these were tiny white, very fragrant flowers which were also used to produce the enticing perfume ‘cyprinum’. Cleopatra drenched her Nile barge with cyprinum to create an aromatic greeting for Mark Anthony. Henna is also the ‘camphire’ mentioned in the Song of Solomon:

A garden enclosed is my sister, my spouse; a spring shut up, a fountain sealed. Thy plants are an orchard of pomegranates with pleasant fruits: camphire and spikenard, saffron, calamus and cinnamon, with trees of frankincense, myrrh and aloes with all the chief spices.

(Rosemary Verey, The Scented Garden)

The enclosed scented garden described in the Bible in the Song of Solomon depicts a sensual paradise where sacred and secular pleasure are united, and provides a model for the medieval ‘hortus conclusus’. Likewise, the Garden of Eden originally showed God and man in a state of complete harmony: in the Talmud, when Adam walked in the Garden of Eden on the first day, ‘he smelled wonderful scents and enjoyed beautiful sights’. But this sense of blissful ease was not to last, for both Judaism and Christianity refer back to the Garden as a place of original ease, a lost paradise, where humanity and nature were in accord with the divine, God.

In the beginning, God created a garden called Eden. Eden is traditionally located in Mesopotamia, probably in the northern part of the region since an apple tree was able to grow there without irrigation. Before the fall, Eden was a fertile, fragrant oasis of delight, magically calm except for the sweet sounds of water and laughter. Since the dawn of civilisation, human kind has ceaselessly endeavoured to recreate this mythical paradise.

(G. Van Zuylen, Visions of Paradise)

This is doubtless the root of our search to create an arcadian paradise over the centuries: an attempt to recreate a sense of perfect harmony. This is even more relevant today when the pressure and problems facing both the individual and society at large seem to be increasing. The Prince of Wales finds his garden at Highgrove in Gloucestershire:

… a place of escape from the noise, rush and often the brutality of the world. It is a place where both humans and wildlife can take sanctuary. The garden in this way can become a glimpse of Paradise; a sacred space where humanity, nature and the Divine meet in harmony.

(Martin Palmer and David Manning, Sacred Gardens)
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Blue lotus (Nymphaea caerulea), considered sacred by the ancient Egyptians.
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THE GREEK AND ROMAN LEGACY

The concise botanical knowledge and skill of the ancient Egyptians was developed by several outstanding Greek men of learning, many of whom studied at the great library of Alexandria. Herodotus and Democrates, who visited Egypt during the fifth century BC, also transmitted directly what they had learned about perfumery and natural therapeutics from the Egyptian physicians. Hippocrates, who was born in Greece about 460 BC and is universally revered as the ‘Father of Medicine’, prescribed various aromatic remedies; indeed, from Greek medical practice there is derived the term ‘iatralypte’, from the physician who cured exclusively through the use of aromatic preparations. Later, Theophrastus (371–287 BC) described over 550 species of plants and the distinguishing nature of scents in his Enquiry into Plants, written about 340 BC. Many familiar fragrant flowers and herbs are mentioned in this work, such as narcissi and lilies, but it is Dioscorides (40–90 AD) who is better known for his De Materia Medica, which described the medicinal use of over 600 plants.

By the fourth century BC the Greeks were also cultivating flower gardens dedicated to the gods and these in turn influenced gardening in Rome. Both the Greek and Roman visions of the ideal garden were influenced by the classical Persian paradise garden, and were usually laid out to a formal design with fruit-bearing trees, herbs and running water. Many aromatic plants were named after nymphs or lovers in Greek legend, such as Artemis or Narcissus. According to myth, it was Apollo who taught the healer Aesclepius that the fragrant lily-of-the-valley could be used as a tonic for the heart. The favoured flower of the Greeks, however, was the rose – the flower of Aphrodite, the goddess of love.

Sadly, under the Romans the rose later became a flaunted symbol of ostentation. Nero had his banqueting floors strewn with rose petals. Roses were also used in garlands for military heroes and were considered essential to everyday life. They also enjoyed a position of great prominence in the Roman garden, which was otherwise mainly given over to aromatic herbs. In their pursuit of sensuous pleasure, the Romans devoted an entire street in Capua simply to the manufacture of different types of scented substances, especially rosewater.
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Lily-of-the-valley (Convallaria majalis), according to myth, given to the healer Aesclepius by Apollo.

Elena Elisseeva

The Roman knowledge of herbs and aromatic plants was derived mainly from the Greeks, in particular from Dioscorides. Their horticultural knowledge also spread throughout the Roman Empire and much of this knowledge was later preserved in the monasteries. With the conquest of Britain, the Romans brought with them a number of flowering fragrant fruit trees, such as the cherry, pear, quince and peach, and introduced many other familiar plants from their colonies along the Mediterranean coast. Amongst these were such well-known ones as chervil, chives, parsley, rue, onion, fennel, rosemary, southernwood, borage, sage and thyme. Such plants adapted well to more temperate climates and formed the basis for the ‘herbaries’ or herb gardens of the great monasteries which sprang up all over Europe in medieval times. This herbal legacy bequeathed by the Romans also proved invaluable for the development of herbal medicine in Britain. The earliest English herbal, written about the time of the Norman conquest and still preserved in the British Museum, owes its origin to a book written by a Roman doctor, Apuleius Platonicus.


THE MEDIEVAL MONASTIC GARDEN

During the Middle Ages, the monasteries not only served as spiritual centres to the community but they were also seats of learning. The study of plants was one of the main areas of intellectual endeavour since herbal medicine was the most common method of treating illness. Concern for physical healing was a mark of Christian philosophy and thus based primarily on practical considerations. Thus the ‘cloister’ garden developed which was devoted to growing useful medicinal herbs and aromatic plants, as well as providing a place of contemplation for the monks.

This style of garden, known in medieval England as the ‘cloister garth’, was a large, enclosed garden with a beautifully kept green lawn in the centre of the monastery or cathedral. Surrounded by stone cloisters with a covered arcade, it provided a place where the monks could stroll in leisurely contemplation or sit at peaceful leisure and view the passing day.

These cloister garths were formally laid out, and often divided into four sections similar to Roman villa gardens. It was originally as a reaction against urbanised Rome that monastic Christianity had arisen with its keen interest in agriculture and gardening – yet Rome still proved pivotal in its horticultural influence in Britain. Water was frequently found in these gardens, as in the early Islamic paradise gardens, and the monks could meditate on the elements. The formal ordering of the cloister garden was also conducive to a state of restful ease – a tranquil haven where the monks or nuns could find the peace that ‘passeth all understanding’. Sometimes an orchard was planted at the sacred eastern end and was used as a place for contemplation on death and the eternal life. The ‘physic’ garden was generally found to the north of the eastern end of the church or sometimes in the cloisters or courtyards besides the church. The famous Benedictine monastery of St Gall in Switzerland, founded in the year 610 AD, served for centuries as an ideal model for monastic gardens throughout Europe. Here, the cloister garth provides the central feature or focal point of the whole design and was divided into four equal sections by footpaths:

The garth is square, an ideal plan based on the description of the Temple built by the Israelites.

(Aben and de Wit, The Enclosed Garden)

Traditional cloister garths can still be found throughout Europe and America, for example at Wells Cathedral, Somerset, in England; at the Basilica of St Francis, Assisi, in Italy; and at the National Cathedral, Washington, in the USA. Within the enclosure, as at St Galls, there were generally two herb gardens: one was the physic garden or infirmary garden, planted with healing medicinal herbs; the second was the kitchen garden. Here, culinary herbs for the table would be grown such as thyme, parsley, rosemary and mint, as well as vegetables – see Chapter 2. Information about medicinal and culinary herbs was exchanged extensively between monasteries over this period. Abbot Benedict of Aniane, in Languedoc, France, is known to have corresponded with his colleagues in Germany and England and exchanged medicinal plants with Alcuin of York around the year 800. In a letter to Charlemagne of France, Alcuin wrote of his hope that:

The French may learn the wonders of gardening from the British, so that a paradise – ‘a garden enclosed’ – may flourish not just in York but also in Tours, and that there might be ‘the plants of paradise’ with the fruits of the orchard.

(Palmer and Manning, Sacred Gardens)

[image: image]

A medieval cloister garden, with surrounding shaded arcade.
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The Islamic world encouraged migration of both ideas and plants from Spain and from the East. It was through the influence of the Byzantine church, however, that the Middle Eastern idea of the aromatic garden found its way into the very heart of European culture, initially in the form of a small paradise garden or flower garden. The flower garden generally lay behind the altar to the east of the church, which itself faced east – thereby facing Jerusalem and the rising sun. This garden was placed in the care of the sacristan – the monk in charge of sacred objects such as the high altar. This shows how important the medieval church considered aromatic and sweet-smelling flowers, which were valued both as symbolic votive offerings and for their intrinsic beauty.

This garden was usually round or semi-circular in structure and provided the sacred aromatic flowers and herbs for decorating the altar. The idea of a walled, perfumed garden was symbolically associated with the Garden of Eden, the original paradise, and was upheld in biblical imagery such as in the Song of Solomon.

In 1260, Albertus Magnus, a Dominican monk, specified the requirements of a perfect pleasure garden in much the same terms as its Persian counterpart, having a fountain at the centre and being redolent with perfume:

… every sweet-smelling herb such as rue, and sage and basil, and likewise all sorts of flowers, as the violet, columbine, lily, rose, iris and the like … behind the lawn there may be great diversity of medicinal and scented herbs, not only to delight the senses of smell by their perfume but to refresh the sight with their flowers.

These medieval monastic gardens had a strong sense of the symbolic connotations of plants, flowers and trees. For example, lungwort (Pulmonaria officinalis) was so called because its leaves, which are speckled and marked, were considered to resemble diseased lungs. Sweet violets represented humility, and the earliest of the cultivated lilies, the fragrant white Madonna lily (Lilium candidum), was linked with the Virgin Mary. Above all, the rose was held in the highest esteem. The red apothecary’s rose (Rosa gallica var. officinalis), was also closely linked with the Virgin Mary and with Christ’s blood. There was a widespread cult of planting ‘Mary gardens’, which featured wildflower meadows: today they are echoed in Christian Marian gardens, which use statues of the Virgin Mary together with lilies and roses, her traditional plants.

[image: image]

A statue of the Virgin Mary in a contemporary Christian Marian garden.
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