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ter has a certain unusual power: not only does it prevent 
vomiting but also, if consumed often, “mixes and sets in 
motion sperm preventing spontaneous erections” (On 
Diet II, 54).

The beauty of the forest cannot be seen from the road – it 
can be only experienced; you cannot see it but you can 
enter it. The power of plants cannot be felt unless friendly 
relations are established or revived, if they have been bro-
ken. After all, all of nature is full of souls.

translated by Joanna Maciulewicz
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Gardener artist
For Derek Jarman, gardening was as important as his art, 
writing, and filmmaking. His love of nature, visible in the 
plots and visuals of his films, such as Jubilee (1978), The 
Last of England (1988), or The Garden (1990), as well as in 
publications, inspired him to abandon the din of city life 
and move to the country. During an excursion in 1986 he 
bought a fishing cottage with a plot of land. Keith Collins, 
who accompanied him on the occasion, remembers that 
at the beginning of the trip Jarman told him that he was 
going to buy an old house if he could find one for sale. Af 
if by magic, they found a “For Sale” sign on a house. They 
decided it was destiny, and Jarman left London to take 
up country living in Prospect Cottage. He wrote a book 
about his new home, Derek Jarman’s Garden, illustrated 
with photographs by Howard Sooley.1 The friend provided 

1 Derek Jarman’s Garden, Photographs by Howard Sooley, London 1995.
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a tasteful visual documentation that complemented Jar-
man’s notes on his domicile and the gardening around it.
In the introduction to this unusual memoir album, Jar-
man admits that he is a keen gardener, and the first seri-
ous book he read, which he got from his parents in 1946, 
was Beautiful Flowers and How to Grow Them. After mov-
ing to the countryside, he did not even think about set-
ting up a garden, as the house was surrounded by trash 
and rubble, and the poor soil could not support much 
plant life. The artist’s imagination, however, did not allow 
him to remain indifferent to the scattered pieces of wood 
and metal. He was inspired by his love for farming tools, 
which he collected as unique antiques at flea markets. He 
also began to create open-air sculptures using the debris 
he found at a nearby beach. Looking for treasures cast out 
by the sea became the goal of his daily excursions. In this 
way, he grew accustomed to the countryside around the 
house, and the maritime climate made him fall in love 
with Prospect Cottage. His visitors at Daugeness also rec-
ognized the magic of the place, and surrendered to its 
captivating atmosphere of silence and solitude.2

The wild rose which bravely kept blooming by the house 
inspired Jarman’s “flowering” campaign. Thanks to Sool-
ey’s help, new varieties of plants and interesting objects, 
started to appear in the garden. Jarman, who was ill at the 
time, treated gardening as a kind of therapy and medical 
prescription.3 He helped seedlings to root, in defiance of 
the harshness of the surrounding nature and its strong 

2 Ibid., p. 5.
3 Ibid., p. 12.
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winds and stony ground. He protected local species, some 
of which were threatened with extinction, and used eco-
logical methods of horticulture. His passion for gardening 
increased as his body weakened, overwhelmed by AIDS. 
Jarman saw a parallel between this “botanical” situation 
and his struggle against the externalities of his life: the 
British negative attitudes toward gay people, a lack of rec-
ognition among audiences, and the campaign of hatred in 
the tabloid press.

The notes in Derek Jarman’s Garden testify to the author’s 
love for careful observation of plant life, and its dying in 
the winter and rebirth in the spring. He registered the 
cycles of nature in photographs and drawings, which en-
riched his herbaria, where he included observations about 
the qualities of plants, including their shape and colour. 
Many of these observations are contained in his essay4 on 
the changing colour range of the sea, sky, and coast.

Prospect Cottage not only provided an aesthetic stimulus 
for Jarman, but also served as a studio, a centre for social 
life, and, above all, a safe haven. It was a place where he 
followed his multiple artistic passions, and was not per-
secuted for his sexual orientation. In his garden, he saw 
aspects of paradise, and among his arguments for the 
association was the fact that the word “paradise” comes 
form ancient Persian language, where it meant “the green 
place.”5

4 See D. Jarman, A Book of Colour – June’93, London 1995.
5 Derek Jarman’s Garden, op. cit., p. 40.
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Little England
In his literary and cinematic works, Jarman often referred to 
gardening motifs, especially when he talked about intoler-
ance and the persecution of Otherness. In this he built im-
ages set in his garden, creating what critics described as the 
“unquestionable, spiritual centre of the film.”6 The director 
referred to Pasolini, who defended, in Jarman’s view, the tra-
ditional values of Italian civilization. For the owner of Pros-
pect Cottage, landscape and the natural environment were 
related to the idealistic vision of Little England, a pastoral 
land untouched by social and political decay. His own estate 
he considered a natural protected area, created as it were in 
defiance of expansive and destructive civilisation. The op-
position was underscored by their placement: Jarman’s land 
was in an abandoned area around a nuclear power plant. 
The drastic contrast between nature and industrialization 
is intensified in Sooley’s photographs, which show plants 
and stone sculptures against the grey concrete background 
of the reactor building. The monumental installation, sur-
rounded by barbed wire, constantly reminded Jarman about 
the degradation of the natural environment: “it is difficult 
to find a good vegetable garden … the supermarkets have 
wiped them all out.”7 The land-cultivating artist treated 
British culture, as the word origin suggests, as a place for 
the “cultivation” of diversity and pluralism of identity, sex-
uality, and historical narrations. His gardens and his artistic 
accomplishments were supposed to intensify and satirize 
aspects of reality that repressed nature and the individual.

6 L. Driscoll, “The Rose Revived: Derek Jarman and the British Tradition”, [in:] C. Lippard 
(ed.), By Angels Driven. The Films of Derek Jarman, Wiltshire 1996, p. 76.

7 Ibid., p. 77.
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When asked about the relations between landscape and 
thinking about Britishness, Jarman confirmed the nostal-
gic quality of his associations. He stressed that this does 
not mean the loss of “the flower meadows of my child-
hood”, but the fact that “you see how things you liked 
disappear and new ones appear, good too, but there is an 
element of nostalgia about it.”8 The vision of expansive 
human activity in Jarman’s films had a clear element of 
criticism of Thatcherite England. The director’s opposi-
tion is seen in Jubilee, produced in 1977 as an ironic trib-
ute to Elizabeth II’s Silver Jubilee. The story begins with 
a majestic scene in which Elizabeth I calls the alchemist 
and magician John Dee to help her visit the future. She 
wants to see what will happen to her kingdom. The real-
ity of 20th-century England are far from the Golden Age, 
with its sumptuous opulence and creativity. The queen is 
terrified: “[... ] little I thought to be thus transported from 
my dear England. […] Where is God? Is God dead?” The 
action, as it develops, brings bitter answers.

The streets of postindustrial London are barred with 
barbed wire, and filled with crime and violence. Groups of 
aggressive punks burn the remnants of the national heri-
tage. In this desolate ground, there is no place for pastoral 
gardens. The privileged have estates in the natural land-
scape, while the inhabitants of the city can only dream 
about nature. Two characters, Ariel and Sphinx, remem-
ber that they never went lower than the fourteenth floor 
and never saw the ground until they were four years old. 

8 C. Lippard, Interview with Derek Jarman, [in:] By Angels Driven..., op. cit., p. 162.
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The smell of fresh flowers and their living, soft tissue were 
terrifying to the boys because they were so different from 
the plastic familiar to them. The natural rhythms of life 
were alien to them, because their lives were regulated by 
a thermostat and the administrators of their tower block.
Jarman lived in London in similar conditions when he be-
came an adult and left his parents. He tried to tame the 
unfriendly, concrete space by establishing a semblance of 
a garden in thirty plastic containers. He was not discour-
aged even by attacks by pigeons, because, as he claims, 
“like all true gardeners, I’m an optimist!”9 An even more 
desperate fight for green land is fought by a character in 
Jubilee. He tenderly waters plastic plants stuck into the 
ground made sterile by weed killers.

The inhabitants of degenerated cities, whose “days are 
numbered,” can only dream about green land; only a tele-
vision tycoon has the privilege of resting in a country 
house. When he ironically calls a music group “Scum,” 
he adds, “That’s commercial. It’s all they deserve.” Jubilee 
is closed by a frame scene with Elizabeth I, who goes for 
an excursion to the sea, tired and dejected. On a narrow 
path among rocks, she goes away to her Little England. She 
could not find her place in a world which upholds the prin-
ciple voiced by a music producer: “As long as the music’s 
loud enough, we won’t hear the world falling apart.”
A similar diagnosis of modernity is presented in The Last 
of England. The subjective point of view is underscored al-
ready in the first scene, which presents Jarman himself. 

9 D. Jarman, The Last of England, London 1987, p. 151.
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The shot of the director browsing through old photographs 
gives the narration a very personal tone. The director com-
bined his material with documentary footage made by his 
grandfather and father. He gave the film the structure of 
a dream allegory, visualizing his feelings and mental states.

Contemporary sections of the film are a kind of documen-
tary from the streets of contemporary cities, i.e. the London 
docks. Impressive structures and futuristic architecture is 
juxtaposed with views of scattered furniture and ruined 
buildings. England’s expansive modern civilization is si-
multaneously decaying. The feeling of instability of moder-
nity is amblified by accelerated shots, dynamic editing, and 
music. The impression made by graphic, austere photogra-
phy is intensified by the narrator’s voice: “What proof do 
you need the world’s curling up like an autumn leaf?”

The chaos of urban spaces contrasts with archival land-
scape shots. The scenes filmed in the past are set in a sum-
mer garden, with lush greenery, on the sea. The sight of 
family life surrounded by natural beauty creates an im-
pression of harmony and safety.

In The Last of England the mood is dark, which results from 
Jarman’s conviction that what is most precious is also frag-
ile and passes away rapidly. On the list of things irretriev-
ably lost, he includes cultural heritage, natural environ-
ments, hedges, a corner shop, and everything “you get used 
to growing up, and need, and which suddenly disappears.”10

10 D. Jarman, Kicking the Pricks, London 1996, p. 196.
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Planet Jarmania
Jarman’s apocalyptic visions found expression in his art: 
“I collected together the few landscapes that I paint-
ed with varnish glazes, pencil and metal dust last year. 
Apocalyptic visions of fire, with skulls and minute people 
lost in eternity under strange moons.”11

The strength of character protected him from succumb-
ing to total pessimism, supporting his faith that “it is bet-
ter to be out in the daylight and be done with it”12 than 
die in loneliness. Daugeness came to be the arena of these 
battles, and metaphorically, they were fought in Jarman’s 
artistic expression.

Critics of British art point to the constantly present 
theme of landscape in it, underscoring the relation be-
tween painting and gardening. They argue that both 
consist in creating beauty out of nothing. The allure of 
beauty, as Georg Simmel13 observed, consists also in the 
fact that it is a form made of elements that have no aes-
thetic value separately, such as stones, colours, sounds, 
but acquire it in a certain configuration. In this way, Jar-
man built his garden, using meadow plants, commercial-
ly available seedlings, and pieces of flotsam wood. Jar-
man’s accomplishments in gardening sculpture testify to 
the fact that aesthetic satisfaction is derived from “aes-
thetic satisfaction either to discover or fashion a unity 

11 D. Jarman, Dancing Ledge, London 1991, p. 222.
12 D. Jarman, Modern Nature, London 1991, p. 25.
13 G. Simmel, Most i drzwi. Wybór esejów, trans. M. Łukaszewicz, Warszawa 2006, p. 53.
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from the divergent abundance of impressions, ideas and 
stimuli.”14

In the desolate area surrounding the nuclear power plant, 
Jarman managed to find “our corner of Paradise, the part 
of the garden the Lord forgot to mention.”15 On the coast 
of Kent, he created a safe haven, a refuge from dehuman-
ized urban space and a centre for creative work. This is an 
example of “cultivating a nostalgic vision of dwelling.”16 
The vision consists in a sort of escape and minimalism, 
limitation to simple and basic things made of local mate-
rials. The space managed by Jarman is open and remains 
in symbiosis with nature, embodying the ideal of home-
making in harmony with nature, “a hiding place, an ar-
chetype of privacy and intimacy, authenticity, and, full-
ness of dwelling.”17 For the artist’s friends, his garden was 
a place for rest and creative meetings. Tilda Swinton, Jar-
man’s favourite actress and muse, called his estate “Plan-
et Jarmania”, an enclave for individualists: “A little loud, 
a lot louche. Not always in the best possible taste. And 
not quite fit, though it saddened and maddened us to rec-
ognise it, for wholesome family entertainment.”18 Here, 
ideas and concepts were born, derived straight from “the 
soup kitchen that was your [Jarman’s] life.”19

14 G. Simmel, “The Philosophy of Landscape” (1913), Theory, Culture & Society December 
2007 vol. 24 no. 7-8, pp. 20-29.

15 D. Jarman, Modern Nature, op. cit., p. 23.
16 E. Rewers, Post-polis. Wstęp do filozofii ponowoczesnego miasta, Kraków 2005, p. 206.
17 Ibid., p. 221.
18 T. Swinton, “In The Spirit of Derek Jarman, International Film Festival”, Edinburg, actor’s 

response, 17.08.2002, www.vertigomagazine.co.uk/Dear%2Derek.htm.
19 Ibid.
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The garden established by Jarman around Prospect Cot-
tage functioned as a multidimensional artistic project 
(sculpture exhibition) and media project (filming loca-
tion), as well as a cultural project (confrontation of the 
dominant culture, the nuclear plant, and the excluded 
queer culture). Jarman’s way of thinking about space is 
close to contemporary concepts of urban studies, where 
cities are treated as hybrid and transcultural entities. New 
architectural visions assume pluralism, respect for diver-
sity, and intercultural dialogue. In such areas it becomes 
possible to function even under oppressive order, as iden-
tity becomes a sort of palimpsest. This does not result 
from cumulative knowledge, but is rather a “a disposition 
to question, full of discontinuities and conflicts.”20 This 
type of identity was represented in The Garden.

Gardens of Otherness
The Garden was partially filmed at Prospect Cottage, which 
was natural for Jarman, because he knew how to protect his 
right to otherness both in cinema and in life. He additional-
ly proposed replacing oppressive “hetero unbearableness,” 
“hetero oppressiveness,” and “hetero offensiveness,” with 
“homo egalitarianism,” and “homo liberation.”21

Collins stresses that the garden gradually assumed a new 
meaning in Jarman’s life: the plants had to face the wind 
and sharp seaside sun, just like Jarman faced his illness. 
The plants bloomed, and he was dying.22

20 E. Rewers, op. cit., p. 302.
21 D. Jarman, Queer; Edward II, London 1991, pp. 58–68.
22 Derek Jarman’s Garden, op. cit., p. 5.
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In the film, authentic landscapes of Daugeness assume 
a mythic dimension. The script was inspired by William 
Blake’s poem, “The Garden of Love,” where the lyrical 
mood is interrupted by the motif of death:

A Chapel was built in the midst,
Where I used to play on the green.
(…)
And I saw it was filled with graves,
And tomb-stones where flowers should be23

Jarman experienced a similar emotional state when, after 
the outbreak of AIDS, many of his friends passed away. He 
himself, HIV positive, experienced the physical and social 
consequences of the illness. He paraphrased Blake’s text 
and used it in his film:

I walk in this garden
Holding the hands of dead friends.
Old age came quickly for my frosted generation.

The nostalgic mood and motif of death is not the only anal-
ogy. Blake, like Jarman, had a critical attitude to expansive 
civilization and unfriendly urban space. In Blake’s visions, 
the city was simultaneously marvelous and threatening, 
filled with dark human dramas. Although the poet lived 
in central London, the city was small enough for him to 
have walks in the countryside. In his poetry, he described 
the contrasts he observed between urban and rural land-

23 W. Blake, Songs of Innocence and Experience, ed. A. Lincoln, Princeton 1998, p. 191.
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scapes. Representing two types of landscape, he simulta-
neously showed two types of existence.

An evaluative attitude to space and related lifestyle is 
characteristic of Jarman, as well. His films repeatedly use 
shots of empty, natural areas where the characters es-
cape. This is also true in The Garden, which is a comment 
and symbolic metaphor of the artist’s existence. In a fish-
ing village he looked for refuge from a hate campaign in 
the media, which began after the news of his illness. His 
discomfort is shown in a scene with a woman character 
styled as the Holy Mother, futilely trying to escape from 
a circle of press photographers. Masked male photogra-
phers close in, aiming their lenses at the terrified target. 
When the same woman character, played by Tilda Swin-
ton, appears against the sea or in the garden around the 
house, her face is expressing serenity and feeling of safe-
ty. Jarman did not want to film a direct commentary on 
AIDS, and escaped from the cheap sentimentalism of 
plots into the arbitrariness of images. Instead of a story 
about illness, he preferred to show reality in a way that 
carried its constant, destructive presence. The poetics of 
The Garden refer to Christian symbolism, representing 
the fate of two gay men, persecuted and tortured because 
of their love. The source of positive emotions for them is 
wild nature, which persists in spite of threats. The shots 
of plants hit by gusts of wind and of the seaside landscape 
are like a chorus that weakens the pessimistic dimension 
of other scenes.
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The film remains a tribute to nature, similar to Howard 
Sooley’s photographs. Like Jarman, Sooley was a keen 
gardener, and their passion and sensitivity can be seen 
in the album on Prospect Cottage and its surroundings. 
Sooley’s photographs, together with Jarman’s comments, 
create a kind of parable on seaside nature. Colour and 
black-and-white photographs are arranged into an orig-
inal collage, like the sculptures made of flotsam with 
plants cultivated by the owner. A small portrait of the 
house is accompanied by a poetic confession: “Daugeness 
looks best in golden, supper rain. The black cottage be-
comes golden, and casts a shadow that almost reaches the 
sea. (…) Twilight here is like no other. It lingers in a per-
fect calm. You feel as you stand here that tired time is 
having a snooze.”24 Jarman’s further comments are even 
more poetical, underscoring the importance of Dauge-
ness in the artist’s life: “O Paradise, my garden dressed 
in light, you dissolve into the night.”25 The Paradise sung 
by Jarman returned after his death in Derek (2008), a doc-
umentary filmed by Isaac Julien, his friend and protege, 
with Tilda Swinton in the cast.

translated by Paweł Stachura

24 Derek Jarman’s Garden, op. cit., p. 44.
25 Ibid.
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