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The people I know are gardening. Amidst my newsfeed’s usual fare of unsettling 
articles and contentiously funny memes are photos of flowers and flowering trees 
in gardens and streets. It is spring, the customary time when we unspool from the 
interiors of our abodes, turning toward the immediate world of front and back 
gardens and balconies and south-facing windowsills. Spring, yet an extraordinary 
one; the spring of a plague year.  
 
The order of days is jumbled and fragmented, as schedules became disrupted and 
no longer punctuated by what had been taken for granted: train departures, library 
visits, trips to the hairdresser, meetings in cafes, drinks with friends. My mother-in-
law will ask what day is it, and the answer will startle her. The days have softened 
into a vague mass of hours distinguishable only by the quality of light. Every day is 
Saturday, in a month of Saturdays. We are all Hans Castorp, that voluntary inmate 
of an alpine sanatorium in Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain, albeit unwilling. 
Although like him, we are “at an age, moreover, when a day, a week, a month, a 
semester, should play an important role in life and bring a great many changes and 
much progress,” we have acquired his “disgraceful habit … of saying yesterday’ for 
‘a year ago’ and ‘tomorrow’ for ‘a year from now’.” 
 
Nevertheless, with spring came a quickening, a swift transmutation of the natural 
realm, offering vernal surprises in gardens and viridescent verges. All around town, 
cherry trees showcased blowsy pink blossoms among cinnamon-coloured leaves, 
branches swinging upwards in a southerly breeze, like rave dancers let loose in 
suburbia. In the surrounding countryside, bluebells, primroses, daisies, and 



dandelions brightened the edges of paths and roads. By the end of April, the 
cuckoo flower appeared, and the cuckoo followed, calling in the gorse-bright fields 
surrounding town. 
 
Like the earth, I changed; after a winter of dark polo necks and the same grey jeans, 
I began wearing shirts the colour of coral and champagne, or flowy-sleeved white 
poplin blouses that were inevitably stained by dusk. I began to note things, a 
record, for instance, of the date when I first spotted swifts, who had survived the 
high winds near Greece that had battered their number in the thousands. I also 
took photos of flowers in the banks of quiet country roads during walks. These 
photos were not meant for sharing. Field notes I call them, records of my curiosity, 
an invested interest in things outside of myself, a promise to discover their names, 
so that when I see them, this or next spring, the landscape acquires more 
specificity, developed from my growing relationship to them. Also, more than field 
notes, they constitute a record of myself alive at a certain moment. The days I’m 
not noting these things: where do they go? I fear losing the substance of time, 
becoming a mote of dust floating away into the ether. Gather the flowers, the birds, 
the names into me, and I attain the marvellous weight of the world. 
 
With precocious spring, beauty had emerged from the black earth in subtle sweet-
smelling forms, reminding us of what is worthy in the midst of suffering and death. 
So it is for David Hockney, rendering ebulliant iPad drawings of flowers and 
flowering trees in the early days of the pandemic, as radiant and ecstatic as the first 
morning of the world. I was cheered to see them, just as I was cheered when I 
searched for depictions of flowers the winter after Dad died: Robert 
Mapplethorpe’s classically posed flowers, jewel-like Dutch still lifes, Fantin-Latour’s 
bouquets, Georgia O’Keeffe’s gigantic blooms like unfurling flames, a flowering 
tree in a Roman mural. I had a craving for spring, for a future after grief, which 
froze me in a strange temporal trap, in which nothing changed because I dreamt 
and thought only of my father. 
 
“When you take a flower in your hand and really look at it,” wrote Georgia O’Keeffe, 
“it’s your world for the moment.” It was the same while looking at pictures of 
flowers; the artist’s world became mine as well, eliding dull skies and shadowy 
countryside. I was particularly drawn to Brett Whiteley’s lithograph View of the 
Garden, which depicts the intimate scene of a table set with flowers and breakfast, 
before a window framing the view of a garden. The lines are simple, black on ivory 
paper, communicating the artist’s direct response to the wonder of flowers, as well 
as a sense of sanctuary, for what is paradise but a garden walled from interlopers 
and everyday travails? Lush with foliage, there is no horizon, no vanishing point, 
sealing and securing the present from questions of the future. The scene is 
poignant, in light of Whiteley’s early death from a heroin overdose. After his 
death, his anguished ex-wife created a famed guerrilla garden from wasteland: a 
magical space of winding paths, hidden nooks, ‘joyful’ sculptures, and perfumed 
canopies. I thought of both the lithograph and garden as landscapes of 
transportive grace created between the difficult and terrible moments that 
accumulate in life. 
 
So, too, was the garden Derek Jarman tended at Prospect Cottage in Dungeness. 
Weathering the AIDS pandemic, he snipped and pruned and sowed, as he, along 
with friends and associates, were falling ill. In the last years of his life, he began his 
book Modern Nature, a kind of queer diary/memoir in which, amid bleak 



descriptions of illness and dying, the names of plants—“houseleeks and sedums, 
thrift, dianthus, saxifrage, campion, wallflower, purple iris, calendula, curry plant, 
rue, camomile, columbine, shirley poppy, santolina and nasturtium”—appear as 
talismans, or orisons, survivors in an exposed lunar landscape. 
 
Flowers are evanescent by nature. But to see or smell a flower requires time and so 
retrieves it from an increasingly digital and insensate world. In observing them in 
the midst of difficult times, our receptivity to them—in writing, painting, or taking 
field notes—protects time, rescuing us from oblivion. 
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