
INTRODUCTION 

 

The main aim of my doctoral dissertation was to address the concept of the 

expression of plant life and the idea of “reading plants,” that is, an area situated at 

the intersection of the humanities and the natural sciences. One of the objectives 

was to attempt to establish a dialogue “between science and the humanities, 

between the objectifying gaze dictated by reason and the artist’s gaze, which, I 

hope, broadens the perspective to include what lies beyond the framework of 

scientific discourse.”1 My research was based, among other things, on a broadly 

understood eco-posthumanism perspective, which Ewa Domańska describes as “a 

multidisciplinary field of research whose aim is to integrate the humanities and 

the natural sciences and treat them in a non-hierarchical way.”2 It refers to an 

ethics of respect, reciprocity, and interspecies solidarity, which is essential for 

rethinking the idea of social justice and opening it to other forms of life. 

In my research I analysed thematic threads concerning interspecies unity, 

considering the rarely invoked context of shared genealogy.3 For me, this 

approach represents an attentive way of looking at the world. It restores to plants 

the subjectivity that has been taken away from them both by culture and by the 

scientific approach, “which in turn attempts to integrate the scientific perspective 

with an attitude of direct, non-intellectual reception of reality, in order to find a 

                                                           
1  D. Lekowska, Czytanie (z) roślin (Reading (with) Plants), “Studia Europaea Gnesnensia”, vol. 18 

(2018), p. 94. 

https://pressto.amu.edu.pl/index.php/seg/article/view/23621 (accessed: 7 April 2021). 

2 Ewa Domańska, Humanistyka ekologiczna (Ecological Humanities), “Teksty Drugie”, no. 1–2 

(2013), p. 21. 

3 Monika Bakke, Florofilia jest legalna! O międzygatunkowych sympatiach (Florophilia Is 

Legal! On Interspecies Affinities), “Czas Kultury”, no. 5 (2008), p. 61. 
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language that can express nature as fully as possible and create a space for the free 

flow of thoughts and meanings.”4 

The artistic practice carried out both in the garden and in the paintings arises from 

a sense of the insufficiency of the language of scientific discourse. Hence the 

attempt to delineate a free creative space that assumes the integration and 

coexistence of different, yet complementary, perspectives. I present the life of 

plants in process and in transformation, depicting the continuum of life and 

restoring the often neglected yet fundamental bond between humans and plants. 

The aim of my work is to develop a new, transformative quality and form of 

knowledge based on a change in consciousness, relationality, and a deepened 

empathy, enabling us to perceive plants as individual beings composed of bodies 

divided into parts that respond to external stimuli in their own unique way. 

The individual elements of the work create a space that allows for the coexistence 

of different ways of speaking about plants. At their intersection, a new path may 

emerge - one consistent with the spirit of eco-posthumanism - that allows us, even 

if only to a small extent, to grasp the language of plants. It is an attempt to live 

more attentively by “reading with plants.” I undertake an effort to transform ways 

of thinking, to have the courage to ask new questions, and to discover what 

happens beyond us when we are not looking and cannot see the movements, 

signals, and conversations taking place among plants. 

The final stage of my work was the creation of the Garden of Stories in an urban 

area, near the Kosmos arthouse cinema in Katowice, where individual narratives 

came together to form a unified whole. The garden became a metaphor for a 

collection of narratives, a catalogue of stories, and a space of imagination. Each 

plant served for me as a gateway to a story, a pretext for reflecting on a changing 

                                                           
4 D. Lekowska, Reading (with) Plants, p. 90. 



world. I dedicated a micro-story to each of the plants planted there. These stories 

originate from the garden notes that I have been keeping for several years. In them, 

I recorded my encounters with the garden, with individual plants, my observations 

of nature while tending, planting, and maintaining the garden, as well as the 

relationships between different species. 

To document these less obvious experiences that accompanied my work on the 

garden, I created a series of large-format paintings that serve as a synthetic 

description of processes and encounters. (Photographs of these paintings are 

included at the end of this book.) During the more than three-year process, I 

attempted to cross the boundary between culture and nature. I therefore describe 

my collaboration with plants, the relationships between them, as well as how they 

have changed my life - who I am in relation to them, and who they are in relation 

to me. 

_______________________________________________________________ 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Methods and Course of the Work 

In this dissertation I adopt the perspective of artistic research, in which knowledge 

emerges through the interaction of creative practice, theoretical reflection, and 

process documentation. The main work is The Garden of Stories (a site-specific 

realization), while the written text constitutes its research-reflective component. 

The guiding question of the dissertation was what kind of knowledge about plant 

life and interspecies relations is produced by the practice of the garden as a work 

situated in urban space, together with the accompanying paintings and micro-

stories - and how this knowledge may “transform the way we see,” changing both 

the mode of perception and the ethical attitude toward plants. 

The objectives of the dissertation were in particular: 

- to develop and test the practice of “reading plants” as a cognitive method, 

- to translate observations and experiences from the process into the form of 

micro-stories as a tool of conceptualization, 

- to design and realize the Garden as an environment of relationships (two 

zones: intervention and non-intervention), 

- to synthesize the experiences in a cycle of paintings revealing processualism, 

time, and the invisible dynamics of growth. 

My research material was a wasteland area located near the building of the 

Kosmos Arthouse Cinema in Katowice. In addition to the surface layer, I also 

analysed the structure of the terrain (soil excavation). I planned the planting of the 

following plant species: 

Common ivy (Hedera helix) 

Lamb’s ear (Stachys byzantina) 



Bugleweed (Ajuga reptans) 

Greater burdock (Arctium lappa) 

Faassen’s catmint (Nepeta x faassenii) 

Goat’s beard (Aruncus dioicus) 

Common nettle (Urtica dioica) 

My research process was documented through photographic documentation and a 

process diary - garden notes. In addition to the specific site, the plant species, and 

their documentation, the body of the dissertation also includes micro-stories 

assigned to individual plants and a cycle of paintings resulting from work based 

on observation and documentation. 

The dissertation is based on: 

- participant observation and my own gardening practice, forming an 

autoethnographic perspective on the process, 

- photographic documentation recording changes and relationships, 

- analysis of literature (eco-posthumanism and botany), 

-  writing micro-stories, serving as a narrative method of organizing 

experience, 

-  painting, which functions as a method of synthesis and translation of 

experiences that cannot be captured by photography or textual description. 

The process of the project developed in the following phases: 

Stage I – recognition of the site and its conditions (2022) 

Stage II – design decisions and plantings (2023) 

Stage III – development of the garden, maintenance / non-maintenance 

activities, and work with volunteers (2023) 

Stage IV – completion of the form of the Garden of Stories, selection and 

editing of micro-stories, and the cycle of paintings (2024–2025). 

 



 

The Garden of Stories – Artwork Details 

Title of the project: The Garden of Stories 

Location: green area adjacent to the western side of the building of the Kosmos 

Arthouse Cinema in Katowice 

Time of realization: 2022–2025 

Scale: approx. 60 m² 

Compositional assumptions: The project assumed two zones of the garden 

(intervention / non-intervention) separated by a gravel path. The plant species 

were selected from those growing in my own garden, considering the south-

western exposure of the site. 

Collaboration: District Council of Koszutka in Katowice (consultation of the 

garden project and work schedule); volunteers associated with the District 

Council (reclamation works and planting); Kosmos Cinema (consultation of the 

scope of works); employees of Kosmos Cinema (cooperation in cleaning works 

and logistical support). 

Documentation: photographs taken by the author at every stage of the work in the 

garden (from soil excavation, through cleaning and reclamation works to 

planting). 

Plant species: Common ivy (Hedera helix), Lamb’s ear (Stachys byzantina), 

Bugleweed (Ajuga reptans), Greater burdock (Arctium lappa), Faassen’s catmint 

(Nepeta × faassenii), Goat’s beard (Aruncus dioicus), Common nettle (Urtica 

dioica), Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa, added at a later stage). 



The cycle of paintings emerged from the necessity to document processes 

occurring in the garden that were not captured in the photographs. As a carrier of 

time, it contains the past, present, and future of the Garden and its protagonists. 

For me, painting functions as a method of synthesis and translation of experiences 

that cannot be expressed through photography or textual description. Through this 

work I created a kind of atlas of relationships between the plants, myself, and the 

non-obvious dynamics of this process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Plants 

They are both ubiquitous and invisible at the same time. With animals they share 

the circulation of oxygen and carbon dioxide. We breathe the by-product of their 

metabolism. Although they are indispensable for human life, they are often 

perceptually ignored. They become visible when they acquire a utilitarian 

dimension - when they serve as food, medicine, material, poison, or decoration. 

The immense importance of plants for the functioning of our world, as well as 

their uniqueness, is still frequently overlooked. 

The perception of plants merely as a background, as a “green mass,” has a 

biological justification and relates to species adaptation. The human perceptual 

system is highly sensitive to movement, because mobile elements may represent 

either a threat or a target; therefore, their presence requires an immediate 

response.5 Plants do not flee - they remain in the place where they were born, with 

all the consequences of this fact, until their death. 

Curiosity and necessity have nevertheless brought humans closer to the plant 

kingdom. Through myths people attempted to explain why trees can last longer 

than civilizations. Stories helped people understand the most mysterious plants, 

and in fact intuitively described forms of symbiosis that were scientifically studied 

only many centuries later. 

My story about plants emerged in a garden. It began in my own garden and later 

continued in the garden I created in urban space near the Kosmos arthouse cinema. 

Many years earlier, during the construction of a building adjacent to the garden, 

                                                           
5 M. Zamorska, Z uważnością i troską: Feministyczne studia nad roślinami (With Attention and Care: 

Feminist Plant Studies), “Ruch Prawniczy, Ekonomiczny i Socjologiczny”, vol. 84, no. 1 (2022), p. 

199. 



the area had been left undeveloped - at least from the human perspective. The 

space gradually began to overgrow spontaneously with freely spreading grasses, 

yarrow, and ribwort plantain. Wormwood and Canadian goldenrod also appeared. 

This was the image of the place when I saw it for the first time (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1. Site of the future garden – July 2022 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

The intention was to create an almost self-sufficient urban garden - without an 

irrigation system and with only minimal and occasional human intervention. I 

decided to use native plant species, not always naturally occurring together, to 

create a new urban ecosystem. In cities it has been humans who determined the 

arrangement of vegetation; therefore, in this garden, all the arbitrary decisions 

were made by me (Fig. 2). 

 



 

Fig. 2. Site of the future garden – November 2022 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

When planning the plantings, I chose plants that grow around me and that I have 

known for many years. Among them were Faassen’s catmint, common ivy, lamb’s 

ear, bugleweed, goat’s beard, spotted lungwort, and burdock. 

All the planted species came from my private garden. It was there that their story 

began. Over many weeks I prepared the seedlings myself, and later, in cooperation 

with volunteers, planted them in Katowice (Fig. 3). 

 

 

 



 

Fig. 3. Seedlings of lamb’s ear and bugleweed. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

During the work and conversations, ideas for additional plant species also 

emerged. It remains to be hoped that all the seedlings will manage to establish 

themselves in their new environment. 

The Garden of Stories developed slowly, in stages. Drought, prolonged 

construction works, cars parking nearby, and the necessity of removing metal 

structures from beneath the ground - all these factors delayed the creation of the 

garden (Fig. 3). At times I had the impression that after one step forward, two 

steps back would follow. Or perhaps this was simply the natural course of things 

in a place where humans only seemingly play the leading role, while nature 

ultimately proceeds in its own way. 



 

The support of volunteers from the Koszutka District Council was invaluable, 

although most of the work in the subsequent stages of transforming this place I 

carried out myself (Fig. 4). 

Fig. 4. Reclamation works – September 2023. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

Some of the species planted in the garden disappeared after some time, while 

others remained. Poppies appeared, whose seeds were most likely carried by the 

spring wind. The yarrow that had originally been left there, once growing 

abundantly across the area, shrank to small clumps, although it now grows taller 

(Fig.5) 

Plants were also introduced that had not originally been included in my plan, such 

as blackthorn (Prunus spinosa), which - following the suggestion of Prof. Urszula 



Zajączkowska - became part of the garden. In this way it creates dense clusters of 

branches that provide shelter for insects and birds (Fig. 6). 

Fig. 5. Yarrow, ribwort plaintain, bugleweed.  

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Fig. 6. Blackthorn (Prunus spinosa) – October 2025. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

When creating and writing about nature, direct contact with plants and with the 

soil is essential for me, if not indispensable. It involves immersing myself in the 

structure of roots, in the unique patterns of stems, and in the analysis of roots, 

runners, and seemingly insignificant connections. It is a ritual of repeated actions, 

where nature does its work and I respond to it - like a conversation without words. 



There is no voice here, no sound, nor any conventional form of dialogue; rather, 

there is a certain kind of exchange. It is a continuous dialogue stretched over time, 

involving two temporal perspectives: the human and the vegetal. I could repeat 

after Wisława Szymborska: “the one-sided acquaintance between me and you / is 

developing not badly at all. / […] Although my curiosity is not reciprocated, / over 

some of you I bend down especially, / and toward some of you I raise my head.”6 

The possibility of experiencing the four seasons, as well as changing weather 

phenomena throughout the year, allowed me to observe the remarkable dynamics 

of change within a relatively small sixty-square-meter area. 

An important element, which later proved to be almost a boundary between the 

two parts of the garden, became an irregular gravel path. Originally it was 

intended to serve as a means of close, sensory engagement with the diverse 

structures of plants. From the full spectrum of senses, however, after many months 

of observation, touch was excluded - a matter I discuss in one of the micro-stories. 

Today the path divides the garden into two zones (Fig. 7). In one of them the plant 

seedlings are surrounded by a layer of pine bark mulch, which retains moisture in 

the soil and limits the development of other species. Here my intervention was 

therefore significant. I gave my plants time and space to grow freely. On the other 

side of the path there is no mulch. The plants there were left to themselves - 

without weeding or any other form of intervention. Over time other species began 

to appear there, and together with those I planted they now create a colourful and 

unexpected mosaic. 

 

                                                           

6 W. Szymborska, Milczenie roślin (The Silence of Plants), in: Wiersze wszystkie (Collected 

Poems), Znak, Kraków 2023, p. 518. 

 



 

 

 

Fig. 7. Path – part of it – October 2024. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

From the very beginning I wondered what had previously existed in the place 

where the garden was being created. The layers of soil in an urban environment 

undoubtedly contain a history of change and human intervention. It is difficult to 

speak of an original arrangement here anymore. Yet interestingly, the fragment of 

land that remained after the construction of the Kosmos Cinema in Katowice in 

the 1960s formed a clear structure beneath the surface, with successive soil layers 



arranged as a colourful mixture. A classical geological soil profile thus became 

the basis for analysing and constructing a new history of this place. 

My stories emerged from an attempt to express admiration for the freedom of 

plants. In them I write about various processes of becoming in the plant world, 

about the existence of interests - that is, the needs and desires - of plants as living 

beings engaged in a constant process of development. I describe my personal 

encounters with the individual protagonists of the garden and their relationships 

with many other forms of life. This stems from the need to notice plants and, 

through this, to understand “that one is not alone in the world, in this 

incomprehensible drama of Homo Sapiens that we ourselves have invented, based 

on the construct of separation: myself and nature. It is a great lie that we created 

and then believed, for in the world there is only nature.”7 

While telling stories about plants - both in text and on canvas - I drew upon my 

experiences, my practice, and knowledge derived from science. Research, 

experiments, and approaches that are thoroughly rational and analytical. Biology, 

and botany in particular, both in its theoretical and practical dimensions, has 

accompanied me for many years, and I have the impression that the subject of this 

doctoral work is a natural consequence of my activities, observations, and the 

whole river of events that preceded it. Among other inspirations, I followed Johan 

Wolfgang von Goethe’s natural philosophy, which sought to consider the organic 

world as a whole and to recognise its unity within an infinite diversity of forms.8 

                                                           
7 U. Zajączkowska, Tekst towarzyszący wystawie „Rhyzopolis” w Zachęcie Narodowej Galerii Sztuki 

w Warszawie (Text accompanying the exhibition “Rhyzopolis” at Zachęta National Gallery of Art in 

Warsaw), 2021, 

https://zacheta.art.pl/pl/mediateka-i-publikacje/z-urszula-zajaczkowska-rozmawia-joanna-rajkowska 

(accessed: 5 July 2025). 
8 A. Bednarczyk, Johann Wolfgang Goethe i świat roślin (Johann Wolfgang Goethe and the World of 

Plants), (dwieście lat Versuch die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erklaren, 1790) “Kwartalnik Historii 

Nauki i Techniki”, vol. 35, no. 4 (1990), pp. 491–532, here p. 513. 

https://zacheta.art.pl/pl/mediateka-i-publikacje/z-urszula-zajaczkowska-rozmawia-joanna-rajkowska


When writing, for example, about the senses, I refer to a shared genealogy - the 

attempt to realise a common origin and interspecies similarities. I do not claim an 

equivalence between human behaviour and the functioning of plants in their own 

world, yet I consciously use a perspective and terminology usually applied to 

human actions. After all, I have no other perspective. 

In searching for a method that I could use in my stories, I relied both on 

photography and on painting. The former served as a method for learning the 

individual character of plants and, in my view, is least burdened by interpretative 

error. At the same time, one may wonder whether these external characteristics - 

particularly colours and shapes - truly constitute the essence of a plant and 

whether they can serve as a reliable source of knowledge about its strategies of 

survival. Or whether, as one of the Romantic poets suggested in a poem devoted 

to nature, “vision begins with sight.”9 

Leaving aside the many immaterial aspects of plant life, we must remember that 

numerous strictly botanical characteristics remain practically beyond the reach of 

our vision. We do not perceive the importance of geological conditions, nor do 

we see the intense chemical communication that takes place between insects, and 

other plants.10 

Another important issue is that plants exist in a particular relationship with time, 

which to some extent makes it difficult to notice changes in their appearance.  

Plants do not change their place of life and grow relatively slowly, which means 

that between successive stages of their development we are often unable to 

                                                           

9 R. Mabey, Roślinny kabaret. Botanika i wyobraźnia (The Cabaret of Plants: Botany and the 

Imagination), Prószyński i S-ka, Warsaw 2018, p. 47. 

10 R. Mabey, The Cabaret of Plants, p. 47. 

 



recognise any difference. The forms of plants and their environment - two factors 

undoubtedly essential for identity - are the result of historical processes during 

which, over hundreds or thousands of years, they have been shaped by 

environmental conditions and by human activity. John Berger wrote that 

photography and painting differ fundamentally in their relation to time. 

Photography may stop time and immobilise a particular image, whereas painting 

somehow contains time within itself - not only because a painting takes longer to 

create and therefore absorbs successive moments, but also because it may suggest 

what came before and what may occur in the future.11 

Can a photograph depicting plants convey the same quality that belongs to 

painting? Can it capture not only a specific moment in time but also something 

that points toward the past of a plant and describes the invisible dynamics of its 

life? I found my answer in the second method - in painting. 

For me, creating a painting means delving into history, analysing the present, and 

attempting to grasp what lies ahead. For this reason, painting became my tool, my 

language through which I could express what I experienced while creating the 

garden - a kind of atlas of plants, a record of the transformation of this place, and 

a peculiar diary. In successive paintings I moved further away from literal 

representation toward a synthesis of less obvious relationships. The canvases 

contain descriptions that escape words - moments of wonder, analysis, and 

contemplation. 

Every contact I had with plants strengthened my conviction that they possess their 

own, sometimes unusual, idea of life. On more than one occasion I encountered a 

                                                           

11 J. Berger, “Painting and Time”, in: The White Bird: Writings by John Berger, ed. L. 

Spencer, Chatto & Windus, London 1985, cited in: Mabey, The Cabaret of Plants, p. 47. 

 



plant whose cultivation I planned, only to discover with surprise that it could 

choose its own path. I often came across plants so deeply attached to their place 

that they fully deserved to be called genius loci - and yet they were sometimes 

capable, by accident or circumstance, of leaving their home and beginning the life 

of explorers of new territories.12 

Once one begins to think about plants in this way, one suddenly faces questions about the limits 

and opportunities of life - about the constraints of the individual, the meaning of transience, the 

significance of scale, and the essence of beauty. All these notions translate directly into 

reflection on the processes and paradoxes of our own lives. Here, of course, certain doubts arise. 

Can we think and speak about a kingdom so different from our own without simultaneously 

attempting to subordinate or discredit it?13 

We often think of a garden as a refuge, a place where one can escape from 

everyday life. But is it truly an escape? When we immerse our hands in the soil - 

planting, cultivating, harvesting - we come as close to the essence of life as in no 

other activity. We become part of the natural cycle in which destruction and decay 

are always the promise of renewal and regeneration. 

Memory 

It is intriguing that, in theory, each body contains within itself the history of its 

surroundings - if only it could be read. Within plants, their ecosystem is inscribed; 

their tissues function as a kind of diary, recording the states of their environment. 

If such information can be transmitted within the organism, it contributes to the 

plant’s overall recognition of its situation. In this sense, it is something we might 

call the memory of the body, a notion that is usually mentioned only in relation to 

the human body.14 Because each organism possesses its own character, the history 

                                                           
12 R.Mabey, The Cabaret of Plants p. 19. 
13 R. Mabey, The Cabaret of Plants, p. 20 

14 M. Bakke, Bio-transfiguracje. Sztuka i estetyka posthumanizmu (Bio-Transfigurations: Art 

and Aesthetics of Posthumanism), Wydawnictwo Naukowe, Poznań 2015, p. 165. 



of each of them is entirely different. Weather conditions, soil fertility, spring 

frosts, the direction of the wind, and the lingering traces of gravitational forces - 

all these elements shape its individuality. Plants continuously inscribe within their 

bodies, with remarkable precision, the totality of what occurs around them, 

preserving these descriptions forever.15 

In the memory of the apple tree growing in my garden there may remain the 

afterimage of the hazel shrubs that once surrounded it, or of the hawthorn growing 

nearby. Someone may have gathered its apples - or perhaps not, because for many 

years this area was a fenced and closed enclave of lush greenery in the very centre 

of the city. 

The assumption that certain elements of the genetic code may rearrange themselves either 

spontaneously or under the influence of environmental factors - the so-called “migration of 

genes” - led to the development of a field of research known as epigenetics. The achievements 

of this relatively new science have significantly strengthened the conviction that plants are, to a 

certain extent, masters of their own lives. They have also partly confirmed the validity of the 

controversial theories of the French naturalist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, who argued that 

characteristics acquired by an organism during its lifetime may later be passed on to the next 

generation. Thanks to these discoveries, we have also learned that ancient genes may remain 

dormant for centuries, even as they move during evolution from one organism to another, only 

to become active again when circumstances require it.16 

 

 

Time 

Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, writing about the art of attentiveness toward the 

cooperation of interspecies communities, identifies time as the category to which 

                                                           
 
15 U. Zajączkowska, Patyki i badyle (Sticks and Stems), Marginesy, Warsaw 2019, p. 9. 
16 R. Mabey, The Cabaret of Plants, p. 185. 



humans cling most tightly and which most strongly alienates them from other 

forms of life. The voracious and dominating model of human existence prevents 

us from noticing other patterns of temporality. Tsing argues that “every living 

being processes the world through the pulse of seasonal growth,” through 

different rhythms and various modes of reproduction and expansion. As she 

writes, “organisms enlist one another and coordinate their activities in 

transforming the environment […] we are constantly told that humans differ from 

the rest of the living world because we are able to look into the future, whereas 

other species depend on us, as they supposedly live only in the present.”17 

The garden set certain limits for me, because it did not offer unlimited 

possibilities. I could not argue with the succession of the seasons or with the 

natural pace of growth. I could neither accelerate nor slow anything down. I had 

to adapt to the rhythm of the garden’s time and act within its boundaries. 

The plant seedlings I had cultivated carried the future within them, and designing 

new plantings was both pleasurable and opened new possibilities. I had a point of 

reference from which I could plan the future of the garden - a future that I could 

easily imagine. I knew that regardless of what might happen, most of the plants 

would take root (Fig. 8). 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

17 A. Lowenhaupt Tsing, Sztuka uważności (The Art of Attention), trans. Przemysław 

Czapliński, “Teksty Drugie”, no. 1 (2020), p. 209. 

 



 

 

Fig. 8. Garden – part of it – October 2025. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

The garden led me back to the primordial rhythms of life and offered me a cyclical 

narrative. The seasons returned repeatedly, bringing with them a sense of return 

and, with it, a sense of consolation. The structure of time measured by the seasons 

allowed me to learn and draw conclusions, because each time the garden gave me 

a second chance. 

 

Beyond the Light 

The beginning of the garden lies hidden in the darkness of the soil. It is here that 

the history of this place is contained. Roots penetrate successive layers, 

establishing their own order and, together with microorganisms, transforming the 

earth. Hidden from human sight, the individual layers - from the humus closest to 



us, interwoven with the roots of grasses and perennials, through various kinds of 

uncontrolled fill containing sand, gravel, and stones in different proportions - 

eventually led me to clay. Following the principles of a soil profile excavation, a 

pit more than one meter deep was created (Fig. 9),(Fig.10). From such a 

perspective one rarely observes what lies beneath one’s feet. A friendly geologist, 

Mariola Rodzik-Ziemiańska, helped me understand the samples of the successive 

layers, their consistency, composition, and history. Every clump of soil passed 

through her hands, and the clay itself was so malleable that it could almost have 

been used to shape small figurines. 

Fig. 9. Soil excavation – October 2022. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig. 10. Soil excavation – October 2022. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

 

No water-bearing layer. No large elements - although, of course, I did not excavate 

everything. 

So many geological facts about the place of the future garden, and still, I know so 

little about the richest ecosystem of life in the world, where every cubic millimetre 

of soil matters. This space, inaccessible to the human eye, is where life on our 

planet pulses most intensely. One may search and study, yet in truth we will never 

fully see the essence of the soil. We cannot experience the time during which 

extraordinary micro-connections form between mineral and organic particles. 

These two elements create the so-called soil aggregates that can endure for years. 



Without them, no root would survive. This remarkable combination of living and 

non-living matter forms an essential component of the root world, providing the 

basis of existence beneath the ground18 (Fig. 11). 

Fig. 11. Soil excavation – cross-section – October 2022. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

Roots. A tangle with its own unique order - the branching of the plant. On the one 

hand they prevent the plant from falling, gripping a piece of earth like a hand 

through the strength of their construction; on the other hand, they end in living, 

extremely delicate tips - water-filled cells that sense their surroundings like no 

other part of the plant. Exposed, in boundless trust toward the soil.19 

                                                           
18  U. Zajączkowska, Text accompanying the exhibition “Rhyzopolis”, op. cit.  

https://zacheta.art.pl/pl/mediateka-i-publikacje/z-urszula-zajaczkowska-rozmawia-joanna-rajkowska. 

[dostęp: 5.07.2025] (accessed: 5 July 2025). 
19 Ibid. 



These cells are root hairs: a downy structure hidden in darkness, repeated billions 

of times. They protect themselves from air and from sunlight. It is they that enter 

relationships with other organisms. They recognize fungi and bacteria, gravity, 

and all the signals coming from beneath the “skin” of the Earth. They release ions 

as water penetrates them - when the plant drinks. These ions transform the 

immediate surroundings of the root, creating a distinct micro-world.20 

Water enters only through those cells that allow it - that is, those that are naked 

and alive. There is no goodwill or deliberate action here. The water simply seeps 

in. 

For a root to grow - to avoid tearing itself apart in the underground tightness or injuring itself 

on sharp grains of sand - it has, over thousands of years of evolution, developed a structure at 

its tip in which certain cells commit suicide before growth continues. […] These are groups of 

cells that, once dead, peel away against the angular fragments of soil, allowing the root to 

continue its growth downward into darkness without pain.21 

And yet roots remain invisible to us. We scarcely imagine them; we do not feel 

them. In truth, we know almost nothing about them. 

 

Presenting my research in the form of micro-stories arose from the way I think 

about plants. Those with which I spend longer periods of time - observing their 

division, their relocation, their growth - become important aspects of my life. I 

usually know quite a lot about their origins, preferences, and temperaments. 

Describing the stories connected with them, often also in the context of their 

relationships with other plants, therefore became an obvious and natural choice. 

 

                                                           
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 



Hedera helix 

There is a place like this in the garden. A long fence separates me from the 

neighbours. It was there, many years ago, that I planted the first ivy seedlings. It 

grew slowly - far too slowly for me, irritatingly slowly. With time, however, I 

learned to take pleasure in each of its light-green leaves. Thanks to it, I even came 

to appreciate rainy summers, because then it grew quickly and abundantly. When 

my tomatoes were killed by late blight in the cold, the ivy eagerly produced ever 

larger, perfectly shaped leaves. 

Hedera is a plant of shade, of old cemeteries and forgotten places. Wherever 

nothing disturbs its existence, it slowly and methodically annexes the space 

around it. Once it reaches metabolic maturity, it becomes an invasive plant - for 

humans. And that was precisely what I wanted. I wanted it to be fast and green. 

Evergreen. 

I remember weaving its shoots so that they would grow toward the sun and fill the 

empty spaces in the fence, creating an evergreen screen that gently yet firmly 

separated me from the world. Yet it was reluctant to accept corrections to its own 

plan for life. Persistently it returned to the north and thickened only where it chose. 

In the sun it remained almost offended, displaying a kind of ostentatious 

inactivity. 

Years later I read somewhere that this preference for darkness results from 

skototropism. In this case the growing shoots do not move, as most plants do, 

toward the sun and light, but toward darkness - even in the initial stages of growth. 

Darkness offers hope and a guarantee that somewhere nearby there is a tall, dense 

tree suitable for colonisation. A demanding player with a strong character, the ivy 

rewarded its stubbornness with late-summer flowering, though this occurred only 



nine years after it had been planted. It created a wall of flowering umbels 

trembling with the music of insects. 

For many years I have observed the remarkable relationship between ivy and the 

apple tree. The very old tree, with its weakened trunk, is wrapped in a dense coat 

of green leaves. The ivy supports it carefully - like a fragile elderly lady - 

protecting it from falling. Contrary to common belief, it does not harm the tree; it 

does not take its moisture or distort the trunk. The apple tree, in turn, blossoms 

abundantly every spring, providing its companion with the shade it so dearly 

loves. And so I watch the two of them… 

Ivy grows slowly, sometimes as if reluctantly, but once it gains momentum after 

many years, it can outlive more than one generation. It may live for several 

hundred years. Long-lived and almost indestructible, it remains fascinating and 

mysterious in its perpetual endurance. 

In the search for a recipe for immortality, humans seek miracles - extraordinary 

formulas, creatures, and plants that might have achieved eternal life. And yet 

everything eventually dies. 

A plant responds until the very end with every living cell. Even cutting off its 

individual parts does not necessarily cause its death; theoretically, a new organism 

can be regenerated from almost any fragment of its body - something entirely 

impossible for humans. 

Sometimes the death of a plant touches us more deeply, especially when we try to 

save dying monumental oaks or yews. Yet even they depart on their own terms 

and in their own time. 

In many cultures it is precisely plants that have shaped the way we perceive 

transience, giving structure to a form of thinking that helps soften the sadness and 



despair associated with death. The cyclical rhythm of the seasons allows us to rely 

on the certainty of spring renewal. Nature does not interrupt its cycle of 

transformation even after our death. This gives us the sense that life, nevertheless, 

continues. 

Stachys byzantina 

Perhaps the greatest surprise for me in encountering this plant was the sensation 

of touching a living animal. That, among other reasons, is why it found its way 

into my garden. Our first meeting was entirely accidental and unplanned. Soft, 

silvery clumps arranged in a cardboard box lying on the pavement caught my 

attention during my weekly shopping at the market. I had never seen it before, but 

it seemed intriguing enough that I did not hesitate long before buying it. A kind 

lady briefly explained its requirements, generously added a few extra plants, and 

I took it home. 

The elongated leaves covered with white down strikingly resemble the ears of a 

hare - dozens of ears. Under my fingers I almost felt warmth and gently pulsating 

blood running through microscopic vessels. The structure of its leaves yields 

beneath the hand like animal skin. Stachys byzantina seems almost like a creature 

existing somewhere between the kingdoms of plants and animals (Fig. 10). 

This visitor from Asia Minor appears to have been created for touching. It invites 

caressing like a cat brushing against one’s leg. Delicate, yet remarkably resilient, 

it thrives among stones in the blazing sun. After all, in the Caucasus nature is not 

gentle with the weak. 

It quickly takes possession of the space around it, forming a soft carpet. Yet the 

illusion of this plant’s extraordinary accessibility contradicts a truth that is not 

obvious to us as humans. It does not like to be touched. Thus, the main protagonist 



of my - at least in intention - sensory garden turns out not to be suitable for that 

purpose at all, just like many other plants. 

Fig. 12. Lamb’s ear. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 

Plants do not like to be touched. 

We often experience them as something soft and pleasant. Grass beneath our feet 

or the silky petals of roses seem to wait only to give us pleasure. The stinging 

nettle or sharp thorns call us back to order. Generally, however, plants remain 



passive objects - elements of the scenery with which we enter various relations 

while at the same time completely ignoring them.22 

Realizing that plants know when they are being touched may seem surprising. 

Plants are not only aware of touch; they are also able to distinguish between heat 

and cold, and they even sense when their branches sway in the wind.23 The tendrils 

of some plants, for example, immediately begin to grow when they approach an 

object around which they can coil. 

It is obvious that plants do not feel in the traditional sense of the word. They do 

not experience sorrow or excitement - states so familiar to humans. They have no 

intuitive awareness of the condition of their own mind or emotions.24 

Although a plant may be more sensitive to touch than a human being, this sense 

in representatives of both fauna and flora is, in some respects, remarkably similar. 

Through touch we perceive various sensations, from burning pain to the light 

brush of a summer breeze. When we come into close contact with an object, our 

sensory nerves are activated and send signals to the brain indicating the type of 

tactile stimulus - pressure, pain, warmth, or cold. Our nervous system receives 

physical sensations thanks to specific sensory neurons located in the skin, 

muscles, bones, joints, and internal organs.25 

Just as different types of photoreceptors respond to light of different colours, 

various sensory receptors are responsible for different tactile sensations. Some 

receptors activate when a beetle walks across our hand, others during a firm grip. 

                                                           

22 D. Chamovitz, Zmysłowe życie roślin (What a Plant Knows: A Field Guide to the Senses), Grupa 

Wydawnicza Foksal, Warsaw 2012, p. 59. 

23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., p. 60. 
25 Ibid., p. 61. 



Yet each of them operates essentially in the same way. When we touch someone 

with a finger, touch-sensitive sensory neurons transmit a signal to intermediary 

neurons, which then connect with the central system in the spinal cord. From 

there, other neurons transmit the signal to the brain, and in this way, we become 

aware that we have touched someone.26 

Plant organisms are also exposed to various stimuli such as rain, wind, snow, or 

contact with animals. What may seem surprising, however, is that the plant’s 

reaction to touch is often the inhibition of growth. 

Trees growing high in the mountains are frequently exposed to strong gusts of wind. They adapt 

to these harsh conditions by limiting the growth of their branches and developing low, thick 

trunks. In a sheltered valley, the same species will grow tall, with a slender trunk and spreading 

branches. The inhibition of growth in response to tactile stimuli represents a form of 

evolutionary adaptation that increases a plant’s chances of surviving numerous and often violent 

disturbances.27 

It changes to continue living. 

As Daniel Chamovitz describes, a specimen of Arabidopsis touched several times 

a day in laboratory conditions becomes more compact and flowers later than a 

specimen not exposed to such stimuli. 

Simply stroking a plant’s leaves - even three times a day - can completely alter its 

physical development and may even cause rapid changes in the plant’s genetic 

characteristics.28 

 

Componere 

                                                           
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., p. 74. 
28 Ibid., p. 74. 



Dying is probably never beautiful, although the decomposition of plants is far less 

disturbing than that of animals, because plants have neither eyes, fingers, nor 

mouths. How extraordinary it is that plants seem to sense their own end and in 

their own way know that the leaves detaching from dry stems will fall to the 

ground and begin distributing their particles. The creation of fragrant soil - 

seasoned with the scent of mosses, enriched with the tannins of bark, stirred by 

the breath of dead leaves and branches and by mysterious decaying plant remains 

- is one of nature’s miracles: a unique workshop in which elementary particles 

carry out their creative work, ultimately forming a perfect and hand-friendly 

substance known as compost.29 

Life reorganizes itself from what once was, not by consuming but by coexisting - 

building new forms of existence upon the bodies of predecessors. In time this 

process gives rise to a stable form of biocenosis, the ecological state known as 

climax. 

“Certainty of decomposition, certainty of surrendering ourselves to the processes 

that divide us into elementary particles means that no one should ever think of 

themselves as nothing; regardless of belief or disbelief, here on Earth we are 

always a handful of atoms.”30 

 

 

 

Ajuga reptans 

                                                           
29 U. Zajączkowska, Patyki i badyle, p. 166. 
30  Ibid., p. 161. 



I found the bugleweed myself, by chance. While walking my dog through the 

grounds of a former factory, I noticed an unfamiliar plant in a small grove. Clumps 

of burgundy-green leaves formed a colourful carpet among the trees. 

People often bring garden waste to this place - cut grass, branches - so perhaps it 

was also brought here and began to spread. After a few days I returned, carefully 

dug up several clumps, and took them to my garden. I began to gather information 

about it. 

The name bugleweed quite accurately reflects its appearance and way of 

spreading. Oak-like rosettes extend through creeping runners. It is easy to separate 

it from the mother plant, to which it is connected by a delicate shoot. It reproduces 

readily, particularly when it grows in gentle partial shade, sheltered by other 

plants (Fig. 11). 

Fig. 13. Bugleweed. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.) 

 



In my garden it is especially vigorous. It seems to feel at home there, as the 

clusters of oak-shaped burgundy rosettes grow larger and boldly begin to annex 

the lawn. 

Runners are not the only means by which this plant reproduces. After its 

springtime blue flowering, fruits appear. These egg-shaped, wrinkled nutlets bear 

at their point of attachment a large scar with an elaiosome. This “ant body,” - 

prophetically named - a structure rich in fats and carbohydrates, is a tempting 

delicacy for ants, which in turn help disperse these diaspores. With such an 

enticing gift, the ants eagerly carry them to their nests like small children with an 

unexpected treasure. Along the way they may eat them or drop them, which aids 

in their dispersal. Everyone benefits. 

The resourceful and clever bugleweed is not the only plant that ensures the future 

of its next generations in this way. In Europe about one hundred and fifty plant 

species possess elaiosomes, allowing ants to transport their seeds over distances 

of up to seventy meters. 

Bugleweed is also a primary nectar source for butterflies of the Nymphalidae 

family, such as the pearl-bordered fritillary and the small pearl-bordered fritillary. 

Without it, would these species disappear, or would they seek another source of 

nourishment? Is their relationship so strong and unique? I do not yet know. 

Arctium lappa 

Many years ago, I was captivated by its character, which is why I made it one of 

the protagonists of my garden. Not particularly invited, it settled comfortably 

along the path leading to the house. It knew what it was doing - it was exactly 

there that we walked with our dogs, and after the springtime admiration for its 

lush leaves, in summer it became a nuisance to us all. 



A hero of prose, poetry, and painting. The king of alleyways, thickets, and 

forbidden corners. 

Always proud and imposing. Like a proud tribune of the people, with leaves 

spread wide like the fluttering coat of a peasant. Always high and far-reaching. 

And should anyone think of removing it, tearing it out - they would be bitterly 

disappointed. The prince of ravines sits firmly in his soil. Neither digging nor 

pulling will persuade it to leave. It will not abandon the earth. A stubborn old 

fighter - hard-headed and defiant. 

Bruno Schulz described it in The Cinnamon Shops as: 

“…running wild, giving vent to their passion […] the savage cabbages of burdocks - huge 

witches undressing in broad daylight from their wide skirts, casting them off one after another, 

until their swollen, rustling, ragged garments buried beneath them that quarrelsome bastard 

tribe. And gluttonous they swelled and pressed against each other, piling one upon another, 

spreading and covering one another, growing together into a swollen mass of leafy plates 

reaching up to the low eaves of the barn.”31 

The history of this plant winds back to the Middle Ages. It appears as one of the 

protagonists of Kupala Night, when thrown into the fire it was believed to drive 

away evil forces. Placed beneath the thatched roof, it was also thought to protect 

the household from witches and curses. 

So powerful were its supposed magical properties that people believed that when 

the head of St. John the Baptist fell onto a cluster of its leaves, the Virgin Mary 

used its healing qualities to reattach it. 

                                                           

31 B. Schulz, Sklepy cynamonowe (The Cinnamon Shops), Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy, Warsaw 

1994, pp. 56–57. 

 



It seems very native, very Polish. Yet it came to Europe from Asia. It is scattered 

across both the Americas and Africa. For centuries it has been widely used in 

China, where it is called niubangazi (“fat cow”), because for generations its leaves 

were used to feed cattle. 

In Japan it appears both in osechi-ryōri, the festive New Year’s box of delicacies, 

and in one of the most common home dishes, gobō kinpira - braised burdock root 

and carrots with sesame, soy sauce, and dashi broth.32 

As Anka Wandzel recalls: “Every year, in mid-August, the Burryman procession 

takes place in Queensferry, Scotland. The Burryman - ‘the Burdock Man’ - walks 

through the entire town dressed in a costume made of wildflowers and several 

thousand locally gathered burdock burrs that cover his body from ankles to the 

top of his head, leaving only his eyes, mouth, and hands uncovered. […] The 

prickly costume restricts his movement so much that to complete the ritual eleven-

kilometre journey past houses and pubs he must lean on flower-decorated staffs 

carried by two accompanying men.”33 The procession takes place once a year, 

lasts nine hours, and its tradition goes back many centuries and no one quite 

remembers why it began. 

The scholar of religion Carole Cusack writes that “folklorists connect the 

Burryman procession with other Christianised traditions and stories of pagan 

origin, such as Lammas, the British harvest festival, or the figure of the Green 

Man, guardian and fertility deity […] associated with nature and the wild.”34 

                                                           

32 A.Wandzel, Rośliny zza rogu (Plants Around the Corner), https://oko.press/lopian-leczy-zywi-i-

odgania-zle-moce-rosliny-zza-rogu (accessed: 5 October 2024). 

33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 

https://oko.press/lopian-leczy-zywi-i-odgania-zle-moce-rosliny-zza-rogu
https://oko.press/lopian-leczy-zywi-i-odgania-zle-moce-rosliny-zza-rogu


In Poland, although common, burdock is not particularly appreciated. “It is treated 

like other ruderal plants - stubborn, ordinary weeds that live, bloom, and 

decompose without our permission, creating and enriching our […] 

surroundings.”35 

Burdock disrupts our idea of harmony in urban space, brazenly spreading along 

roadsides, wastelands, and rubbish heaps. Although highly tolerant of different 

habitats, it seems to favour dumps and chaotic urban rubble, as if human disorder 

suited it especially well.36 In the second and final year of its life it begins its great 

expansion. It blooms and arms its purple buds - filled with precious seeds - with 

coverings of hooked scales, sending them into the world as hitchhikers on dogs’ 

tails or children’s sweaters. 

Today burdock is returning to favour for another reason - as a variety in 

metropolitan cuisine. Yet as recently as the twentieth century it was one of the 

few available sources of protein and often a means of survival during famine. For 

our great-grandmothers, however, it symbolised poverty, hunger, and exclusion - 

everything they tried to escape. In the book Ukraine 1933: A Cookbook I found 

“a moving collection of lithographs by the Ukrainian artist Mykola 

Mykhaylovych Bondarenko. By gathering recipes for raw burdock root and dishes 

made from other weeds, he tells the story of the Holodomor - the great famine 

provoked and artificially sustained by the communist authorities in 1932–1933, 

which claimed between three and ten million victims.”37 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 Ibid. 
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Nepeta x faassenii  

It was brought to my mother’s garden. It was meant to be one of the perennials in 

the newly arranged part of the garden - a surprise awaiting her return from 

hospital. 

The small seedlings of the new plant appeared rather inconspicuous, but after a 

few weeks the catmint settled in and eagerly began to spread. 

One of the reasons for its presence in the garden was its remarkable ability to 

attract cats. Nepetalactone, an essential oil contained in the plant, stimulates 

opioid receptors and acts as a natural attractant for cats. A cat detects the appealing 

substances in catmint through the Jacobson’s organ, located on both sides of the 

nostrils. This organ is directly connected to the nasal cavity. When using the 

Jacobson’s organ, a cat assumes a characteristic grimace - it slightly opens its 

mouth, raises its upper lip, wrinkles its nose, and draws in air. 

Jacobson’s organ, named after its discoverer, the Danish anatomist Ludvig Levin 

Jacobson, is also known as the vomeronasal organ (VNO). Until the end of the 

twentieth century it was believed to be a vestigial, additional organ of smell - an 

atavism, a remnant inherited from the evolutionary ancestors of quadruped 

animals. Its presence in humans remained a matter of debate, despite published 

results of endoscopic and microscopic studies confirming the existence of the 

VNO on at least one side in most people.38 The situation changed with a study 

published in 1996 by D. L. Berliner, which demonstrated that the Jacobson’s 

                                                           

38 P. Rapiejko, Występowanie narządu lemieszowo-nosowego u ludzi dorosłych (Occurrence of the 

Vomeronasal Organ in Adult Humans), “Otolaryngologia Polska”, vol. 61, no. 4 (2007), pp. 581–584, 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/PiotrRapiejko2/publication/251491341_Wystepowanie_narzadu_

lemieszowo-nosowego_u_ludzi_doroslych (accessed: 2 March 2026). 
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organ in adult humans reacts to vomeropherins, steroid compounds that function 

as natural pheromones - chemical attractants. 

In humans the Jacobson’s organ is located approximately two centimetres from 

the nostrils, on both sides of the nasal septum. It is worth noting that 

vomeropherins can trigger numerous physiological responses in the body, such as 

changes in breathing rate, pulse, blood pressure, body temperature, and the 

electrical conductivity of the skin. 

Encouraged by both scientific and popular descriptions of the effects of catmint, 

I imagined with delight herds of cats rolling about with glazed eyes in a kind of 

narcotic ecstasy. Unfortunately, Faassen’s catmint disappointed me greatly in this 

respect. There were no cats. As I later discovered, the narcotic properties belong 

instead to its cousin catnip (Nepeta cataria). In any case, I would not have been 

able to verify this earlier, because the scent of catmint is imperceptible to humans. 

Despite this obvious lack, the catmint remains in the garden to this day. I learned 

to propagate it by division, and it has also settled comfortably in my own garden. 

I appreciate its carefree appearance and disappearance in different parts of the 

garden, as well as its remarkable nectar production, which attracts crowds of fuzzy 

bumblebees and mason bees. 

A companion to roses, showy stonecrops, and woodland sage. 

 

 

 

 

 



Aruncus dioicus 

Goat’s beard. A dioecious plant, which means that male and female specimens 

occur separately. Male plants produce more beautiful and elegant flowers, while 

female ones bear flowers with a slightly pinkish hue. Well, it seems that quite by 

chance I have only male specimens of this plant in my garden - the more beautiful 

and elegant ones. 

Aruncus is a forest plant and is strictly protected in the wild, although I obtained 

it quite legally. In its natural environment it looks somewhat as if it had been 

planted there by a mad gardener, like a visitor from another planet. To me it seems 

better suited to elegant flowerbeds and carefully tended lawns. I found it while 

searching for plants for a shaded garden - plants that would combine impressive 

stature with a certain personal charm. This striking perennial became a figure of 

the second and third plans of the garden composition, a spectacular element of the 

garden’s scenography. Shade, or partial shade, and humus-rich soil were the 

conditions I had to provide to ensure that the presence of Aruncus dioicus would 

be fruitful and long-lasting. What fascinates me most is its yearly rebirth from the 

ground, from the hidden rootstocks. In spring, once it has absorbed enough water, 

it slowly expands until it becomes an almost two-metre-tall giant. Wearing a 

fanciful floral wig, it stands with grace until the heavy, wet snow finally presses 

it down. 

There is something very noble in the form of this plant. Majestic, with leaves 

reminiscent of meadowsweet, yet far more imposing than its relative. The 

effortless elegance of its delicate stems and the ephemeral lightness of its feathery 

blossoms - like airy clouds - recall a slender aristocrat who proudly towers above 

the rest of the plants. Beneath this innate nobility, however, lies a darker side. Its 

seeds contain poisonous saponins, and its leaves contain derivatives of hydrogen 

cyanide. As a result, Aruncus is rarely attacked by diseases or pests. Even the ever 



hungry and undiscriminating homeless slugs avoid it from afar. I have not found, 

however, any descriptions in the literature of humans making use of its toxic 

nature. 

The Polish name of this plant is not particularly distinguished and may even be 

misleading. It does not derive from its toxic properties but from its resemblance 

to the flowering nettle, whose stinging and burning nature is widely known. 

Unlike nettle, however, it does not grow just anywhere. Although Aruncus 

literally means “goat’s beard” in Latin, this name, like its Polish counterpart, does 

little to convey its true nobility. A plant that “stings” but does not sting at all. One 

may freely touch its leaves and delicate flowers. 

As befits garden aristocracy, goat’s beard is neither expansive nor greedy. It 

grows with dignity where it has been planted. Attempts to propagate it by dividing 

its rootstock are difficult and met with determined resistance. The ephemeral 

above-ground part contrasts sharply with the extremely hard, blunt monolith of 

its roots. Only a sharp spade - or even a pickaxe - can divide the woody tangle. 

Yet when this is achieved and even a fragment of the root mass is obtained, the 

replanted Aruncus will graciously - and generously - grow in its new place. There 

it will once again inspire admiration and receive the devotion it deserves. Even 

botanical dilettantes will not remain indifferent. 

 

Urtica dioica 

The most well-known synanthropic plant. From the Greek syn - together, and 

anthropos - human. A species that has adapted to life in an environment strongly 

transformed by humans, closely associated with human presence. Very native. An 

ignored ruderal plant - although in truth it is impossible to ignore - growing around 

houses and in small groves. An unwelcome guest in every garden, including my 



own. Almost impossible to remove. With persistence worthy of a better cause it 

returns every year, denser and taller than before. 

It likes nitrogen, though not in the same way as legumes, which form symbiosis 

with bacteria through root nodules in their roots. Here a form of exchange takes 

place: the plants receive molecular nitrogen from the bacteria and in return supply 

them with carbohydrates. 

The nettle, however, will not stoop to such cooperation. If nitrogen is present, it 

simply takes it. If there is none, it makes no effort and disappears. 

This is not a plant that arrived from distant lands. It knows humans, the 

environment, and its habits. It copes perfectly with the coming of winter. Then it 

retreats underground, protecting its woody rhizomes with a thick coat. It sleeps 

calmly through the winter until spring. 

Its reaction to danger is immediate. writes: “A broken hair forms a sharp needle 

which, in a fraction of a second, injects cellular acid, histamine, and acetylcholine. 

And that hurts - it burns and itches.”39 Merciless beating with sticks, in bloody 

revenge for the burns it causes, only makes it grow denser and arm itself with 

additional hairs, because in truth the needles on its leaves exist primarily so that 

it will not be eaten - so that it can defend itself. 

“This is exactly what Japanese nettles of the species Urtica thunbergiana 

demonstrated in Nara Park, where for twelve hundred years the eastern deer has 

been protected - that is, it is allowed to graze on nettles. There they are 

extraordinarily densely covered with unfriendly hairs. They bristle with them. 

                                                           
39 U. Zajączkowska, Patyki i badyle, p. 228. 



Quite differently where these animals are absent, where no one feeds on the 

nettles,”40 recalls Urszula Zajączkowska. 

Returning to childhood, I remember that this plant was always nearby. Exactly at 

the level of bare legs - as if it knew where and how high to grow to sting knees 

and hands. Close to humans, close to the body. Like a material, a fabric that was 

once woven from its fibres. In 1723 a manufactory was even built in Leipzig to 

produce clothing, fishing nets, and milling cloth from nettle fibre. Later silk and 

cotton dethroned nettle, although the cheapest and most readily available raw 

material was remembered again during the First World War, when factories in 

Germany began producing uniforms for the supposedly invincible army.41 

Fig. 14. Garden – July 2025. 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.). 

                                                           
40 Ibid., p. 232. 

41 S. Kossak, O ziołach i zwierzętach (On Herbs and Animals), Marginesy, Warsaw 2016, p. 272. 

 



 

Results 

The garden has become a reality. It no longer functions as a cluttered patch of 

land where anyone could park a car (Fig. 14). 

After several months of its existence, there is a chance that the plants will survive 

and that the process of growth will continue there. It is still a very young and 

microscopic garden, but the outline of its form is becoming increasingly visible. 

As Aya Koda once noted: “You cannot say anything with full conviction unless 

you have observed it for at least one year.”42 

The garden is not finished. To a greater extent it is a process rather than a work, 

more an environment than an object. It has become an open space of creation in 

which the act of shaping the world as an image has encompassed nature itself, 

preceding painting. 

One day the employees of the Kosmos Cinema placed small concrete planters 

with cotoneaster shrubs along the edges of the garden. From an aesthetic point of 

view, they looked foreign to me. At the same time, however, I was moved by the 

fact that someone had thought about it, cared enough to purchase them, and placed 

them there to protect the garden from parked cars. The fact that I had worked on 

this small piece of land, tidied the terrain and planted the vegetation, became for 

someone else a value worth protecting and caring for. A thread of concern and 

attachment was created. I, too, am responsible for this place - for the plants, the 

decisions I made, and the people who worked with me and whom I convinced that 

this transformation made sense (Fig.15). 

 

                                                           
42 A. Koda, Drzewa (Trees), Społeczny Instytut Wydawniczy Znak, Kraków 2025, p. 61. 



Fig. 15. Cotoneaster - July 2025 

 

Source: author’s archive (D.S.). 

More people stop by the garden, observe it, and ask questions. A space has 

emerged that, under the watchful eye of the Kosmos Cinema’s surveillance 

system, will likely survive the coming years. I managed to transform this place, 

even though it ultimately differs from the original spatial plan for the site. 

I try to visit the garden once a week, and each time I see changes. Most often, in 

my opinion, these changes are for the better, although they are frequently 

surprising. With these transformations new stories emerge, which I translate onto 

canvas. I record the process. The garden and the paintings remain in a constant 

relationship. 

 



• The garden, as the primary work, redefines the artwork as a process and an 

environment of relationships, in which plants are co-creators rather than merely 

material. 

• “Reading plants” becomes a method of knowledge, combining attentiveness, 

long-term observation, touch, and responsibility for the consequences of 

intervention. 

• The micro-story becomes a tool of conceptualization. This narrative form 

preserves the individuality of plants and avoids reducing them to abstract 

categories, while at the same time constructing an “atlas of relationships.” 

• The painting becomes a synthesis of the invisible. In this context, painting 

functions as a translation of processes that escape photography - time, rhythms of 

growth, the intensity of contact, affectivity, and subtle dynamics. 

• In a social context, the realization of the project in public space tests the 

possibility of collective care and the expansion of interspecies sensitivity within 

everyday urban experience. 

• The combination of the site-specific Garden, the reflective text, micro-stories, 

and the cycle of paintings forms a coherent epistemic structure - research through 

art. 
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