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TINY TAXONOMY: TRAVAIL DE TERRAIN, 
COLLECTE ET DÉPLACEMENT

EN_
TINY TAXONOMY IS a little garden with big 
ambitions. As both a form of practice and of 
research, the project suggests that fieldwork can 
impact design considerations within the scalar 
ambitions of landscape architecture. In particular, 
it exemplifies the use of plants as a measure of 
scale, an individually small but critical component 
within an ecological sequence. Tiny Taxonomy 
has been constructed on three grounds: a first 
iteration that underscores fieldwork at Les Jardins 
de Métis; the second, a consideration on collecting 
at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum; and the 
third, a project of displacement at Belgrave Square 
in Chelsea, London. Tiny Taxonomy is therefore 
more of a laboratory than a garden, in which plants 
are examined as the primary structure of design, 
and categorization becomes a creative endeavor. 
As a series of first-hand experiences, the project 
suggests that ground level research and the 
science of botany can be brought into practice, 
that when considered together articulate a distinct 
landscape architectural agenda.
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FOUND IN FRONT OF HENRY GRAY:
ON FIELDWORK, COLLECTING & DISPLACEMENT

Botanical history is at the centre of a 
dialogue that informs how we structure 
and encounter plant life. Measurable 
classification, quantifiable data, 
simplification and regularity are central 
themes of scientific botany, a singular 
perspective that raises awareness of what 
we can do with plants, rather than what 
plants are actually doing. The history 
of classification and taxonomy is as old 
as our collective desire to organize the 
processes of life, but these ambitions 
are rarely questioned for their cultural 
value. Creating an altered taxonomy is 
not a science; it is a design investigation, 
which relates botanical traits that are 
rarely amalgamated and certainly never 
considered a form of design.

Tiny Taxonomy is a little garden with big 
ambitions, showcasing species that are in 
cultivation but rarely planted. A grouping 
of plants is categorized by common traits 
derived from an evolution towards feature 
miniaturization, generating another form 
of classification. Due to the diminutive 
size of their features, these plants are 
often overlooked and therefore tend to be 
under-specified. It seems that as the world 

around us gains complexity and intricacy, 
our biological world is tending towards 
monotony. As our experiences become 
more and more uniform, our capacity to 
apprehend transformation and beauty 
diminishes. Tiny Taxonomy considers 
smallness a design opportunity, offering 
innumerable microcosmic considerations 
of the leaf form, flower structure and 
physical habitat of individual plants.

DESIGNING TAXONOMY
The three iterations of Tiny Taxonomy 
question strict biological classification by 
offering a designed taxonomy. Taxonomy 
is no longer the science of nomenclature 
that Linnaeus developed, nor is it the 
study of plants in the provocative prose 
of morphology, as expressed by Goethe. 
Classification has rarely been offered as 
an experiential science, verified by the 
unrivaled force of direct observation. While 
a herbaria sample can also be understood 
as a live dataset or a mapping between 
different global conditions and particular 
classifications, so too can isolating and 
displacing live specimens become a 
design consideration that is critical to 

the establishment of experience and 
observation as a means to deliberation. By 
isolating a collection of individual plants, 
features come into focus and exceptions 
are appreciated through inspection. 
Further, the act of collecting and 
transplanting itself reveals a measure of 
engagement with the ground, outside of 
ecological and geographic scales inherited 
by landscape architecture. Instead, the 
act of collecting, transplanting and 
displacement offers a form of ground level 
research to design practice that invites the 
science of botany into a purely landscape 
architectural agenda.

TELESCOPING PRACTICE
The act of enlarging – of increasing 
knowledge through magnification – is 
saturated by terms that imply bigger 
is better, and that measure performs 
in escalation. In the realm of landscape 
architecture, expressions of scale arise 
from the regional, and now tend to include 
the territorial and the planetary. The 
multiple ramifications of magnification 
pose a major aesthetic and experiential 
question to practice, which depends on yet 
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another form of abbreviation and control 
within the animate universe. Within this 
ever-expanding rhetoric, and the scalar 
ambitions of the profession, plants offer 
a unique unit of design that expresses the 
appeal of a telescopic practice, and the 
range of potential implicit in formation, 
as opposed to the static order of form. 
Whether supplying material, fixing carbon 
dioxide, releasing energy or carving space, 
plants represent the intersection of life 
and matter. They are a physical force of 
nature, altering surroundings in such a way 
that their growth, mobility and adaption 
actually modify the environments in which 
they exist.

Fieldwork is an endeavour most 
often associated with quantifiable data 
collection, scientific observation or 
site analysis. Traditionally, working “in 
the field” suggests that information 
gathered in-situ must be transformed 
into knowledge, ex-situ. As a project 
Tiny Taxonomy proposes that first-hand 
experience is research, that transplanting 
is a project and that displacement is a 
generative form of fieldwork.

The three sites of Tiny Taxonomy 
offer a varied approach to deciphering 
the garden as a collection of plants, and 
as an exploration of working one-to-one 
(1:1) in practice. At Les Jardins de Métis, 
the concept focused on dividing forest 
floor plants as individuals, and expressing 
their habit at eye level. The original plan 
specified commercially grown stock, 
which insufficiently mapped the reality of 
the local plant communities. The project 
resisted planning, so plants were gathered 
by scouring nearby woods, roadsides and 
backyards. The design practice emerged 
from the daily fieldwork. The second 
iteration at The Isabella Stewart Gardner 
Museum (ISGM), offered an exposed 
urban site, one where fieldwork had no 
particular significance. Yet, the ambition 
of practice was to translate first-hand 
experience to the visitor. Therefore a sort 

of cosmopolitan collection was instigated, 
where gathering of specimens was made 
synthetic, from the pursuit of rare plants 
breeders to lichens scraping, suggesting a 
highly constructed form of specialization. 
Of particular relevance to this discussion, 
is the third iteration of Tiny Taxonomy, 
which culminated as a practice achieved 
through fieldwork, offering a new form of 
research practice. The project was installed 
and experienced within the highly cultural 
landscape of London using Highgate 
Cemetery as a field station, and Belgrave 
Square as its laboratory.

Highgate Cemetery is both an ecological 
singularity and an active site of burial. 
The collection for Tiny Taxonomy focused 
on the mostly private west side of the 
bifurcated site, which is the oldest and 
least disturbed. These grounds are 
prospering in first succession, as newly 
sprouting trees intermix with the active 
naturalization of introduced horticultural 
varieties, planted by visitors. At the 
same time, the original planting plan 

adds geometry and formality to the 
irrepressible spread of the groundcovers, 
wildflowers and saplings that abound. 
When approached about a third 
iteration of Tiny Taxonomy, the most 
prominent uncertainty centred around 
the acknowledgement that fieldwork 
(as surveyed in Métis) and collecting (as 
explored in ISGM) were both impossible to 
achieve in London. The ambition to collect 
rare or rarely specified understory plants in 
a metropolitan centre – arguably the heart 
of horticulture – seemed almost ludicrous. 
The impetus to work with the notion of 
displacement emerged as a reaction to 
the hustle and decadence of the Chelsea 
Flower Show and the overproduction 
of flowers to suit an artificial climax. 
While a buzzing international crowd 
of horticultural tourists descends on 
the city to witness this floral pageant, 
it was important for this project to 
acknowledge that the rest of London was 
unfolding daily, in other public spaces, less 
frequented and less flowery.

Tiny Taxonomy considers smallness 
a design opportunity. 

ISABELLA STEWART GARDNER MUSEUM - DETAIL 
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AT THE FOOT OF HENRY GRAY
There is no better way to depict 
Highgate than to describe it as a highly 
unstable site, given over to change 
and variation as ecological processes 
unfold. Maintenance becomes a form 
of observation, of respecting the 
transformation of a site from a heavily 
planned and manicured form, to an 
unruly proliferation of expanding plant 
cover. While seemingly harnessed 
by walls, fences and comfortable 
homes, Highgate is not at all bounded, 
but is actively being carved by the 
flows, dynamics and processes that 
are sanctioned within its borders. It 
could be called a place in progress, as 
John updike so carefully appreciates: 
“Intensely green overgrowth narrowed 
the paths and all but smothered 
the tombs. Some vaults had been 
burst open by flourishing saplings; 
there was a kind of mews of tombs, 
an arcade of green vault doors so 
rusted and silted shut no Judgment 
Day, one felt, could ever crack them 
open, though there were keyholes 
and doorknobs and numbers and 
knockers, as on any genteel, if shady 
street.” Although ecology is often 
imagined through slow and unhurried 
transformation, Highgate reminds us 
that the ground beneath our feet is 
constantly accumulating, sprouting, 
heaving, germinating, cracking and 
causing effect on the earth’s surface, 
as a register of its aliveness. Most 
impressively, this disorder is registered 

against the order of its original 
planning and planting, when trees 
were introduced to express a static 
description of the freshly laid curves 
and paths, or in the case of the great 
Cedar (Cedrus libani) of the Circle of 
Lebanon, a time when trees were 
contained and compressed in their 
development. unmanageable nature 
emerges from sprouting, reiterating 
and seeding, which is a sectional 
condition where bodies meet stone, 
and stone meets earth and earth 
meets the plants that seem to bridge 
the elements.

Our approach was steered by the 
head gardener, a sympathetic and 
young custodian, who had a mental 
map of every spontaneous episode, 
and led a particular way through the 
miasma of plants using tombstones 
as markers. “There is a particularly 
interesting plant at the foot of Henry 
Gray. We’ll make our way past on the 
way to Dorothy’s corner.” It became 
very clear that any design intention 
imagined off-site was being quickly 
replaced, superseded by invention. At 
Highgate, stones that are lost from 
graves, through age, gravity, frost and 
thaw, are usually sent cascading several 
metres or more due to the topography. 
Once displaced, these stones are 
rarely retrieved. Such fragments are 
termed “orphan stones,” no traceable 
lineage, but discovered and treasured 
nonetheless. And so within these 
conditions, the design of displacement 

emerged, a practice of collecting 
plants found near stone – orphans or 
otherwise – to articulate the mixture 
of organic materials found underfoot, 
a design concept that revealed itself 
as the most poignant and stimulating 
manner to tell a story about Highgate.

Access in many cases was difficult 
or rough, as grasses and groundcovers 
materialize where older trees have 
fallen, creating a potent dose of 
biodiversity and cultural heritage. 
Fraxinus excelsior saplings emerge in 
sunny spots where an underground 
stream is exposed by decades of 
erosion. It flows through and across 
a host of graves before it finds its 
way back underground. In some areas, 
ground has accumulated so drastically 
that headstones are barely visible, 
almost as if buried in snow; they poke 
up through the ground. The trees in 
particular have taken advantage of 
this roll back in maintenance, freely 
seeding and sprouting, establishing 
new footings in the cracks of stone that 
have proliferated almost as quickly.

The varying conditions of site are a 
topic for re-consideration in landscape 
architecture, as risk, conservation and 
ecology offer becoming frameworks 
outside the limits of ownership, history 
and boundary. If the paradigm has 
shifted, and sites are no longer fixed, 
and processes are acknowledged 
as agents of transformation, then 
our own design practices must also 
transform to accommodate this 
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change. However true this might be, 
our response must also be calibrated 
to our tools. As ecological frameworks 
impress the possibility of working at 
larger scales, biological frameworks 
can offer insights into our design 
response. There are few places where 
one can bear witness to the intimate 
relationship between a ‘volunteer’ tree 
which has emerged spontaneously, and 
a planned and plotted grave, which 
has heaved from the force of energy in 
the ground. As a landscape architect, 
it is fair to consider that there are few 
places so alive as Highgate Cemetery, 
and few places so dead as the Chelsea 
Flower Show. The practical problems 
of experimentation, of lessons learned 
in the field and of designing through 
first-hand engagement can offer 
designers a chance to build knowledge 
of a different sort, a kind of learning 
that attempts to align itself with the 
qualities of transformation we are 
so fond of explicating, but have little 
evidence of testing.
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…the act of collecting, 
transplanting and 
displacement…invites 
the science of botany 
into a purely landscape 
architectural agenda.
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