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Through a brief critical history of community gardens, the contribution looks at the garden as an ephemeral urban 
architecture, both to be collectively destroyed to change a paradigm and to be built together to affirm an identity. 
The text considers this space at the center of the urban and social transformations of the last century by juxtaposing 
this vision of identity with an opposition, rooted in urban planting groups, to the idea of the city as a sphere of economic 
profit only in favor instead of an urbanity as a possible social place for marginalized communities. Having 
identified emblematic cases of urban gardens from the last century, Gardening Commons develops reflections on 
the value of these spaces as sites of protest and culture, as edens as much as ever dropped into the reality of our 
times, particularly capable of raising battles and creating movements amidst the downfalls of modernity.

Gardening Commons

Attraverso una breve storia critica dei community gardens, il contributo guarda al giardino come un’architettura 
urbana effimera, sia da distruggere collettivamente per cambiare un paradigma, sia da costruire insieme per 
affermare un’identità. Il testo pone questo spazio al centro delle trasformazioni urbane e sociali dell’ultimo secolo 
affiancando a questa visione identitaria un’opposizione, radicata nei gruppi di coltivatori urbani, all’idea di città 
come ambito di solo profitto economico in favore invece dell’urbanità come possibile luogo sociale per comunità 
marginalizzate. Identificati casi emblematici di giardini urbani dell’ultimo secolo, Gardening Commons sviluppa 
riflessioni sul valore di questi spazi come luoghi di protesta e di cultura, come eden quanto mai calati nella realtà 
dei nostri giorni, particolarmente capaci di sollevare battaglie e creare movimenti tra le cadute della modernità.
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to 
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified 
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and 
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names 
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions. 
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the 
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising a brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to 
have a glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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AN AUTHOR

composting sites – would become neuralgic in documenta 15. The 15th 
edition, directed by the Indonesian collective ruangrupa, focused on plu-
ral approaches to contemporary arts as ways to reflect on post-colonialism 
and inclusion during the 100-day-long event (ruangrupa 2022). Among the 
expressive means used by the collective, community gardening was investi-
gated as a cultural tool specifically by two invited practitioners: the Nha San 
Collective, who collectively cultivated in Kassel, and MAP (Markus Ambach 
Projekte) that observed and mapped pre-existing collective gardening prac-
tices in the city. Nha San’s project, Vietnamese Immigrating Garden, involved 
the Vietnamese community in Kassel in cultivating a garden with herbs 
from their motherland to design a common space to share stories on migra-
tion and how growing plants from Vietnam helped them maintain a col-
lective memory and identity. Part of a broader range of artists investigating 
cultivation and plants as tools to analyse post-colonial narrations, Nha San’s 
work is characterised by a marked intention to grow and reason communal-
ly on identity. In a more documentary way, the project by MAP investigated 
collective environments in Kassel East, helping the integration of migrant 
communities. MAP observed a series of community gardens and allotments 
in which spaces were given to political refugees and immigrants from oth-
er countries that, through cultivation, would meet garden neighbours and 
exchange seeds, plants, and recipes, gradually constructing a transnational 
community sharing gardening values. 

These two avant-gardist projects and their interference with artistic 
practices show how Eden – in its archetypical identity – must be intend-
ed more as a space of creation than a space of contemplation (Han 2018). 
All the experiences analysed emphasise how these places –which allow 
for encounters and socialisation – can become spaces where to devel-
op new radical consciences that interpret contemporary times without 
naivety. As Adam and Eve incubated knowledge while in Eden and got 
out of it when obtaining complete understanding, in the same ways, 
community gardens have been protected environments where commu-
nities would come together to found movements and lead protests and 
get out in the world from these contemporary, fragmented Edens.

Bibliography:
Andersson J., Queer Nostalgia, in Gandy M. (ed.), Urban Constellations, Jovis, 
Berlin 2011 | Ayre S., Ratinon C., Horticultural Appropriation, Rough Trade 
Books, London 2021 | Berman M., All That Is Solid Melts into Air. The Experience 
of Modernity, Simon & Schuster, New York 1982 | Berry W., What I Stand for Is 
What I stand On, Penguin Books, London 2023 | Ferguson S., A Brief History of 
Grassroot Greening on the Lower East Side, in Lamborn Wilson P., Weinberg B. 
(eds.), Avant Gardening. Ecological Struggle in the City & the World, Autonomedia, 
New York 1999 | Formafantasma (eds.), Garden Futures. Designing With Nature, 
exhibition catalogue, Vitra Design Museum, Weil Am Rhein 2023 | Gandy 
M., Queer Ecology. Nature, Sexuality, and Heterotopic Alliances, in “Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space”, vol. 30, no. 4, 2012, pp. 596-755 | Han 
B.-C., Lob der Erde. Eine Reise in den Garten, Ullstein, Berlin 2018 | Lamborn 
Wilson P., Weinberg B. (eds.), Avant Gardening. Ecological Struggle in the City & 
the World, Autonomedia, New York 1999 | Mavor E., The Ladies of Llangollen. 
A Study in Romantic Friendship, Penguin Books, London 1971 | McKay 
G., Radical Gardening. Politics, Idealism & Rebellion in the Garden, Frances 
Lincoln, London 2011 | Reynolds R., On Guerrilla Gardening. A Handbook 
for Gardening Without Boundaries, Bloomsbury, New York 2008 | ruangrupa 
(eds.), Documenta Fifteen Handbook, Hatje Cantz, Berlin 2022.

On 8th February 1913, the suffragettes stormed the Kew Gardens out-
side of London, burning down the Tea Pavilion (McKay 2011). The strike 
targeted the garden as a patriarchal structure in which women had been 
enclosed as aesthetic ornaments and would be kept away from the polit-
ical life reserved for men. This action changed the statute of the garden 
forever. In the following decades, from a place of segregation, it would 
become a space of democracy where lower-wage communities and minor-
ities could become politically active. The contribution will draw a history 
of green patches, identifying them as Eden’s counteracting the cataclys-
mic urban growth that had already begun during the Victorian Age, sever-
ing millions of people from the countryside (Berman 1982). In this sense, 
the concept of Eden shouldn’t be read as a place of paradisiac suspension 
but as an oasis in space and time where racialised and segregated minori-
ties could come together – as authors – to raise their issues and strengthen 
as communities. Oases, later defined as community gardens, usually orig-
inated in areas forgotten by the urban administrations through the effort 
of local communities that would make them vanguardist urban experi-
ments in democracy and co-ownership (Ferguson 1999). 

If the Arson of Kew is a prodrome of the revolutionary agency incubat-
ed by community gardens in the following decades, a prelude of the search 
for identity that would characterise the spaces was created by the so-called 
Ladies of Llangollen more than a century before Kew. Ladies of Llangollen was 
the nickname given to Lady Eleanor Butler and Sarah Ponsonby who, 
in 1778, escaped Dublin and two heterosexual engagements to live in 
Llangollen, Wales, in a small house with a vast garden (Mavor 1971). The 
outdoors wouldn’t be only the set of their queer relationship but also a refuge 
for the English proto-queer cultural environment, with people such as Anne 
Lister, William Wordsworth, and Lord Byron finding there a protected space 
of expression. The queering of the garden would constitute, in the follow-
ing century, another way of making Eden intended as a place to stay while 
creating modern destinies for non-hetero-normed sexualities (Gandy 2012).

These two pioneering experiences dictated an agenda for the garden, 
not a leisure activity but a collective productive place to grow plants and 
movements towards civil and political rights and recognition. The seeds 
planted in Kew and Llangollen would fiercely sprout in the 1970s in the 
United States of America during a wide financial crisis, which reduced 
investment in construction and produced a series of abandoned lots in 
districts where lower-wage, segregated minorities would live in hyper-
dense buildings (Formafantasma 2023). Thanks to the efforts of the sur-
rounding communities, the open-air dumpsters would be cultivated and 
become spaces to recognise a new identity for dilapidated districts.

One of the originators of these movements of collective urban renewal 
can be seen in Liz Christy and the Green Guerrilla brigades she founded in 
1973, which would begin colonising abandoned parcels not for economic 
gain but to create social spaces for the neighbourhood (Reynolds 2008). The 
brigade, operating in Lower Manhattan, would have as its enemy the city 
government itself, incapable of managing the districts during the financial 
crisis but willing to avoid citizens’ informal organisations. Because of this 
repressive will, the first garden established by Liz Christy and her comrades 
would be destroyed and paved by the municipality to produce a parking lot. 
Unwilling to abandon their cause, the citizens would direct themselves to 
an even more unpleasant lot at the corner of Bowery and Houston Street in 
the Lower East Side. In this second attempt, an intense discussion with the 
government brought permits to clean the area on which a garden was estab-
lished. When threatened with being kicked out, the group would obtain a 
permanent lease through a broad media campaign and protests, generating 
a first escape from too small and crowded houses. 

The example of the Green Guerrilla movement would become funda-
mental for ‘do-it-yourself gardening’ quickly, enhancing the regaining of 
abandoned spaces and changing them into shared social areas. In particular, 
New York City had two tendencies sprouting from Liz Christy’s example: 
one with gardens stating the identity of minorities and one displaying indi-
vidual effort to open up spaces in the city. Regarding identity, an intensely 
radical movement was present in the Lower East Side in the rectangle creat-
ed by 7th and 10th Street crossings with Avenues A and C. During the 1960s, 
the area was inhabited by a growing Puerto Rican community who, in the 
late 1970s, would begin cleaning up the multiple abandoned lots of the 
district, removing debris and waste. This collective action would bring in a 
very short time to a flourishing of community gardens, such as the Chico 
Mendez Mural Garden, the Little Puerto Rico Garden, and the Esperanza 
Garden that would constitute, from that moment, projects of sociality and 
cultural production for the whole neighbourhood. The spaces were defined 
by democratic development in each aspect, mainly through the prosecu-
tion of Puerto Rican traditions, even if they were distant from the mother-
land. The same patches of land became, in the 1990s, a significant theatre 
of political fight during the mandates of Rudy Giuliani as mayor of New 

York City (Lamborn Wilson, Weinberg 1999). Giuliani saw these areas as 
missed economic growth that real-estate speculation could quickly achieve. 
The major would bring on a series of counter-guerrilla acts to regain them, 
taking back community gardens around the five boroughs and destroying 
around four hundred social agora by the first half of the decade (Andersson 
2011). The erasure of green spaces strongly hit the Puerto Rican communi-
ty. Many gardens were gradually dismantled, and the plots were filled with 
luxury apartments favouring gentrification. The destruction of these gar-
dens was preceded by various protests and sit-ins that would lead to legal 
causes and save many other community gardens. 

The same destiny would happen to many gardens born from individual 
efforts. The Garden of Eden, started by Adam Purple in 1975, is an emblem-
atic case. The garden was designed in concentric rings and expanded as 
the surrounding abandoned buildings were demolished; each of the are-
as of the plot was planted with fruit trees and vegetables that would grow 
as a food forest accessible to the whole neighbourhood. Despite its quality 
as a park and a symbol for the community surrounding it, the garden was 
destroyed in 1986 by bulldozers. Not only did the residents fiercely protest 
the decision, but also – for the first time – a cultural institution intervened. 
In 1984, to save the garden, the Storefront for Art and Architecture curated 
an exhibition showing alternative design proposals to avoid the destruction 
of the Garden of Eden. These tensions between the local communities and 
Giuliani’s government envisioned the worldwide fight between non-glob-
al social movements and globalist politics a few years later. The repressive 
actions peaked globally between 1999 and 2001 with the mass protests by 
social movements and the consequent acts of violence perpetrated by police 
in Seattle during the World Trade Organization (WTO) Forum and in Genoa 
during the G8 meeting. Globally recognised as crucial moments of suppres-
sion of anti-global movements and communities, the WTO and the G8 are 
a turning point in growing individualism and disinterest in political, social, 
and democratic participation in the first years of the new millennium. 

The decrease in participatory practices also infected the garden move-
ments that got strongly abrupted in the 1990s and remained silent for some 
years before sprouting back and reopening the debate on associationism 
as a driver for changes in urban areas. In this new uprising, Berlin can be 
considered the capital of new community gardening with its symbol in 
what is known now as Tempelhofer Park. Initially used as an airport, the 
field was dismissed in 2008 and identified as a real-estate possibility by the 
government. Against this decision, the inhabitants of the area constituted 
the Squat Tempelhof association that – through a capillary sensibilisation 
and protests – would bring in 2010 to open the field to a series of infor-
mal activities such as community gardens, experimental pollinator areas 
and spaces for gathering, and in 2014 to a referendum to avoid any future 
possibility of speculation. The massive project of democratic cultivation 
would be followed by a series of other smaller community gardens in Berlin, 
such as the Prinzessinengärten founded in 2009, starting a transition from 
informal spaces to more structured cultural hubs through concerts, events, 
and meetings. The transition depicts the post-2000 community gardens, 
spaces obtaining a higher reputation and stronger relations with cultural 
environments, becoming an integrated part of the cities’ artistic and cre-
ative environment (Berry 2023). The shift was followed by artistic insti-
tutions exploring non-usual spaces identifying courtyards and gardens as 
critical, collective reflection areas. This attitude – ‘officialised’ in the 13th 
edition of documenta in 2012, which expanded the exhibition in parks and 
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