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Gilles Clément prefers to call himself 
a “gardener”. An inspired educator, 
he guides us back to the essential: 
our perceptible link to the living 

world, which is weakened 
by the regimented pursuit 
of mastery over nature that 
is inherent to modernity.   
A key figure in contempo-
rary creation, this horticul-
tural engineer, landscape 
designer, writer and tea-
cher at the École Nationale 
Supérieure du Paysage in 
Versa i l le s  approaches 
landscape in its biological, 
social and economic dimen-
sions. This is because Gilles 

Clément explores landscape as a ma-
nifestation of the relationship between 
human societies and natural ele-
ments, beyond our aesthetic and sen-
sory experience of the natural world. 
For this thematic interview, we 
started from one of his key concepts: 

the Planetary Garden, a “political pro-
ject of humanist ecology” and a poetic 
form of resistance through gardening.
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THE ONLY PROVERB I USE 
COMES FROM THE FARMING 
WORLD: “YOU DON'T 
PUT ALL YOUR 
EGGS IN ONE 
BASKET.” IF THE BASKET 
FALLS, YOU HAVE LOST 
EVERYTHING. APPROVING 
THE USE OF BANNED 
NEONICOTINOIDS TO SAVE 
THE POOR SUGAR 
BILLIONAIRES FROM AN 
APHID ATTACK ON THEIR 
BEETS IS AN ILLUSTRATION 
OF THIS. STUPID AND 
DANGEROUS MONOCULTURE.

SB: Because gardening is resis-
ting, in your view. Resisting by 
facilitating a culture of auto-
nomy for the living world, and 
not by seeking mastery in spite 
of the intel l ig ibi l ity of the 
context. A posture of “working 
with rather than against nature”, 
as you explain. Can you tell us 
the story of your nettle garden, 
your first iconic resistance gar-
den, and how it has inspired you 
for subsequent projects?  

GC: The Melle Nettle Garden was 
commissioned for the town’s 
Biennial of Contemporary Art 
under the direction of Domi-
nique Truco in 2007. I wouldn’t 
have created that garden if it 
hadn’t been for the so-called 
“agricultural orientation” law 
passed one year earlier. For 
health reasons, that law forbids 
the use of PNPP, or Natural 
Products of Low Concern, which 
includes nettle manure.  

In actuality, the law prohibits 
free gardening products. Any 
gardener can make their own 
“nettle manure” and spread it 
on their garden to boost the im-
munity of treated plants and 
thus avoid the expense of chemi-
cal treatments and fertilizers. 
Used since the dawn of time, 
these substances produced from 
plant fermentation (nettles, hor-
setail, comfrey, etc.) have never 
caused any diseases. In Melle 

there was a field of nettles be-
low the town, which helped 
make it easier to put together 
th is garden : tracing paths 
through the nettles, adding a 
terrace with a giant filter to 
show how it works and talking 
about the product to visitors, 
who receive a bottle of purin on 
every market day.

SB: Because you spoke of garde-
ners as “magicians” during your 
inaugural lesson for the Artistic 
Creation Chair at the Collège de 
France during the year 2011-
2012… How does joy manifest it-
self for you as a gardener, with 
all the marvels of the world at 
your fingertips?
GC: Joy in the garden does not 
come from a triumphant perfor-
mative politics. It comes from the 
simple happiness of existing in 
balance with a living whole and 
being surprised by its inventive 
power.

SB: Since our relationship with 
animals is evolving in our socie-
ties, notably with the rise in vegan 
activism supported by anti-specie-
sist ideology… As someone who is 
immersed in the world of living 
things, what do you think about 
the evolution of our relationship 
with animals? How might it 
change our relationship to the 
living world?
GC: We are animals. Unlike plants 
– all of which can produce their 
food from solar energy and a few 
minerals – our survival depends 
on a certain type of biodiversity. 

We use animals as a potential 
food source, but their role in the 
global balance is more important 
than their nutritional value. They 
are part of the balance of the eco-
system, especially insects.
GC: Animal exploitation is a pro-
blem. It takes fourteen times as 
much farmland to produce the 
same amount of protein from cat-
tle as from plants.
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SB: Because at the heart of the 
garden is the biological and 
cultural mixing within a context 
of globalization... How does the 
notion of diversity play a key 
tole in understanding a garden?
GC: The only proverb I use comes 
from the farming world: “You 
don’t put all your eggs in one 
basket.” If the basket falls, you 
have lost everything. Approving 
the use of banned neonicotinoids 
to save the poor sugar billionaires 
from an aphid attack on their 
beets is an illustration of this. Stu-
pid and dangerous monoculture. 
What we grow and raise de-
pends on the diversity of the en-
vironment, which includes the 
gardener’s “helpers”, i.e. species 
that have a positive effect on 
crops and livestock. We all de-
pend on diversity. Without the 
billions of bacteria that inhabit 
us, we would not even exist.
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underline the importance of 
“understanding the mechanisms of in-
teractions between plants, animals, 
humans, climate and soil achieving a 
balance where there is very rarely one 
species that takes over.” Could you 
share some examples of these in-
teractions that might shed some 
light on this natural balance?
GC: The natu ra l  ba lance i s 
constantly being reconstituted: 
a d i rect expression of  the 
mechanisms of evolution. Inte-
ractions between plants and ani-
mals have a lways ex isted. 
 African acacias produce toxins 
in their foliage to ward off impa-
las and at the same time they 

SB: Because your way of garde-
ning, of working with the li-
ving world and not against it, 
 expresses a dedication to main-
taining a pre-existing harmony, a 
respect for “natural scales”, “a 
form of cosmic wisdom” or “a just 
measure”. This disappearance of 
the proportionate good, of an or-
der of magnitude that makes 
sense, is analyzed as an inherent 
characteristic of the postmodern 
world by the philosopher and 
mathematician Olivier Rey in his 
book Une question de taille (A Ques-
tion of Scale). Yet this question of 
scale, of the proportional rela-
tionship between quantity and 
quality, remains absent from 
contemporary debate. In the 
context of your private and public 
commissions, how do you expe-

send out an ethylene gas to warn 
the surrounding trees.   
Chickadees have learned to 
know and feed on the boxwood 
moth, which recently arrived 
from China. This insect is no 
longer invasive. The caterpillar 
of the Tyria jacobae (Cinnabar 
moth) is yellow with thick black 
stripes, which tells the birds 
that it is poisonous, etc... There 
are many examples but they are 
not well known and are rarely 
used in our crops or livestock.

rience the mathematical spirit at 
the heart of scientific develop-
ment in our postmodern world, 
which tends to prefer things to be 
even bigger, entirely measurable 
and completely geometric?
GC: Our preference for things 
that are always bigger, entirely 
measurable and completely 
geometric is a way of turning 
our back on biological reality, 
which is never measurable and 
always inventive. It is a classic 
neurosis, one that is often shared 
across the world of architects 
(but not always) and reinforced 
by an illusion of mastery. The 
mathematical mind has its use-
fulness as long as one is using 
mathematical power as a tool 
and not as an end in itself.
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SB: Because you use the expres-
sion “natural genius” to describe 
the intelligence of the living 
world… Why do you choose not 
to use the word “nature”?
GC: The word nature is interesting 
when talking about a character 
and saying, “this person has a 
robust or fragile nature”, etc. 
When the word nature is used to 
designate the whole of the 
non-human living world, it plays 
a perverse role by distancing 
humanity from this whole to the 
point of separating humanity 
from nature. This dates back to 
the time when the word was 
created by the ancient Greeks, 
in order to offer an objective 
and scientific interpretation of 

the non-human living world by 
separating it from the polytheis-
tic superstitions of that era. 
Those are the beginnings of the 
natural sciences. We moved 
from a context of immersion 
with the non-human living world 
to a certain distance. This dis-
t ance has  g row n w ith  the 
 increasingly efficient technolo-
gies used to study this so-called 
nature, which has led us to be-
lieve that humanity is not part 
of nature. Ecology and common 
sense show us that we cannot se-
parate humanity from the rest 
of the living world. It is there-
fore necessary to eliminate the 
word nature... Or to use it in 
other ways.
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SB: Because the dragonfly is your 
symbol for gardening... How 
does the dragonfly inspire you?
GC: I used the dragonfly as a 
symbol of the “planetary gar-
den” to talk to children about 
this concept.  
Dragonfly larvae live in water. 
The final insect, the winged dra-
gonfly, comes from the last mol-
ting, when it leaves its external 
skeleton (the exuvium) and beco-
mes a flying insect. If we make a 
drawing of the animal’s path in 

life, then we would trace a verti-
cal line starting from the bottom 
of the water and moving towards 
the clouds. Dragonflies explore 
water on the ground and water in 
the air. This insect perfectly ex-
presses the absolute need for wa-
ter among every living being. 
There is no life without water. 
 
The planetary garden is the pla-
net considered as a garden. All 
living things swim in this great 
washing machine called the bios-
phere: a small “aquatic” layer on 
the skin of the Earth.

ragonflyD
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SB: Because, in your opinion, 
there is a general need to convey 
more information and expand 
our knowledge to understand the 
living world... What is the most 
important knowledge to convey?
GC: The first priority is to learn 
about the relationships between 
plants, animals and micro-orga-
nisms. But this cannot be done 
without knowing how to put a 
name on the species observed. 
Then learn how to use the diver-
sity we need without destroying 
it and without intervening in a 
harmfu l way on the l iv ing 
beings we do not use, because 
they necessarily play a positive 
role, even if it is unknown, on 
the living beings we use.
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SB: Because your practice as a 
gardener has led you to take a cri-
tical view of the notion of pro-
gress as it appears today, within a 
postmodern world characterized 
by “modernity as a process” in 
which “efficiency” reigns, to use 
Olivier Rey’s words... What is 
your relationship to progress 
and modernity?
GC: I see progress as a path to 
understanding the world we live 
in, as immaterial growth and 
not as an accumulat ion of 
goods. Neoliberalism sanctifies 
technological progress in the 
sole service of the laws of the 
market. It favors all actions 
that tend towards this direction, 
including those that contribute 
to the destruction of the condi-
tions for life on this planet.

SB: Because water is an essen-
tial element for life, which you 
often mention in order to re-
mind your audience of the im-
portance of the living world... 
What do you think is most im-
portant to remember in terms 
of our relationship with water?
GC: That there is no life without 
water.From a biological point of 
view, water is not just a liquid 
we can swim in, it is first and 
foremost a living environment 
that allows dissolved elements 
to be absorbed. For this absorp-
tion to remain beneficial, the 
water must be of acceptable 
quality, meaning not polluted. 
The first measure we can take 
is to stop polluting. We can plan 
to clean up a polluted environ-
ment, but that is a costly and 
inefficient task.

SB: Because gardeners have a 
critical relationship with time... 
What do you think of the notion 
of time as expressed in the 
fashionable term “sustainable 
development” and now the 
 “regenerative economy”?
GC: Gardeners do not fight against 
time, they work along with it. 
They live according to the sea-
sons, meaning the passage of 
time and the changing weather. 
They know that nothing is sustai-
nable, everything changes, so 
they move forward along with the 
workings of evolution. Develop-
ment is a term that goes along 
with the neurotic principle of 
growth. It has nothing to do with 
the reality of the soil. Planet 
Earth is a finite space.  
The expression sustainable de-
velopment is part of a global 
greenwashing campaign. I 
confess that I have not yet un-
derstood what “regenerative 
economy” really means. It is 
probably still about reviving the 
dynamics of consumption, but I 
do not have enough information 
to form an opinion.
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SB: Because these culturally un-
loved creatures are nevertheless 
essential links in the chain of 
life. You recommend that we 
 observe their activity and avoid 
using insecticides. In fact, pesti-
cides almost killed you... Why 
are insects so important? Can 
you share some examples?
GC: Pesticides are tools of des-
truction like firearms, atomic 
bombs, etc... In the end, they 
kill us after eliminating their 
main target: insects. Insects 
a re int imately and deeply 
 linked to all the beings of the 
surrounding ecosystem. They 
serve as food in chains of preda-
tion. They can help gardeners 
by impacting certain elements 
whose presence we are trying to 
control. They play a major role 
in maintaining biodiversity, 
whether that means birds, bats 
or any of the other animals that 
use them as a food source. Eli-
minating them means elimina-
ting all the living things connec-
ted to them. You might as well 
say everything. 

SB: Because travel is critical... 
How has travel shaped your prac-
tice and vision of gardening?
GC: Travel is about understan-
ding where you live when you 
come home. Travel allows us to 
approach the diversity of lands-
capes, cultures and living beings 
that we meet: plants, animals, 
humans. These journeys reveal 
the fragility or the power of li-
ving beings and their capacity to 
develop a biological opportunism 
allowing them to settle wherever 
the climate permits. Travel 
confirms the fact that borders do 
not exist. Only the limits of 
biomes exist, or habitats for life 
within a determined climate. 
Planetary mixing and diversity, 
represented by the composition 
of flowers in a garden, is only a 
small part of what happens 
across our entire planet.
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SB: Because your gardens put 
the emphasis on the living world 
and not aesthetics... How can we 
learn to look at life? What do we 
have to unlearn about our gaze 
and its preference for geometric 
aesthetics, etc.?
GC: The focus on the l iv ing 
world does not exclude what I 
call an “aesthetic resolution”. It 
only puts it in second place. 
To make the rich diversity of an 
untreated meadow more accep-
table, we might mow a border 

SB: Because when you were an 
aspiring horticultural engineer, 
you benefited from key tea-
ch ings, such as systemics, 
which is no longer taught, but 
you also learned to “kill” eve-
rything you don’t keep, or eve-
rything you don’t cultivate... 
How can you teach, unlearn, 
and act against the disposses-
sion of our relationship with the 
living world that is inherent to 
the postmodern era?
GC: Teaching in the horticultural 
engineering school of the time 
 offered a high level of knowledge 
concerning botany and entomo-
logy. This knowledge base was 
progressively undermined by the 
processes of so-called efficient 
management where, ultimately, 
all that we learned disappeared 
under the blow of machines and 
chemistry. We have thus come to 

the point where we no longer 
teach about the living world and 
its complexity, since we consider it 
to be a waste of time.  
Today we are realizing our mis-
take. We are trying to revive 
our approach to the living world 
with competent teachers. Unfor-
tunately, these teachers are still 
very rare and are not paid at 
their fair value.  
There is still much more work to 
be done. Students are the first to 
make this demand.

around the edge to enhance the 
central thicket. This is a simple 
process that removes only a 
very small part of the her-
baceous d iversity that can 
thrive in these places. This 
framework may align with the 
plot’s rigorous geometry and 
ease the fears of those who only 
care about controlling space 
through a radical method of 
management.

FOR

FOR

L
T

ooking

eaching

PESTICIDES ARE TOOLS 
OF DESTRUCTION LIKE 
FIREARMS, ATOMIC 
BOMBS, ETC... IN THE 
END, THEY KILL 
US AFTER ELIMINATING 
THEIR MAIN TARGET: 
INSECTS. 

GILLES CLÉMENT, LE JARDIN EN MOUVEMENT (THE MOVING GARDEN), A FILM BY OLIVIER COMTE (52 MIN. / 2013)  
FILM © 2013 A.P.R.E.S PRODUCTION / FRANCE TÉLÉVISIONS  
HTTPS://WWW.APRES-PRODUCTION.COM/PORTFOLIO_PAGE/DVD-GILLES-CLEMENT-LE-JARDIN-EN-MOUVEMENT/


