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BRITISH BOTANICAL GARDENS IN THE 1980s:

CHANGES REFLECTED BY BIBLIOGRAPHICAL

AND SOCIAL SURVEY

SUMMARY

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

British botanical gardens in the 1980s represent
the latest stage in their long history dating
from the Middle Ages. Origins lie in different
types of institution: religious; academic;
economic; amateur; scientific; and municipal.
This diversity explains the variety of modern
institutions involved with gardens, which may
be recognized in four categories: state;
university; local authority; and private

societies.

The relationship of the gardens to the community
is central to this study. Emphasis is placed
on public views of them. (A small sample survey
was conducted to obtain the ideas of the public

about their functions.)

A questionnaire was sent to relevant gardens,
enquiring about possible international relation-

ships based on European 'twinning' schemes.

Many influences are seen to contribute to the
substantial changes evident in the activities

of British botanical gardens today. New
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(5)

(6)

(7)

developments are considered, e.g. increased
leisure and consequent need for recreation
activities; <transport facilities; influence
of the mass media, especially television;
conservation schemes; and current financial
stringency. Some scientific advances (e.g.
micropropagation) and technical progress (e.g.

labour-saving machinery) are mentioned.

Six main functions of the gardens are identified
and considered in detail: teaching and research;
economic botany; horticulture; amenity; public
information and education services, public
recreation facilities; and conservation. The
functions are reviewed in relation to overlap
with those of other modern institutions (e.g.

research stations), and other types of garden.

Sheffield Botanical Gardens - seen in their
historical context - provide a good example of
change affecting a nineteenth-century institution
adapted to the 1980s. The Gardens' importance

to the local community is assessed from informal

enquiries.

A bibliography of non-specialized material is
included. Most chapters contain a literature
section with notes on important published

material.
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(8)

Findings include: the contribution, uniquely
made by academic botanical gardens, to teaching
and research; the importance in all the
gardens of public information and education
services and recreation facilities; <the
significance of conservation activities within

a national and intermational framework.

ENID CONSTANCE GILBERTHORPE
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Chapter 1



ChaEter 1

INTRODUCTION: AIMS AND SCOPE

British botanical gardens are now at an exciting
stage in their long development. During past centuries
they have carried out different functions at various
times. The purpose of the present study is to examine
the functions which they now serve, to consider the
different aspects of their work in the light of modern
social conditions and to assess the continuing importance
of their place in the life of the country, as seen from

the point of view of the community.

All the main activities within gardens are discussed,
but special emphasis is given to those functions which
are connected with amenity, public information, and
recreation, and to the very important part which botanical

gardens may play in conserving wild and garden plants.

Aims of the investigation

These may be summarized as follows:

a) To identify and describe the various functions
(and priorities) of different categories of
contemporary botanical gardens of Great Britain,
following an initial study of the views expressed
by directors and curators, as well as by writers
on gardening topics and experts speaking on

television.



b) To consider each of these functions separately.
To study the changes which have taken place in
the world of British botanical gardens in recent
years (i.e. since about 1970). To demonstrate
those aspects of the gardens' activities which
relate directly to the life of the community.
To investigate by survey and informal enquiries
the opinions held by the public about the functions
and importance of these gardens at the present day.
Reference will be made, where relevant, to the
functions of other bodies, e.g. research stations,
private and National Trust gardens and commercial
nurseries, and to foreign botanical gardens.
To consider possible future developments in the

work of these gardens.

c) To refer to reports or features in the non-specialized
literature, especially those which show the changes
taking place, or envisaged, in the functions of

British botanical gardens.

Definition of terms

a) 'British' in this context is used in the strict
sense of 'Great Britain', i.e. England, Scotland
and Wales, and those islands which are administered

from the mainland.

At a time when international co-operation between
botanical gardens is increasing, however, it is

important to include references to foreign gardens,



b)

since they influence and are influenced by

current British practice.

'Botanical Gardens'. To give a brief yet
comprehensive definition of the modern meaning

of the term 'botanical garden' is not easy.

The answer may lie in the combination of the two
words themselves. 'Botanical' implies 'scientific!,
with the plants systematically arranged and grown
for reasons other than their own intrinsive
attractiveness. 'Garden' usually refers to a

place which is made pleasant to visit, though

growing plants in themselves are usually attractive.

The definition is made more difficult by the
existence of several types of botanical garden.
Those attached to teaching institutions, e.g.
university departments of Botany, departments in
colleges of Agriculture and Horticulture, naturally
differ from public botanical gardens administered
by local authorities or from those botanical
gardens still in the care of private societies

or individuals. The following definition is
suggested here, based on different versions in

the literature:

A garden made primarily for scientific study,
research, education or interest, where the plants
are often arranged systematically. Other con-

siderations such as conservation may play an



important part, and at least some area is usually
included where amenity is the main objective,

both in the design and in the planting.

Explanation of the arrangement of material and mode of

presentation

As public leisure activities, and, by association,
amenity horticulture, have a special importance in this
survey, as well as conservation (considered from a layman's
point of view), much more detail is given in these sections

than in others.

For each function, however, the following information

is given:

a) Historical basis of the function, if it can be
identified.

b) Description of the function.

c) Period of greatest importance, if applicable and

can be established.

d) Importance at present, including consideration of
whether any other type of establishment is also

carrying out the same function.

The concluding chapter reviews the present situation
and looks to possible future developments. The object is
(as stated above) to assess the importance which these
gardens currently have, and may be expected to have in

the future, in the life of the community.



Historical aspects

The history of British botanical gardens is not
described separately here, as historical material relating
to each function may be best included in considerations
on that function, so that the past and the present

situations can be treated together.

A concise, informative historical account of English
botanical gardens is given by Ray Desmond in his chapter
'Physic and botanical gardens', in the Victoria and Albert

Museum publication, The Garden: a celebration of one

thousand yvears of British gardening (1979). The volume

(edited by John Harris) was first published as an official
account for sale at the Exhibition of 1979 and afterwards

reissued.

Specialized scientific aspects

As earlier indicated, the aims of the present study
are an appraisal of the functions of gardens and their
relationship to the public generally rather than specialized
scientific study. Accordingly scientific subjects such
as, for example, plant physiology, cytology or metabolism,
and the detailed aspects of economic botany and of horticulture

are not discussed here.

Documentation

There is no lack of written material on subjects
related to the present survey. For centuries books have

been written, as well as articles in periodicals, about
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plants, gardening, and garden design. To some extent,
works on all these subjects are relevant to the study

of botanical gardens. At present, however, and in

recent years, there has been a substantial upsurge of
material on gardens and plants, reflecting the considerable
current interest in these subjects by both specialists

and amateurs. Every week it is usual to find several

new works published on these subjects, or, significantly,
older books reprinted, showing a deep interest in the

history of the subject.

Particular topics investigated

In appraising botanical gardens in the 1980s, with
particular reference to their present-day functions and
status, it has beenaimed to make an original contribution
to a number of important considerations. These main
aspects of study, which have been investigated here in

some detail, may be conveniently summarized as follows:

1. The assemblage of a bibliography of (non-specialized)

literature on botanical gardens and related subjects.

2. Presentation of a particular viewpoint - that of

the gardens as seen by the community.

3. A survey by questionnaire of potential links between
botanical gardens in Great Britain and their

European 'twin' towns.

L, A sample survey of public views on the functions

of the gardens.



5. An indication of the influence of television
garden programmes as a source of information

about the gardens.

6. Consideration of the problem of overlap of
functions between botanical gardens and other

institutions.

Reference Material

One of the main parts of this study is the
bibliographical element; the method by which reference

material has been arranged is as follows:

Each chapter normally consists of two parts.
The first contains the subject material, for example a
discussion of the function in question. In the second
part, notes are given on relevant literature. Inevitably,
there are some references in the first part of a chapter
to books and other source material but usually only a
brief reference is given there, with more detailed infor-

mation in the second part.

Full details of the literature are given in the

alphabetical bibliography at the end of this thesis.

Additionally, Chapter 2 is devoted to an appraisal
of key documents which are basic to an understanding of
the present-day work of British botanical gardens.

These documents consist of material such as conference

proceedings, international resolutions relevant to the

7



work of the gardens, and international legislation,

where it affects their development.

Existing literature

Four main categories of subject literature are
of importance and relevance in connection with the theme

of this study.

These are:

a) scientific,
b) historical,
c) background literature of a popular type, in certain

subject areas, including information on gardens and
gardening in general,

d) specific material on (mainly British) botanical
gardens and the community, from a social point of

View.

Each category is discussed in more detail in the

following paragraphs.

a) Scientific literature

This material is, naturally, of a specialist nature.
(Articles with a strong scientific base but directed to the

general public are dealt with under popular literature.)

The truly specialized scientific literature, whether
books, journal articles, conference papers, or reports to
various bodies, is, of course, written by, and for, experts

in the field concerned; its importance can be adequately

8



assessed only by a subject expert. Such literature is
not included here, as its particular focus is not in the

mainstream of the issues considered in the present study.

The theme of this survey, as earlier noted, is the
social, or community, importance of modern botanical gardens
in Great Britain. For this purpose, advanced studies on,
for example, plant breeding, or many aspects of experimental

botany, are not of immediate relevance.

However, much advanced research material in journals
was noted in the course of two online searches made during
the investigation. The data bases available are, predictably,
weighted on the side of scientific rather than social studies,
though the scope of the material varies very widely and some

unexpected types of find were made during the search.

Any material found of a standard and content suitable
for this study was considered. The remainder, by far the
greater part, was noted as expert literature useful here

as background information.

b) Historical information

The historical background is essential to the under-
standing of any present-day institution. For British
botanical gardens, which have their origin in several

distinct predecessors, it is especially important.

In a historical sense, as in the modern context, it
is virtually impossible to keep entirely separate the

different aspects of the functions of these gardens.

9



Originating as they did in different individual types
of establishment, the various activities became inter-
mixed. However, one particular function, economic
botany as applied to the development of new food crops,
may, at certain times and in certain overseas gardens
only, have been the most significant in the general

picture.

Reference to informative literature on historical
aspects is given in the later, bibliographical, part of

the chapter.

In a study devoted, like the present one, to contem-
porary aspects, the historical background has to remain

as background.

The rate of change in the circumstances affecting
gardens has made it necessary to restrict detailed coverage
of the literature to the years from 1970 to approximately
1982, These are the key years covered by the subject
study. Although recent developments sometimes have their
origins in earlier events, the modern functions of the
gardens have been most significantly shaped during the

years in question.

c) Background literature

Some topics are comparatively self-contained and
sharply circumscribed; it is then easier to set bounds
to the areas of subject literature which are strictly

relevant.

10



The theme of British botanical gardens, in their
social context within the community, is by its nature

very difficult to treat in a precise way.

It impinges on many other areas, through its
connection with botany, horticulture, amenity, public
information, education, recreation and conservation, to
mention only the most important considerations. The
subject therefore has both scientific aspects (botany,
horticulture, and the practical basis of conservation)
and social ones, as far as the other commections are

concerned.

The range of subject literature which may be relevant
is therefore very wide. This is especially true as regards
the popular press; books and journals, even if not devoted
to botanical gardens as such, may contain information useful
as background or for comparison. As an example, the
working practice of commercial nurseries, in horticulture,
or of government-controlled stations, in experimental botany,
may be an important parallel study to the work of botanical
gardens. (The whole question of overlap between modern
British botanical gardens and other statutory or voluntary

organizations is considered in Chapter 10.)

Although the amount of modern literature to be
monitored is considerable, frequently the articles dealing
with gardens and gardening treat them in a fairly general
way, with often only a brief reference to a botanical garden

included.
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Specific material: British botanical gardens and the

community

The fourth category of literature consists of that
most directly comnected with the present study. There
are some popular articles devoted to the description of
British botanical gardens, though they are not frequent.
(Books and journals tend to cover the historical aspects

more than the present scene.)

On the relationship between present-day British
botanical gardens and the community of which they form a
part, there is not much reference material. As institutions
in the social rather than the scientific sense, they have

attracted less attention in print than might be expected.

Studies, as already mentioned, have been made of
historical aspects. As the contemporary scene has altered
so considerably, for reasons discussed here, later, it is
to be expected that more literature in this category will
be forthcoming. There are indications that the bibliographical
situation is improving, especially in the light of the

international conference of autumn 1985, in Las Palmas.

Grenville Sheringham wrote an interesting series of
descriptive articles in GC & HTJ magazine, to which more
detailed attention is given in the bibliographical section.
In one of these articles (19 November 1982) he made reference
to the present project, of which he had heard, as being:

"in my view, a very important and neglected field of study".

12



On account of the gap in easily available literature,
the bibliographic content of this study, as already stated,

has been given emphasis as one of its main elements.

It has not proved in practice that a meaningful
distinction can be made between the functions of modern
British gardens and the practice operative in the institutions
of their European neighbours. Although no attempt has been
made to monitor foreign literature exhaustively, some items
may be mentioned. In Blumenparadiese und Botanische Garten

1380
(Reisigl, H., edz?, an essay deals with an aspect of the

subject, the division of garden visitors into categories,
which appears not to have been previously discussed elsewhere,
although it is clearly important. The article from
Blumenparadiese is discussed in detail under reference

material, later in this chapter.

European Conservation Year in 1970 stands out as a
landmark, the beginning of the recent rapid developments in
British botanical gardens, as in some foreign gardens also.
The previous year was in some ways the forerunner to these
developments. The Botanical Society of the British Isles
held a conference in 1969, in preparation for the coming

Conservation Year.

It is especially interesting, therefore, to look
at the comments made in 1969 by Sir George Taylor, then
Director of Kew Royal Botanic Gardens, and by Edward Hyams,

both writing in the fine volume Great Botanical Gardens of

the World (Hyams and MacQuitty, 1969). Sir George Taylor,

13



as a world authority, wrote the preface, in which he

says:

Botanical gardens should, in most
civilized countries, aim to be
sources of aesthetic and intellectual
delight, and they have become a
proud part of the national heritage,
making the science of botany the
handmaiden of horticulture....

But setting is not everything and

in one sense there is more merit

in creating a lovely, scientifically
and socially valuable garden in the
ugly and difficult conditions of a
city, than with all the advantages
of the open country.

In his introductory essay to the above book, Edward
Hyams says of botanical gardens that their aims have been
in the past, and remain, several in number. He describes

these aims in the following words:

Botanical gardens have served, and
continue to serve, three major and
many minor purposes. In the first
place, by the comparative study of

the plants collected in them and the
herbarium material collected by them,
the modern sciences of taxonomic and
experimental botany have been developed.
Taxonomy is concerned with the system
of classification and nomenclature,
which gives clear expression to the
kinship groups into which plants fall.
In the case of green, flowering plants,
for example, it has erected a grand
and noble scheme establishing the
natural relationships between over

a quarter of a million species.
Experimental botany is concerned with
establishing the anatomy, cytology

and metabolism of plants.

Secondly, the applied science of

economic botany has been so practised
in botanic gardens that they have served

14



as acclimatization stations through
which economically valuable plants
such as rubber, coffee, tea, chocolate,
cotton, hemp, vanilla and scores of
others native to only one part of the
world have been introduced to and
established in others.

In the third place, there has been the
specifically horticultural service of
botanical gardens. Since the emphasis
in such gardens has necessarily been on
botany - a science - rather than on
gardening - an art - this service has
chiefly consisted in the trial, selection,
hybridization and distribution into
horticultural commerce of thousands of
new or improved kinds of both useful and
ornamental garden plants. In one or two
great botanical gardens, however, the
lessons of garden designing have been
taught, too. Because two great garden
designers have been concerned in laying
it out, Kew is an object lesson in
landscape gardening; so is Edinburgh,

to which the best school of landscape
gardening in the world is attached;

and there are others in other lands.

An event of considerable importance in the horti-
cultural world was the exhibition put on by the Victoria
and Albert Museum in 1979. Described as the biggest

exhibition ever mounted on British gardening history, it

was entitled The Garden: a celebration of 1,000 vears of

British Gardening. An official publication was produced

to accompany the exhibition, in the form of a collection
of contributions by garden authorities. This volume was
afterwards published as a book which is of great value in

the study of gardens past and contemporary.

In the present context it deserves reference for
the essay by Ray Desmond, already mentioned in this chapter,

on the history of British botanical gardens. Ray Desmond
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was for some years Librarian at Kew. His chapter is a
model of concise writing, giving much interesting infor-

mation in a very readable style.

Another interesting account, though much older,
of the history of botanical gardens is provided by an
address delivered by Lord Britton at a meeting in the
USA in 1896. This, also, is primarily a bibliographical
item, mentioned and quoted later in this chapter. It
is another example showing that the history of the subject
has been fairly fully described elsewhere in the literature.
This was an important factor in the decision not to
elaborate extensively in this account on the historical
aspect of the gardens, which is, in any case, not the main

theme here.

Owing to the rapid changes, already referred to,
which have taken place in recent years, resulting from
new pressures in the world generally, the period covered
in thorough detail, both from a subject and a bibliographical
point of view, is limited in the present survey, as
already stated, to the time from 1970 to about 1982.

The origins of these developments were foreshadowed

before 1970 and early developments are mentioned; changes
are continuing and will no doubt extend to the coming
decades. The years from 1970 to 1982, however, seem
especially significant, as the time when many new ideas
came to have a decisive influence on the functions served

by the botanical gardens of Great Britain.
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General literature

The material included here is that relevant to
British botanical gardens generally. Specific material
on individual functions of the gardens is cited in the

bibliographical section of the appropriate chapter.

1. Printed guide to individual gardens

If a particular garden is regularly open to the
public, it is usual for a guide to be available for visitors.
Such guides obviously afford an easy and authoritative source
of information about the particular gardens. The guides
are often well illustrated, and usually sold at a reasonable

price, as part of the publicity for the garden.

The contents vary. For the Sheffield Botanical
Gardens there are two leaflets; the first, now unfortunately
out of print, is a history of the Gardens, the other is a
straightforward guide to the grounds as they are today.

At other places, the historical material forms part of the
guide itself. Chapter 9 discusses the subject of garden
guides, and contains a selection of extracts as examples of

differing styles.

2. Online search material

To discuss online material separately from literature
discovered through a manual search may suggest a false

distinction, since the end product is the same.

As some very interesting background material resulted

17



from the two online searches made during this work, this

source is worth mentioning.

Very little was found of a specific nature on the
botanical gardens of Great Britain. On botanical gardens
worldwide, with their activities and problems, there was a
wealth of material, though much of it very specialized and

intended for the scientist.

The best data bases for the so-called 'social!
aspects studied here were found to be BIOSIS PREVIEWS
(Biological Abstracts Inc.), ENVIROLINE, CRIS/USDA, and
to some extent CAB (Commonwealth Agricultural Bureau) and

Social Abstracts Inc.
The facility used was Lockheed Dialog.

A sample of 10 entries from an online search is
included at the end of the alphabetical bibliography.
Its purpose is to give an indication of the type of material

which can be traced by this means.

3. Hyams, Edward and MacQuitty, W. Great botanical

gardens of the world (1969)

This authoritative work, although some years old,
remains a landmark in the history of garden literature.
Edward Hyams was widely known and respected as an expert
on gardens. The photographs by William MacQuitty match
the standard of the text. The Preface was written by

Sir George Taylor, then Director of RBG Kew.
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This Preface and the introductory essay by Edward
Hyams contain observations which are as interesting and
valuable today as when they were first written. (Extracts

are quoted earlier in the chapter.)

It seems certain that the book will long remain
amongst the really significant works on botanical gardense.
As far as book production is concerned this is a volume

which does justice to its subject.

The gardens in Great Britain which are included are

those of Kew, Oxford University and Edinburgh.

4. Sheringham, Grenville
[A series of six articles on the functions of
contemporary British botanical gardens published

in GC & HTJ magazine in 1982,

This series of articles was preceded by a lively
correspondence in the magazine on modern British botanical
gardens. The letters showed an interesting variation of
opinions amongst the professionals. Grenville Sheringham's
survey was undertaken as a result of this interest. As a
lan@scape gardener, the author has brought to his series of
articles a professional interest in funding, staffing,
maintenance and the practical problems facing the gardens

at a time of rapidly rising labour costs.

He has also considered the functions of education,
research, recreation and conservation, highlighting one

garden in connection with each of these functions. The
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gardens selected he considered to be outstanding examples,
illustrating the particular functions. For 'innovative
management ' he commends especially the Botanic Garden

of the University of Bristol. Within the limits of
space in a periodical, the author has provided a good
factual survey of how the various functions of gardens
are served. He is personally a keen advocate for the

opening of more gardens to the public.

5. Reisigl, Herbert,ed. Blumenparadiese und Botanische

Garten der Erde (1980)

The longer part of this very well produced and
illustrated book is devoted to various localities in the
world where the flora is particularly rich, and to some
of the finest great gardens, for example that on the island

of Mainau in Lake Constance.

There are in addition essays wit