
Ejaradini: modeling black gardens as a response to colonial ruination 
 
Ejaradini is a speculative engagement with black urban gardening as model for reluctant 
ruins to seek new, context-oriented modalities. Ejaradini takes as its site of consideration, the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG), as a building and an institutional imaginary of colonial as 
well as contemporary ruination. Using the JAG as our speculative site, we model some of the 
structures of everyday lifehood, belonging making and reclaim that black urban gardening 
offers. This paper is an initial exploration of this potential. 
 
Our paper takes as its point of departure, the complexity and powerful implications of black 
gardening. We will take as assumed that we need not argue for black urban gardening as a 
practice in and of itself, often overlooked by the ‘dusty streets’ narrative aptly challenged by 
the likes of Makhubu (2018), as well as others further afield (Dungy 2009, Kincaid 1999, 
Senior 1994, etc.). We offer, therefore, only a brief description of some experiences of black 
gardening that we have garnered through our research, as an introduction to our key 
concerns. 
 
Mam’ Susan, a gardener in Soweto, is perhaps a strong place to start. Mam’ Susan grows 
Chomolia, bointjies, pumpkin, mielies, sweet potato and sugarcane, as well as lilies and 
marigold among others. Her main garden, on the street outside her home, is approximately a 
metre wide and two metres across. It is enclosed with a high fence to protect it. She is forced 
to garden on the pavement largely because the plot with her house in it is tiny, and any spare 
space in the yard has been filled with back rooms. When we come to meet her she is sitting in 
her dark kitchen cum spaza, next to the old Welcome Dover. 
 
She has another garden, across the street and on the banks of one of the many small rivers 
crisscrossing Soweto. This garden is larger, salvaged out of the dumpsite that the other side 
of the road has become. Surrounded by trash, this little patch of reclaimed land holds 
sugarcane, potatoes, a grapevine and peach trees. The reeds that have completely claimed 
the vleie of Soweto threaten the edges of her patch, the rats rummaging in the trash always 
get to her peaches first. 
 
Throughout our conversation, Mam’ Susan continues to tell us about the many difficulties and 
setbacks she faces in growing and caring for her gardens. Unprompted, she answers the 
question that remains unuttered and hangs in the air: why then, would she continue to tend 
to her gardens when her labour yields so little fruit? What becomes apparent is that 
cultivation has always been a central feature of Mam’ Susan’s life and is attached to many 



personal memories of childhood and generations of gardeners in her family. For Mam’ Susan, 
gardening as a vocation of care is a point of identification. Who is she if she does not garden, 
she asks. Gardening is therefore a way for Mam’ Susan to connect the past, present and 
future. The act of growing, although not her primary motivation, is reason enough to garden 
even when there are few other gratifications for her labour. The challenges she faces in 
maintaining her gardens are a measure of the degree to which Mam’ Susan values the 
process of gardening and places value on the non-material fruit of her labour. 

 
To be frank, Mam’ Susan’s garden is quite different to the many gardens of Soweto one sees 
on the roadside. Manicured lawns with roses and pelargonium, many of the gardens of 
Soweto reflect the imports of European gardening practice - and the labour some have 
learned in the suburbs of Johannesburg. These gardens are obvious points of pride and 
neighbourly swagger. Mam’ Susan’s gardening is a labour of love but also of sustenance. But 
many of these gardens are mostly ornamental and are then a labour of pleasure and 
aesthetics, and potentially a reclaim of an alienated labour of the suburbs, to an affective 
labour for the self. 
 
In some of the gardens of Rietvallei by comparison, there is less emphasis on the manicured 
lawn that Soweto seems to be inclined toward. In Rietvallei we see wild and overgrowing 
gardens, of cacti and bushels of numnum. Many of these gardens are old, they have been 
growing a long time, and their limited manicuring more readily shows their years, and their 
enduring establishment. These abundant gardens often stand in stark contrast to many a 
dwelling that stand behind them, built of tin and ‘temporary materials’ long deemed in 
opposition to their transient materiality. These gardens are a counter, then, and a dual 
statement of the complexity of landedness and belonging in urban black spaces in and 
around Johannesburg. At once informal and established, home and the wild. 

There is an abundance of scholarship on the garden as colonial construct and how plants 
have figured in the processes of imperial expansion. These projects are manifold and include 
Londa Schiebinger’s Plants and Empire (2004), T. J Demos’s Decolonizing Nature: 
Contemporary Art and the politics of Ecology (2016), David E Coopers’s A Philosophy of 
Gardens (2006), and more recently and closer to home, Uriel Urlow’s Theatrum Botanicum 
(2016-present) as well as Melanie Boehi’s A South African social garden: people, plants and 
multispecies histories in the Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden (2016). While Agnese 
Fidecaro rightly asserts, that there is an “embeddedness of gardening in a variety of 
discourses and practices of power” (Fidecaro 2006, 250-251), we choose to operate aside 
from much of this established discourse. We are less concerned with an engagement on the 



specificities of colonial control manifest in botany and histories of gardening. This is not to 
ignore the colonial legacies of gardening, but rather to acknowledge its complicated and 
conflictual nature by looking to the urban black garden, not as a reproduction of colonial 
values of mastery over the natural world, but as a still emergent model for the formation of 
new relations to colonial ruins and past oppressive spaces. 

 
The manipulation and control of the yard is an unavoidable feature of gardening practice, but 
be that as it may, there is a complex social potency to the black urban garden which 
challenges and contests some of these claims to control. While there is much of urban black 
gardening that is gleaned from European perspectives, the multidimensionality of black 
gardens disrupt these claims to homogeneous control. The inclusion of plants for spiritual 
and sacred use (many taken from the indigenous wild), alongside plants for medicinal 
purposes, sustenance and aesthetic pleasure speak to the myriad functions that the black 
garden performs. Each function and space flows from one into the other and unsettles 
boundaries. Although features of ordering, manipulation and control undergird all gardening 
practice, spiritual and medicinal plants within some black urban gardens emphasise African 
traditions in cosmology (Glave 2003, 401) and the natural ordering of the universe. 
  
While we cannot dissociate these regimes of control and domination from gardening, we can 
interrogate the degrees to which particular styles of black gardens subvert and call into 
question the colonial origins of the practice. For instance, these concerns of subjugation are 
much more evident in the manicured lawns of Soweto’s affluent areas. However, many other 
styles of black gardens do not adhere to such systematic ordering. The overgrown gardens of 
Rietvallei (which mimic nature), the sparse gardens of Seshego, and Mam’ Susan’s struggling 
gardens attest to the complexities of the human/nature relationship. While gardeners like 
Mam’ Susan may have particular ideas of how they would like their gardens to manifest, the 
vegetal life, lack of resources and environmental factors undermine any grand ambitions for 
mastery over nature. 

There is also the recurrent aspect of organic and unsystematic planning on the part of the 
black gardeners that plant these gardens, which further undermines the idea of conquest. In 
her essay Jamaica Kincaid’s Practical Politics of the Intimate in My Garden (Book), Fidecaro, 
observes that for Kincaid, the invention of her garden began with an unskilled 
experimentation with seeds that is connected to a tradition of small-scale learning that keeps 
the knowledge within the scope of the home (Fidecaro 2006, 250). Likewise Glave quoting 
Zora Neale Hurston ’s The Gilded Six-bits: Love is Fragile (1986), writes of the “mess of 
homey flowers planted without a plan but blooming cheerily from their helter-skelter place” 



in the garden cared for by the character of Missy May (Glave 2003, 401). Mam’ Susan too 
employs this unsystematic methodology; planting her two gardens from gifted seeds and 
cuttings, and whatever else she wishes to experiment with, the latest being sugarcane.  

Looking more towards the tradition of artists such as Lonnie Graham’s Enlightenment, 
African-American Garden and others (1996-2005), we look to engage the garden from the 
perspective of the black lives who grow them, and the possibilities they offer. And to consider 
then, in what ways we might learn from the subversion of the colonial garden by black 
gardeners, to think through the afterlives of colonial ruins. 
 
We, therefore, propose to model black gardening onto the Johannesburg Art Gallery (JAG). 
By way of introduction, the JAG was developed between 1910 and 1915 by Lady Phillips, the 
wife of a Johannesburg mining magnate. The museum’s initial building and collection were 
entirely colonial, built in a classical style and holding works by the likes of Rodin, Rembrandt 
and Pierneef. The JAG has sought to modernise overtime, acquiring its first work by a black 
artist in 1940 and developing a new wing in the 80s. Today, the JAG stands in possibly the 
busiest part of Johannesburg, nestled in its largest public transit node bustling with peoples 
and goods. While life throbs outside its walls, it remains largely empty, unvisited and 
increasingly neglected by the City of Johannesburg authorities. In recent years it has suffered 
from flooding, a crumbling building and overburdened staff. It has also, very recently, gained 
its first black chief curator. The arrival of the first black Chief Curator makes more stark than 
ever, the JAG’s incongruity with its surroundings, and the desperate need for it to re-identify 
with its context. But it also serves as the first instance of possible, viable and valuable 
reclamation. The question becomes therefore, how life might emanate from the ruins of the 
JAG under the new Chief Curator. And to what systems, models and precedents might its 
team look to develop a gallery that emerges out of a colonial identity and into something 
valuable for a contemporary, decolonising space. 
 
To model practices of urban black gardening onto the JAG, we consider various aspects of 
black gardening and its prospects. Below is a discussion of potential lessons learned from 
black gardening and the possibilities it offers to a new engagement with museums as places 
of growing and lifeness. 
 
To begin with, we consider nature's ability to create life, directly out of ruination and rot. 
Although museums around the world represent a vast accumulation of objects, there is 
generally limited public access to the large quantities of artifacts they house. Large parts of 
collections are stored away within museums and remain unseen by those that work within 



their walls, let alone by the wider public. It is no wonder then that the metaphor of the 
museum as mausoleum comes to mind. Implicit within this metaphor is the idea of museums 
as places of death - a Derridean ‘death drive’ if you will (2002), in particular, the death of the 
cultural objects that are transformed into relics within them. However, in the case of the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery, this notion of death is also present in the literal ruination and 
collapse of the building itself. In an inversion of this metaphor, the collapse of the JAG’s 
building comes to stand for the death of established values and attendant museological 
thought, built on colonial notions of collection, categorisation and knowledge formation. 
  
By using black urban gardening practices as a model, we can reflect on the idea of death as 
an integral part of growing and lifeness. We choose to deploy the garden as a model rather 
than emphasise the need for the restoration of the JAG’s building because we find the idea 
of growth a far more generative possibility. By comparison, restoration and preservation as 
models only recognise the physical integrity of the building and its collection, and a return to 
the status quo. The current disintegration of the JAG can serve as fertile ground for different 
potentialities and new relations, to form. However, for this to take effect, forgetting and death 
must be allowed to run their natural course. This echoes the words of Marc Augè who argues 
in Oblivion, “We must forget in order to remain present, forget in order not to die” (Augè 
2004, 89). Paradoxically, this suggests that material erasure and processes of change may 
help facilitate remembrance through transience and create a more dynamic relation to the 
present and future. 

There are others like Caitlin Desilvey In Curated Decay: Heritage Beyond Saving (2017), that 
confront the contemporary preservation paradigm obsessed with material accumulation and 
the conservation of objects by taking a speculative approach to heritage practice. At the 
centre of this thought experiment is her acknowledgment that, “processes of decay and 
disintegration can be culturally…productive; and…it is possible to look beyond loss to 
conceive other ways of understanding and acknowledging material change” (Desilvey 2017, 
5). In these remarks Desilvey suggests that the deterioration of material sites does not 
necessarily lead to the loss of memory, but may in fact, enable the creation of new models. 
The JAG finds itself at a crossroads: cling to prevailing conservation patterns that equate 
material stasis with memory or embrace entropy and death as a blueprint of how it could be 
otherwise. 

The JAG has the potential to become a space more closely engaged with its immediate 
environment, and with the people that surround it. In so doing, it potentially becomes more 
relevant to the relations of peoples both within the JAG as well possible and actual 
"audiences". The black garden serves as a powerful modality for belonging making under 



duress. The commitment, resources and labour of garden making is a long term investment 
in landedness, and a statement of belonging that is fixed and spatially based. This was a 
radical act in early black urban spaces in South Africa, where black subjects were strongly 
determined as migratory and not of a fixed belonging within the urban fabric. To plant a 
garden, then, was to physically stake a claim. Furthermore, it was to stake a claim of 
individualised and domestic place-making/home-making. This affective labour is one aimed 
at a determination of belonging, using the practices associated with those who chose to keep 
you out1. The JAG too, has the potential to challenge the idea that an Art Gallery doesn't 
belong in Joubert Park, or that Joubert Park residents don't belong in art galleries. There is 
the potential, in the model of the black urban garden, to use a foreign tool to claim home out 
of perceived (or actual) hostility. 
 
Without slipping into paradisiacal conceptions of the originary eden, there is an undeniable 
correlation between the sanctuary offered by gardens and human well-being. This is another 
role of gardens that can be extended onto the JAG. Like gardens, there is potential for the 
JAG to become a space that people turn to in the midst of the crazy city. This is already 
happening, albeit to a limited degree. On several occasions we have encountered groups of 
young people who come to the gallery, not just for the purposes of viewing art, but utilising 
the premises as a recreational space after school and over the weekend. These variegated 
ways in which young people, some practicing their dance choreographies for school, others 
using the building as a photographic backdrop and still others reveling in the quietness of 
the JAG’s exhibition halls, is an indication of the many ways in which the community around 
the JAG find a moment for themselves, but also the ways in which they can help shape and 
define its roles. This, of course, is a reflection of the multiple ways we use and derive pleasure 
from gardens. They offer us a space for play, for solitude, reflection and reprieve from the 
temporalities and demands of city life. 

Fidecaro further suggests that the reclamation and contestation of gardening by subaltern 
peoples “radicalizes [the garden’s] conventional domesticity by exploring its continuity with 
personal memories and emotions connected with trauma, sexuality, and the body” (Fidecaro 
2006, 251). What Fidecaro’s remarks reveal is the domestic nature of gardening and the 
radical ways in which subversion of gardening’s conventional domesticities are possible. 
Moreover, the very idea of the JAG constituting a sphere of the domestic is a radical 
prospect. To think of the garden as a domestic space, is to think of it as dwelling place, a 

                                                
1 There are questions here of complexities a respectability politics that require engagement - 
particularly in relation to the modalities of an art gallery. While not unpacked here, they 
would be important in a broader modeling exercise. 



place that people can claim ownership of and, importantly, shape according to how they 
imagine it. This casts residents of the neighbourhood, along with the Chief Curator, as co-
gardeners, who if offered the opportunity, can grow the JAG into what they desire. Who 
better to reconfigure the JAG than people in the Joubert Park area.  After all, it is the 
gardener that plans their garden in advance, seeds and cultivates it accordingly, and in due 
time reaps the fruits or the garden’s intended gratifications.  

This reaping of fruits, and a conscious engagement with the future orientation of one's labour 
and its products, further serves as a potential point of entry for the Johannesburg Art Gallery. 
It has, up until this point, served primarily an audience of colonial interest, and an arts 
practice of that same legacy. The labour of the workers of JAG, has largely been alienated 
labour disconnected from their immediate benefit, or the potentialities of their labour for the 
benefit of their context. We ask, what can black gardening teach us about a reclaim of labour 
- from suburban alienated labour, to a practice of pleasure and productivity for the self and 
for the localised environment. For the JAG, this becomes a labour less inclined to the 
proclivities of bureaucracy and the cycle of exhibition openings, but rather a labour driven by 
the intrinsic value of its products. 
 
Closely related to this reclamation of labour is the potential for the radical possession of time 
through gardening and growing. Through gardening the human subject is required to yield 
to the behaviours and slowed temporalities of plant life. This, the time of plants, is one of the 
existential features of floral life Michael Marder examines in Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of 
Vegetal Life (2013). In it Marder argues that the time of plants can be understood in three key 
ways: the vegetal temporality of seasonal changes, the infinite temporality of growth, and 
finally the cyclical temporality of iteration, repetition, and reproduction. There is the vegetal 
temporality of seasonal changes, which concerns a move away from the hyper-speed of linear 
clock time and timeous-ness of infrastructure. Expanded and continuous time delivers the 
prospect of a shift in how museums typically conceive of their programming. The time of 
cyclical temporality further implies the various stages of a plant’s life throughout the year such 
as gestation, seasonal rest and retreat, as well as re-emergence and proliferation  – a season 
for everything.  
 
Museum buildings and collection are inherently infrastructures of time - of history and of 
perpetuity. However, in attempting to consider what might be done with the reluctant ruin of 
the Johannesburg Art Gallery we look not to the building, or the collection, which usually 
serve as the main point of contention and mourning in contemporary art circles. We consider 
rather, the in-between spaces, the lifehood within the JAG - of its staff, its "audiences"and its 



potential relational programming. We are interested less in the frameworks of architecture as 
buildings, and rather as infrastructures of social relations, places of engagement. In the 
framework of ‘people as infrastructure’ (Simone, 2004), we are interested in considering the 
interspaces, the often overlooked passages of green life that are scattered among people 
going about their everyday. Even more so, we are interested in the activity of people who 
spend their time in the in-between spaces, and commit labour and love to their growth. In 
particular, we are interested in what we might learn from black urban gardening as practices 
of deep affective spatial labour, often under quite challenging circumstances and out of a 
fraught historical paradigm. Ejaradini is a speculative exercise in modelling the potentials of 
the Johannesburg Art Gallery through an existing everyday practice. 
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