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Derek Jarman’s Garden at Streatham 

A queer and unusual journey in using horticulture to find queerness in the most hostile of places. 

By Ella Harding 
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From Sunny Dungeness – Greetings! 

The Dungeness landscape is an unusual place, though technically a beach no one would ever visit it as a 
place of relaxation. The sky seems to have a perpetual grey tinge to it, even on the hottest day of summer. 
The Nuclear Power station looms ever present, far larger and far too close than one would ever hope. This 
unnatural human-made monstrosity taints all time spent outside with a sense of dread. The landscape is 
largely unpopulated punctuated only by the occasional abandoned boat or dilapidated fisherman's hut. Yet 
despite this it is a sight of great conservation research for its variety of plant and animal life. It is also here 
that one will find Derek Jarman's Prospect cottage. 

Michael Collins suggests that ''[h]is name has become synonymous with the place and his later diaries are 
dominated by it.' (22), it is not a place that one would usually wish for their legacy to hold onto, but it is one 
that many are incredibly glad that he does. Jarman himself has noted his own friends 'laughed at my idea 
of a wilderness Garden.' (Jarman 4), where the idea of Jarman's foray into the natural world is a surprise. 
Both Jarman and Dungeness are an unusual place for this creation of abandoned man-made objects and 
the natural world. It is here at both Streatham and Dungeness that 'You've discovered Modern Nature.' 
(Jarman 8) 
 

Page 3 

An Explanation 

Derek Jarman's Garden at his home of Prospect Cottage in Dungeness may seem a strange pick for a 
piece of research about Streatham Campus, it is after all 245 miles away. What is the connection, I hear 
you ask? Well I guess it is myself. I, too, come from around 245 miles away. I first discovered his home on 
my commutes to my ex-girlfriends house, though it was a detour, his house was essentially the mid-point 
between our two homes. I did not know at that point who Derek Jarman was, only that my Mum had gone 
to his exhibitions in the nineties. Yet he is heralded as one of the great queer icons of my area, despite the 
fact that he was not born there. Derek Jarman is a renowned queer filmmaker, writer, artist, set designer 
and gardener. Despite being a film student, it is his writing on the garden that I first read and so enchanted 
me. It is this work that you can find here in Streatham, in the Bill Douglas Cinema Museum. All flowers, 
and many more can be found both here at Streatham and at Jarman's Garden at Prospect Cottage. 
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PANSY 

Viola tricolour, heartsease, tickle-my-fancy, love in idleness, or herb trinity. The juice of it in sleeping 
eyelids will make a man or woman dote upon the next live creature they see, if you would have 
midsummer's dreams. A strong tea made of the leaves will cure a broken heart; for our pansy is an 
aphrodisiac, its name, pensée, I think of you. If it leads you astray, don't worry: the herbal says it can cure 
the clap; for 'it is a Saturnine plant of a cold slimy viscous nature ... an excellent cure for venereal 
disorder'. 

In the old days pansies were virgin white, until cupid fired his bow and turned them the colours of rainbow. 
Of one thing you must beware: picking a pansy in the first light of dawn, particularly if it is spotted with 
dew, will surely bring death of a loved one. Was the pansy pinned to us, its velvety nineteenth century 
showiness the texture of Oscar's flamboyant and floppy clothes? 



Jarman, Derek pp. 45-46. 
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There is a long history of queer people using flowers as a symbol of their queerness, from the term pansy 
utilised as a slur to refer to gay men, to the embrace of the previously disparaging term 'Lavender Menace' 
of the Lesbians of the seventies. 

On the other hand, there is a note of irony and dismay at the fact that the pansy, and the flamboyance of 
Wilde are automatically connected to the gay. This irony comes from Wilde's rejection of the natural. In 
Wild Things Halberstam suggests that 'Wilde's work makes clear why [he rejects nature]. To the extent 
that the newly formed regime of heterosexuality staked its claim to dominance on the bedrock of the 
natural, the homosexual must invest in all available antinatural terrain.' (Halberstam, 16-17). Yet Wilde's 
rejection of the natural is through the homophobia that deems the homosexual unnatural, therefore by 
embracing Wilde's connection to the natural, there is a desire to add the queer back into the natural that 
homophobia outcast from them. 

The flower, particularly the pansy, has been used to connect queer folks throughout history and space. 
Nature and plant-life due to their wide reach can be used as a way to find a connection to queer figures 
even in places where that would not otherwise be possible. Through the Pansy that can be found here in 
Streatham, we can find a lineage of queerness, across time and space. 
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BLUEBELL 

'The Bluebell, Hyacinthus nonscriptus, is the hyacinth, son of the King of Sparta, whose sparkling blue 
eyes and jet black hair enflamed Phoebus Apollo, whipped Zephyrus into a frenzy of desire; but the boy 
loved the sun god best, causing the wild west wind to seek terrible revenge. One day as Hyacinth and 
Apollo were playing quoit in a whirlwind and smashed the boy's beautiful face, killing him. Grief-stricken, 
Apollo raised the purple flowers from the drops of blood on which he traced letters ai ai, so his anguish 
would forever echo through the spring. 

Whenever you walk in a sunny bluebell wood, remember it is the heart of a passionate love. It is 
dangerous to kiss there, as the wind sighing in the branches will want to blow you and your biy apart. Your 
love may wilt and die quickly as the flowers you pick, your hands will be stained with blood. 

- Derek Jarman, Pharmacopoeia: A Dungeness Notebook. Penguin Random House. pp. 40 
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HYACINTH 

The common bluebell is not the only name that the flower goes by, but is instead also it is a part of the 
Hyacinth family. As Jarman's writing details, the name comes from the tragic murder of Hyacinth by his 
lover, the God Apollo. The name of the flower continues to hold the tragedy of the queer individual. 

The Bluebell therefore stands as an embodiment of the queer suffering that has taken place throughout 
time. Yet through this tragedy being remembered. Much of Jarman's discussion of his flowers is tinged 
with tragedy, the ideas of kissing in a bluebell field will automatically lead to being swept apart. The 
bluebell therefore becomes a metaphor for a homophobic society that desperately tries to separate queer 
individuals. 
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Forget-me-not  

"Egyptian seers placed the flowers of forget-me-nots on the eyes of intimates to bring dreams; the flower 
was sacred to Thoth, god of wisdom. 



There are many stories about the name. As a child I often wondered why 'forget-me-nots'? Surely it is 
because this beautiful blue flower is so retiring you could easily miss it." 

- Derek Jarman, Pharmacopeia: A Dungeness Notebook. Penguin Random House pp. 54 
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BLUE 

Jarman uses colour throughout his work, from his book Croma, but his film Blue is the most famous of his 
work. A film in name only, Blue shows only a blue screen for the entirety of the run time, specifically 
International Klein Blue. Before making the film, Jarman had become blind, and it was blue that was all he 
could see. The film instead consists of four narrators, including Jarman himself. One part tells the story of 
Blue, another the daily struggle of Jarman with AIDS, another his fantasies. 

International Klein Blue is not a natural pigment. It is not something that can be found in nature. Yet 
however, neither supposedly are queer people. Though the blue is meant to be able to mirror the 
experience of Jarman's blue-blindness, yet we will never be sure if that colour is exactly the same. 

Blue after all is not called International Klein Blue, it is called simply Blue and therefore encompasses all 
shades of Blue. The forget-me-nots colouring similarly is never universally powder blue, some are closer 
to purple, others almost hold no colour at all. Yet they all remain forget-me-nots. This is similarly the most 
beautiful thing about the queer community, none of us are identical, even those that are a similar shade of 
blue. Forget-me-nots also work as an instruction not to forget, just as Blue instructs us not to forget the 
horrors and the lives of those with AIDS. 
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The Scarlet Poppy 

“This is a poppy 

A flower of cornfield and wasteland 

Bloody red  

Sepals two 

Soon fallings 

Petals four 

Stamens many 

Stigma rayed 

Many seeded 

For sprinkling on bread 

The staff of life 

Woven in wreaths 

In memory of the dead 

Bringer of the dead 

Bringer of dreams 

And sweet forgetfulness." 

 

- Derek Jarman. Pharmacopeia: Dungeness Notebook. Penguin Random House, pp.89-90 
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POPPY 

Poppies are well known for continuing to sprout even in the most barren of landscape. Within British 
mythology this has most commonly been used as a symbol of war, or the armistice. Jarman even used it 
in his own film War Requiem, noting that 'I filmed last year's poppies with a bee hovering over them and 
put the shot into war Requiem. Poppies have sprung up in many of my films: Imagining October, 
Caravaggio, The Last of England and War Requiem.' (Modern Nature 8). Clearly the Poppy has had a 
clear impact on the art of the queer artist. 

While the Poppy is not commonly used as a queer symbolic flower in the same way that the lavender is, 
its ability to grow anywhere surely is queer. The poppy can work as a symbol of the queer ability to grow 
anywhere. So, despite homophobia, transphobia and a desire to eradicate queer visibility, queer people 
will continue to grow in the most hostile of environments. 

Yet the Poppy also has another symbolic meaning. The Poppy seed itself can be used as an opioid, and 
within the queer classic, The Wizard of Oz (Jarman had a painting in his house, depicting his own house 
being swept away by a tornado), the poppy field is used to lull Dorothy to sleep. Though like the poppy the 
Queer community will continue to exist even in the worst circumstances, we cannot be lulled into 
complacency by this knowledge, we must continue to fight so we can grow anywhere. 
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'Copies Sent to the Art Minister: 

Dear William Shakespeare. I am 14 years old and I'm queer like you. I'm learning Art. I want to be a queer 
artist like Leonardo da Vinci or Michelangelo, but I like Francis Bacon best. I read Allen Ginsburg, 
Rimbaud. I love Tchaikovsky. If I make Films I will make them like Eisenstein, Pasolini and Visconti. 

Love From Derek. 

- Letters to the Minister, Queer, Manchester City Galleries, 1992 
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Jarman's paintings appear to be very far from nature. Stuart Morgan suggests that 'For Jarman, […], 
painting constitutes aggression.' (8), this anger can be seen through his paintings. They are far from 
beautiful and are far from the still lives that are depicted in Caravaggio. They are brutal slashes of red, 
yellows, brown and blacks. These paint colours are all dashed over homophobic newspaper articles. They 
depict the brutal anger in a homophobic society. One of these paintings is addressed to the art minister. 

The Paintings list of artists and filmmakers, and writers are all taught here on Streatham, like Jarman 
queer individuals can find themselves throughout the campus, tucked in syllabus', the library and even the 
archives. Jarman himself has found himself added to this list of artists. 

However, the newspaper that is painted over reads 'Pornography Found in Schools', though this article is 
taken from the height of Section 28, it is not all that different from the newspaper headlines we see now in 
the era of library book banning over thirty years later. 

Though this painting aggressive plastering of yellow, reds and browns seem entirely unnatural, these 
colours can be seen across campus. specifically in October. They are the colours, of death, decay and 
tragedy. 
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