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Editor’s General Introduction
(Reprinted from Volume 1)

Historical overview

“Since at least the Romans,” writes an author of reference for both garden and
landscape history and word and image studies, “inscriptions have played a
variety of roles in landscape design and experience.”! In Pliny the Younger’s
letters (v, 6, 35), we read that gardeners of antiquity delighted in writing their
lord’s name, or their own, on boxwood hedges or in flower beds. The custom is
reported by Leon Battista Alberti in De re cedificatoria (ix, 4) and modernised in
the Roman humanist circles. The land acquired by Pomponio Leto near the
Quirinale in 1474 to host the gatherings of the Accademia Romana was adorned
with poetic inscriptions that, through the artifice of prosopopoeia, gave voice
to the statues placed in the garden. The compositions in honour of St Anne by
Johannes Goritz’s humanist friends, some of which were published in 1524 in a
collection entitled Coryciana, were instead hung on the trees in his garden near
the basilica of Maxentius and Constantine, modelled on the epigrams placed
on Plato’s tomb in the garden of the Academy. The fountains were also
decorated with poetic verses carved on cartouches, often dedicated to the
sleeping nymph, as in the Nymphaeum of Villa Giulia.?

From Rome, the custom of placing inscriptions in natural environments
spread to the rest of the peninsula, starting with Paolo Giovio’s villa in Como,
built from 1537 onwards; as attested by a painting from the following century,
made a few years before the site was demolished, the garden on the lakeshore
was adorned with inscriptions.3 The Sacred Wood of Bomarzo, inaugurated in

! John Dixon Hunt, The Afterlife of Gardens (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), 89.

2 Cf. Denis Ribouillault, “Hortus academicus: les académies de la Renaissance et le
jardin,” in Des jardins & des livres. Catalogue d'exposition (Fondation Martin Bodmer,
Cologny [Geneve], 28 avril - 9 septembre 2018), ed. by Michael Jakob (MétisPresses, 2018),
28-30; Id., “Introduction: ‘Atque inter silvas Academi quaerere verum’ — Early Modern
Gardens and the Academic Ideal,” in Gardens and Academies in Early Modern Italy and
Beyond, ed. by Denis Ribouillault (Brill, 2025), 13-15. See also Claudia Lazzaro, The Italian
Renaissance Garden (Yale University Press, 1990), ad vocem ‘Imprese in gardens’

3 Cf. Eugenio Battisti, Iconologia ed ecologia del giardino e del paesaggio, edited by
Giuseppa Saccaro Del Buffa (Olschki, 2004), 9-10 footnote 6.
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1547, still partly preserves, carved on its fantastic architecture, the quotations
of literary figures such as Dante, Francesco Petrarca and Ludovico Ariosto,
among others.* Outside Italy, in Konigsberg, present-day Kaliningrad, in the
1630s the composer Heinrich Albert founded the Kiirbishiitte, an academy
named after the custom of engraving poetic compositions on the gourds
(Kiirbis in German) that grew in the founder’s garden.’

With the advent of André Le Noétre and the diffusion of the French garden
model, the attribution of meaning to gardens is mainly accomplished, as Eric
T. Haskell has written, through an “iconographical voicing,” i.e., the elaboration
of iconographic programmes that tend to banish the use of inscriptions.® The
latter return in the English gardens of the eighteenth century, from that of
Alexander Pope at Twickenham to that of the Marquis de Girardin at
Ermenonville, studded with quotations from Rousseau, crossing the watershed
between the “emblematic gardening” of the beginning of the century and the
“expressive gardening” that characterises the decades after 1740.7

Once again excluded from Capability Brown’s projects,? nature inscriptions,
a genre illustrated in the eighteenth century by Mark Akenside, William
Shenstone (creator of the Leasowes garden) and Thomas Wharton, are taken up

4 Cf. Horst Bredekamp, Vicino Orsini e il Bosco Sacro di Bomarzo. Un principe artista ed
anarchico, original photographs by Wolfram Janzer (Edizioni dell’elefante, 1989); Anatole
Tchikine, ed., “Bomarzo between history and myth,” special issue, Studies in the History
of Gardens & Designed Landscapes 41, no. 2 (2021).

5 Cf. Leonard Forster, “Meditation in a Garden,” German Life and Letters 31 (1977): 27-29.
6 Cf. Eric T. Haskell, “Reading Eden’s Riddles: Words in the Landscape, Texts in the
Garden,” in Art and Science in Word and Image. Exploration and Discovery, edited by
Keith Williams et al. (Brill, 2019), 157.

7 Cf. John Dixon Hunt, The Figure in the Landscape. Poetry, Painting, and Gardening during
the Eigtheenth Century (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979). On captioned landscapes in
the seventeenth century cf. Monique Mosser, “La Réunion des arts est dans le jardin,” in Le
Progres des Arts réunis 1763-1815. Mythe culturel, des origines de la Révolution a la fin de
UEmpire? Actes du Colloque international d’Histoire de I’Art, Bordeaux — Toulouse, 22-26 mai
1989, edited by Daniel Rabreau and Bruno Tollon (Editions William Blake & Co., 1992); Ead.,
“La littérature au miroir d'Hortésie au temps des Lumieres,” in Jakob, Des jardins & des
livres; Jean-Louis Haquette, “Le texte dans le paysage. Réflexions sur la pratique de
l'inscription dans le jardin paysager du Xvii® siecle,” Interfaces — Image, texte, langage 11-12
(1997), https://www.persee.fr/doc/inter_1164-6225_1997_num_11_1_1098; Michael Jakob,
Ermenonville (Editions de I'Tmprimeur, 2002); Sophie Lefay, LEloquence des pierres. Usages
littéraires de linscription au XvIir® siecle (Classiques Garnier, 2015), 58-65.

8 Cf. Dixon Hunt, The Figure in the Landscape, 220.
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by the Romantic poets: famous in this regard are William Wordsworth’s Lines
left upon a Seat in a Yew-Tree. In the hands of the Lake Poets, however, the
naturalistic epigram evolves into an autonomous composition, detached from
the genius loci.? Another blow to the presence of inscriptions in natural settings
comes from the privilege granted by modernism to media purity,!° so that we
have to wait until the mid-twentieth century for writing to resurface in gardens
designed by Ian Hamilton Finlay, among others.!!

An equally ancient, but even more continuous story has the presence of
writing in gardens in China, which, as Yolaine Escande writes, gives the natural
environment “its soul, its meaning, its scope.”!? As proof of the cross-cultural
significance of the phenomenon, literature in the Sinhala language, one of Sri
Lanka’s official idioms, originated with the inscriptions on the Mirror Wall, a
mighty rock formation within the Sigiryia site.'3

Beginning with the Roman de la Rose,'* Western literatures sometimes depict
captioned landscapes (we will return to this designation later), even in illustrated
form, as in Francesco Colonna’s Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (1499), which
established the canon of Renaissance garden aesthetics. The episode of the loves of
Angelica and Medoro in Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso (1516) also propagates
among painters, as Rensselaer W. Lee has reconstructed,'® the custom of carving
the names of lovers on trees; Thanatos, rather than Eros, is referred to in the other
topos of writing en plein air, the Et in Arcadia Ego. In the garden described by
Erasmus of Rotterdam in Convivium religiosum (1522), the voice of plants is
conveyed through inscriptions; like those, taken from the Bible, that appear on the
walls of the caves described in Bernard Palissy’s Recepte véritable (1563).16

9Cf. Geoffrey H. Hartman, “Wordsworth, Inscriptions, and Romantic Nature Poetry,” in
Id., Beyond Formalism: Literary Essays, 1958-1970 (Yale University Press, 1970).

0 Dixon Hunt, The Afterlife of Gardens, 89.

11 Cf. 1d., Nature Over Again: The Garden Art of Ian Hamilton Finlay (Reaktion Books, 2008).
12 Yolaine Escande, “Jardin et écriture en Chine,” in Jakob, Des jardins & des livres, 19
(unless otherwise indicated, translations are mine).

13 Cf. Divya Kumar-Dumas, “Reading Architecture in Landscape: Visitor Reflections at a
Mirror Wall (Sigiriya, Sri Lanka),” in Art, Architecture, and the Moving Viewer, c. 300-1500
CE: Unfolding Narratives, ed. by Gillian B. Elliott and Anne Heath (Brill, 2022), 120-121.
14t Christopher Lucken, Le Roman de la Rose, in Jakob, Des jardins & des livres, 136.

15 Cf. Rensselaer W. Lee, Names on Trees. Ariosto and the Arts (Princeton University Press,
1977).

16 Cf, Koji Kuwakino, L'architetto sapiente. Giardino, teatro, citta come schemi mnemonici
tra il xvi e il xviI secolo (Olschki, 2011), 123-126.
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This exciting and timely collection of essays on ‘captioned’ landscapes, i.e.
inscriptions in natural environments, does what its title promises:
through an ecomedial approach, it opens inspiring new ways of thinking
intermedial networks beyond the human and across centuries and
cultures. As the editor Marco Maggi in his illuminating introduction
explains, captioned landscapes have the potential to trigger
transformative encounters between the human and non-human world.
The impressively wide range of articles analyze captioned landscapes
from antiquity to the present day and from Europe to Eurasia, thus
kindling a profound literary discussion of captioned landscapes as a
specific, yet under-researched intermedial phenomenon. As a notable
intervention in the vibrant scholarly debates of intermediality and
ecomedia, the two volumes of this essay collection will no doubt enjoy a
wide readership.

Prof. Dr. Gabriele Rippl
University of Bern, Switzerland

These two volumes explore historical and contemporary dimensions of
textualized—or textualizing—"‘captioned” landscapes, ranging from
gardens and nature parks to land art and other ‘geo/graphies.’ Editor
Marco Maggi’s thoughtful Introduction provides an inspiring point of
entry, and the contributing authors enrich contemporary intermedial
studies while extending ecocritical and environmental thought in fresh
directions. The proposed “ecomedial turn” clearly merits careful, creative
elaboration and sustained critical engagement.

Prof. Dr. Jorgen Bruhn
Linnaeus University Centre for Intermedial and Multimodal Studies,
Sweden

This very learned book is a treasure of high academic standard. Path
breaking it offers a new take on ecocritical theory dedicated to gardens
and landscapes, allying studies on the human and non-human
intermedial studies, relying on strong references and former works by
scholars specialising in intermediality and cross-disciplinary exchanges.
It also pertains to comparative literature in its broader sense as



«captioning»—a well-defined term—Iandscape is a fine example of
associating and combining media. It is also wide-ranging in its cross-
cultural approach as it includes various civilizations and practices such
as the Chinese one, and includes the historical perspective of garden
studies.

It is a far-reaching book which might appeal to museum curators,
historians and garden students. One of its kind, it is so stimulating and
far-reaching due to its intrinsec qualities by its earnestness and
genuiness, offering a new way of renewing literary studies dedicated to
ecocriticism and ecological mores.

Liliane Louvel
Emeritus Professor
University of Poitiers, France

"Captioned Landscapes. Intermedial Combinations Beyond the Human"
brings together fascinating essays on the interlacing of words and things
in landscapes and gardens from ancient China to the present day. With a
useful introduction by editor Marco Maggi, this book makes a significant
contribution to literature on intermediality as a theoretical tool for
understanding the complexities of spaces that are simultaneously
material and immaterial, whole and fragmented, and represented and
experienced. Drawing on careful analysis of significant case studies and
genuine theoretical ambition, this collection will appeal to readers and
scholars from various disciplines who are interested in a multidisciplinary
approach to gardens and landscapes.

Prof. Dr. Denis Ribouillault
Département d’histoire de I'art, de cinéma et des médias audiovisuels
University of Montreal, Canada
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