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Abstract

The relationship between objects and landscape is complex, ambiguous and mutually destructive. The widespread use of the term “landscape” and the continuing search for a definition is proof of how difficult it is to grasp the articulated connections between objects. 
The focus on these relationships is central to the practice of landscaping, where several individual parts come into a visible unity, as a continuous interplay between the seen and the hidden, the real and the imaginary. Sprouting from Bernard Lassus’ research behind the work of unknown masters, our research group formed by investigators of several countries seeks to recover the spirit of imaginary gardens around the world. Claude Lévi-Strauss considered Jardins Imaginaires, the essay published by Lassus in 1977, a new field in demo-ethno-anthropological studies. The suburbs of Paris offered true imaginary gardens in narrow spaces between houses and gates or painted on the walls of the houses. Our research emanates from this assessment.
INTRODUCTION

The aim of this contribution is to inscribe Bernard Lassus’ concept of “inhabitant landscaper” (forged in 1977), i.e. the worker who, as a spontaneous artist, shapes his allotment, models his limited space of greenery into an “imaginary garden”, within a broader episteme of vernacular artistic practices and to interrogate the aesthetic and social value of these productions. The fact that these phenomena are attested all around the world, gives us the legitimacy to express the need of cataloguing and mapping them. Purpose of our investigation is to rehabilitate these popular practices and to offer them the threefold recognition they deserve: in art history, in architecture, inside the cultural institutions. Moreover, the “inhabitant landscaper” could be related with existent research fields which are concerned with spontaneous creations: 
(1) Outsider Art in Finland, especially the ITE (i.e. self-made life) collection of contemporary folk art, hosted by the Renlund Museum in Kokkola, which has purchased works by artists such as Veijo Rönkkönen (born 1944) who has lived all his life on an isolated, small farm in eastern Finland, Parikkala, where he has quietly built a garden inhabited by nearly five hundred human figures made of concrete, his private carnival, a portrayal of his personality. One of its administrators, Raija Kallioinen, Arts Manager of the Union for Rural Culture and Education, has organised in Paris an international conference “Curating Outsider Art” with Thomas Röske, from the Prinzhorn Collection, on May 15-16, 2014, eager to look for ways to mediate between artists and curators in this field. 

(2) In Italy let us mention a group active in Sicily, in the wake of Eva di Stefano, author of an essay entitled Irregolari (2008) and who organises a conference in Palermo in april/may 2015; in Torino, the group “Costruttori di Babele” (Babelbuilders) under the auspices of Gabriele Mina, is an Association for Cultural and Social Promotion, which investigates about fantastic architecture and irregular universes realized, in Italy (but also in France and the US), by “masons of the imaginary”, unknown autodidact artists who dedicated several years of their life (outside the art world, beyond convention or market) to build a personal universe: a total work, a visionary castle, a garden of sculptures or mosaics, coloured and inventive sceneries, weird, incongruous, but unique. Their anarchic geographies are always at the border of accumulation and collapse, made of stone, cement, recovered material. The website of the “Costruttori di Babele” intends to document these constructions (in Italy), thanks to the indications of “babelic correspondents”. They make an inventory of all types of special installations or appropriation of space through graffiti, writings, murals, but also of collections or sceneries inside the house. The scope of the association is to recognize, curate and valorise cultural, artistic and anthropologic expressions on the territory excluding official artists or commissioned works (for ex. the Tarot Park by Niki de Saint-Phalle or the Sacred Forest of Bomarzo). Nevertheless, these Finnish and Italian groups struggle with the dialectics between, on the one hand, the need of an audience for these creations, their touristic or commercial plus-value and, on the other hand, the difficult status to grant to these objects, recuperating them perhaps too easily in the field of outsider/raw art or art of the insane.  

Bernard Lassus’ “inhabitants-landscapers”, on the contrary, maintain a specificity that deserves a special attention. Their products don’t have the vocation to enter in a museum, they have to remain ephemeral, and they can’t be considered as art object since they exist only as displayed in their everyday environment. “Curating” them can happen only through a profound respect of their anthropologic peculiarity and cultural eccentricity.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The concept “inhabitant landscaper” was the result of an enquiry started in 1967 for the General Delegation of Scientific and Technical research in the north of France and the suburban fringe around Paris. Lassus discovered that the gardens were mostly invested by symbolic objects between the fence or the gate and the façade of the house: “The inhabitants dispose of a surface between the fence and the façade, i.e. a garden” (Lassus 1977: 22). The fence is the first vertical plane, the important constitutive element of the landscape of the road. It is a kind of vestibule which leads to the house, a transition between outside and inside: “The fences prepare the passage from ‘less to more inside’, or, on the contrary, from ‘less to more outside’” (Lassus 1977: 58). When the horizontal plane is too reduced, “the inhabitant landscapes his façade in a vertical garden” (Lassus 1977: 50). Since industrial revolution, architecture gives priority to the inside of the habitat at the expense of the outside, of the inclusion in a context, so that it cuts the inhabitant from a sphere of exchange with his neighbourhood. Lassus suggests, by contrast, reconsidering this need to invest the outside. The famous ethnologist Claude Levi-Strauss recognized in 1974 this research field as a new domain that he called “demo-ethno-anthropological studies”. One of these self-made creators of “imaginary gardens” exploiting the façade is Charles Pecqueur (fig.1), miner of the coal basin of the Nord-Pas-de-Calais, who transformed from 1963 on the village of Ruitz of which he was mayor in a magic landscape, but most of them remain anonymous. Besides, “inhabitant landscaper” and “landscape” are coextensive as in the definition given by Lassus: “The formula ‘inhabitant-landscaper’ derives from inhabitants who pay more attention to the elaboration of relations, thus of landscapes, than to the objects” (Lassus 1977: 137). After the publication of his book, Lassus reconstitutes several of these gardens for the 1978 exhibition Les singuliers de l’art at the Modern Art Museum of the City of Paris.
We would like to measure the calibre and the repercussions of the concept “inhabitant landscaper” listing some characteristics emanating from it.
Landscaping

Landscaping (as a transitive verb) appears as an intervention on the place, a performative practice, which shapes the landscape. Lassus calls it the practice of the “inflexus”, or distortion, for example by mineralizing the garden, a way of domesticating (from domus), adapting the nature to the house, privatizing it, but also a tactic to leave an imprint, a signature of himself on the environment, to confiscate it. 
Lassus himself conceives landscape as a place to be shaped, showing that nature is always infused by culture, by artificiality. During his project for the park Baia dei Pini at San Mauro Cilento in the south of Italy, he was shocked by the view of a discontinuity between the white spots of local stone framed by the dark green of pine trees from Alep. Knowing that the Greek world was polychrome, he had the ambition to paint the façades, to vegetalise them. But the authorities didn’t understand him (cf. Capone 2011). In other occasions, as for the Hanging gardens for the headquarters of the Colas Company at Boulogne-Billancourt, Lassus cleverly interwove natural and artificial landscape constructing metal trees to offer an escape from the busy carriageway. The result is a kind of multicoloured artificial oasis with natural sound effect of falling water on a waterwall. The roof garden is treated as a “théâtre de verdure”, a real contrast to the commercial world below. The achieving of the Hanging Gardens of Colas, beyond nature and culture, asked some time to be accepted. 
Analogously, Jean Dubuffet’s project of building a huge “Summer Salon” for the working men of the Renault Company also at Boulogne-Billancourt, a habitable work of art, the simulacra of a treelike landscape with a basin, all in epoxy (plastic resin) painted with polyurethane, has been rejected although the installation aimed to illustrate the technical performance of the company. The realization would allow to 300 persons to sit down and to be sheltered from the gazes, the sun, the wind, the rain. But on the pretext of waterproof problems, the construction site was buried under a layer of grass. Reshaping a place is always susceptible of stigmatisation.
Façade as face of the self
The façade is a vehicle for popular expressivity, a surface, “support”, calling for an intervention, “apport” (Lassus 1977: 16). The architect Pierre Boudon compares the façade with a natural organism. In a wall you can have alveolus, niches (concave) but also peduncles and blisters (convex), “extrusion” (fig.2).The inhabitant landscaper, “through its ornaments, tries to divert from its official arrangement the façades bestowed with uniform abstract and repetitive geometries” (Lassus 1977: 50). The façade is a frontier between private/domestic space and public space. 
Erving Goffman, in The Presentation of the self in Everyday Life (1959), issuing from the “interactionist” movement of the School of Chicago (school of urban sociology and research into the urban environment combining theory and ethnographic sociology, emerging during the 1920s and 1930s, later on famous for its symbolic interactionist approach, focusing on human behaviour as determined by social structures and physical environmental factors), puts also the emphasis on the façade. The core of Goffman’s analysis lies in a dramaturgical approach of social interpersonal exchange, between performance and life. In daily life interaction, as in theatrical performance, there is a front region where the “actors” (individuals) are on stage in front of the audience and where they strive to present themselves positively. There is also a back region or backstage that can be considered as a hidden or private place where individuals can be themselves and set aside their role or identity in society. Goffman cites the example of a hostess inviting people to a dinner: she will take care of her appearance, her personal façade (face, word, gestures, costume) and of the domestic scenery (putting fresh flowers). The lounge and the dining room are the front region; the kitchen is the back region where the hosts can release. In the word façade you have the idea of saving, maintaining face, making a good impression. 
We could consider the garden as a similar setting which is constructed of a stage (the road as public space) and a backstage (the house as private/intimate space). As the actor is being watched by an audience, the garden is being watched by the passers-by or neighbours.
Façade as decorated shed
The architectural façade is a place for symbolic and semiotic investment. Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, in their Learning from Las Vegas (1977), a treatise on symbolism in architecture, argue that all architecture is either what they call a duck or a decorated shed (fig.3) which represent, as it is suggested, two conflicting ways of conveying meaning, forms-in-space, on the one hand, symbolism-space, on the other hand. Venturi inspires deliberately from the vernacular, the kitsch reality, the low culture (the ugly and the ordinary) of Las Vegas to digress American architecture from widespread modernism as to meet the need of symbolic communication from the citizens. Studying the commercial Strip and in particular the role that signage plays in giving sense and providing order to the landscape, they discover a Strip full of decorated sheds, where architecture is seen as a symbol in space (lighting, signs – heraldic or physiognomic –, billboards, iconography, even vulgar mannerist or baroque extravaganza) rather than a form in space. As advocates of the decorated shed, the authors propose that by studying and adopting the tactics of commercial strip buildings and signs, architects could enrich the symbolic content of post-modern architecture. The Strip is architecture of communication over space, achieved through style and signs. This is a unique condition in comparison to “enclosed space,” which architects are more familiar with (Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, etc.). Venturi defends architecture based on style and image, on the vernacular, “architecture without architects” which mixes high and low art, the sacred and the profane. The treatment of the exterior of a building as a whole is aesthetically significant, even if purposefully ugly and boring. Each sign possesses symbols borrowed from another era, and made its own. The Renaissance is full of decorated sheds. The Renaissance piazza was heavily ornamented with mixed-media symbols. Similarly, the billboards that line the highways of Vegas, are inspired from the Roman triumphal arch, sharing the same propaganda dimension, the same heterogeneity.
The other type of architecture, the duck, inspired by a duck-shaped duck restaurant in Riverhead, Long-Island, is a building that has so reduced itself in importance in comparison to its sign that it has actually become the sign. According to Venturi, most modern architectures are basically un-admitted ducks. Amidst the many ducks, the ordinary and ugly architecture does not look ordinary anymore, it looks extraordinary. 
The lesson from Las Vegas is one of challenging orthodoxies and changing our paradigms of what is visually and politically acceptable and desirable. Ventury learns us also to see the worker men’s garden as a decorated shed, a place for unbridled expressivity.
Articulation between object and environment
The objects valorise one another mutually, enter in a “framework”, get their essence from their positioning. The inhabitant creates horizontal continuities, “mineralizes his garden to facilitate the continuity between the street and the house” (Lassus 1977: 58), with cement or schist slabs, and vertical continuities, for example through the building of low walls between the house and the street. He operates with “delayed contrast”: “deferment of one of the features of an element in the element which is the closest to their common limits” (ex. red colour). This practice is already observable in the castle of Versailles, where the pruned trees interpose between the castle and the forest. Between the pruned tree and the edifice, we notice a contrast of material (vegetal/mineral) but a similarity in geometrical form. Lassus also evokes the “common denominator”, one or more features spread over the whole set of elements, as a motive, a pattern, but also the eclectic use of the realms: mineral, vegetal, animal, natural, artificial. This is due to the fact the inhabitants recycle materials, recuperate “nature” through “culture”. Jouannais (1993) adds another observation: the worker class’ scruples against the non useful, the futile. Jouannais argues that the wheelbarrow repainted in vivid colours or covered with mosaics and transformed in a flowerpot risks to become a bauble, a decorative element and to abandon its utensil value, so essential in the popular working class. Hence, the inhabitant provides the ornament with an alibi: the utensil doesn’t swing to the shameful vanity of the trinket but exists as a floral arrangement. Besides, he supplies it with a garden gnome who “uses” it (fig. 4).  
 Lassus insists furthermore on the miniaturisation and the immeasurable, i.e. contraction-expansion of the space, real or imaginary, a microcosm (reduced image) which suggests a macrocosm, “the faculty of expanding beyond the real surface” (Lassus 1977: 130), “to blow up the few square meters of the little garden in areas infinitely wider than their real surfaces” (ibid.), for example, using small flowers to suggest flowers at a normal scale. “The stag and the doe ‘are the forest’ which doesn’t exist anymore” (Lassus 1977: 131). The concept of the immeasurable leads to the “the imaginary incommensurable” (ibid.). Landscape is a hypothesis of the gaze on our environment. It refers more to the invisible than to the visible.
Topiary

The fanciful and fictive dimension of imaginary gardens pushes us to establish a parallel with topiary, at least its popular equivalent, starting from the hedge as the simplest form. They share the same features: (1) skills, patience and a steady hand for clipping and shaping shrubs or creating objects; (2) miniature landscape (the word derives from the Latin topiarius: ornamental landscape executed outdoors or fictive (!) in frescoes, at its turn deriving from the Greek topos, place, at the origin of the word topiary); (3) universality of the practice: topiary has been practised in China and Japan with equal rigor, but for different reasons, willing to achieve an artful expression of the “natural” form of venerably aged pines (Chinese penjing and Japanese bonsai); (4) the vertical feature provided to flat-patterned parterre gardens whether in geometrical forms or sculptural zoomorphic designs; (5) the link between gardening, sculpture and architecture (“architectural topiary”); (6) the dialectics between culture and nature, the artificial (craftsmanship) and the natural: “It may be true, as I believe it is, that the natural form of a tree is the most beautiful possible for that tree, but it may happen that we do not want the most beautiful form, but one of our own designing, and expressive of our ingenuity” (James Shirley Hibberd, 1871) – likewise, the fact that topiary can be susceptible of portable usages with a shaped steel wire frame (as in Disneyland) is a way to divert nature from its origins to sprout out of the ground; (7) the garden as an object of mockery: let us mentions the famous satiric essay on “Verdant Sculpture” that Alexander Pope published in The Guardian, on 29 September 1713, with its mock catalogue descriptions of “monstrous” tonsures: Adam and Eve in yew; Adam a little shattered by the fall of the tree of knowledge in the great storm; Eve and the serpent very flourishing; the tower of Babel, not yet finished; St George in box; his arm scarce long enough, but will be in condition to stick the dragon by next April.

However, the difference between topiary and imaginary gardens lies in the social context. Since its European revival in the Renaissance, topiary has been seen on the parterres and terraces of gardens of the European elite, whereas the imaginary gardens concern more cottage gardens or allotments.
CONCLUSIONS

Summarizing, we could see the work of Lassus as still relevant since it concerns a popular symbolic and semiotic medium able to express creativity and to have a bearing on its environment. Theory and practice must be intertwined: we should unveil and not define the landscape, carefully examine the places at work, between the single element and the universe in which it is nestled. We also have to consider the aesthetics and the ethics of the landscape. Massimo Venturi (2006) talks about “critical landscape”: the portrait of the action of man within his possibilities. Lassus helps us to discover the sublime in the small amateur productions, urban or suburban horticulture as an authentically democratic work of craftsmanship. 
What should be done next is to go beyond the local and think in a global manner. Similar imaginary gardens exist around the world. They should be archived in an electronic database, a zone map which shows where these gardens are clustered, for example garden dwarfs linked to German folklore (elves, gnomes, trolls, goblins) or Japanese mythology (tanuki, spirits of the forest, protectors and guardians), etc., without any museification ambition, respecting the ephemeral and contextual nature of these productions. Hence, maintain a trace of a fleeting object would be our purpose. Only cataloguing can preserve these works as a sanctuary of demo-ethno-anthropological practices, and avoid the risk that these “local curiosities” disappear after the dead of their artifices. Moreover, stratification (local archives) should be taken into account as Bernard Lassus demonstrated in Le Jardin de l’antérieur, 1975.
Lassus’ legacy could finally be edifying in three domains. The concept of “inhabitant landscaper” tackles issues of art history, architecture and cultural institutions, and should therefore have threefold recognition: by art historians (cf. Stéphane Bann 2014); by architects and town planners who have to safeguard this breach to the outside of the house; by the cultural institution: for example the gardens reconsider architecture, deal with ethnological issues, etc. Our inhabitants landscapers need an audience but no commercialisation; they don’t even gain from being regarded as outsider art, whose curators mostly think in terms of classical exhibition formats, cutting the object from its context. To testify of the relevance of these imaginary landscapes, we need further members with a cross-disciplinary expertise, and capable of developing tools to directing public policies and urban planners. We could call it committed poor horticulture.
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Fig. 1. Charles Pecqueur, Popeye, in Lassus 1977: 135.
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Fig. 2. Boudon 2013: 104.
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Fig. 3. Venturi and Brown 1977: 31, 98, 99.
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Fig. 4. Le Creusot, 1977. Small dwarf-gardener with wheelbarrow; broken earthenware tiles, in Jouannais1993: 46.
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