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Looking at Alice Aycock’s drawing from 1986, The 
Garden of Scripts (Villandry), is a magical experience. 
When I first saw this piece from across the gallery, my 
somewhat passive stance as an observer gave way to 
intrigue, and I seemed to enter the piece—to experience 
it not as a drawing but as a landscape. 

The work is axonometric—a measured drawing that 
pops up walls in 3-D. The image depicts a fortress 
encompassing a series of walled gardens. My training in 
landscape architecture has prepared me for this imagery, 
and I begin my analysis by mentally comparing what I 
see in this drawing with other medieval monastery 
gardens I’ve seen in tapestries and paintings. These 
walled gardens were intended for protection—to keep 
food and medicinal plants secure from marauders and 
available during a siege—as well as to provide some 
climate control and season extension (for instance, by 
growing fruit trees near hot, south-facing walls, more 
fruit could be grown for longer). Interestingly the walled 
gardens in Aycock’s piece do not have gates or doors. 
Does this mean that my impulsive desire to walk through 
the gardens is being denied? 

Within the garden rooms, we see characters from many 
different languages—Roman, Arabic, Hebrew, Chinese, 
Sanskrit, Aztec, and more—reminiscent of clipped 
hedges and topiary, plants pruned into shapes. Such 
manipulation of plant material traditionally creates 
order: each plant in its place. Who could imagine 
creating forms such as those Aycock includes here out of 
young plants, pruning them year after year to create 
complex letters and symbols? How many gardeners 
would be needed to maintain this order, this false sense 
of control over nature? 

As I look at Aycock’s drawing, I allow myself to flip-flop 
between considerations of the letters as letters and the 
letters as topiary. My loyalty to the Latin alphabet leads 
me in search of letters that I might recognize, though I 
have to admit that the Arabic letters create much more 
interesting forms with their curves and fluidity. The 3-D 
letters start to morph into other shapes: I see people 
eating or working at a factory, an RV, a dragon. The 
garden imagery takes over as letters transform into 
sculptures, columns, and hedges. I begin to “walk” 
through the garden, and the spaces between the letters 
become the places I occupy. 

With this drawing, Aycock presents a humorous riddle. 
It is a drawing of letters, and as I typically string together 
letters to make words, I naturally try to find meaning in 
this assembly of letters. Yet instead I find myself 
transported into an imagined environment. I cannot 
read anything in the letters, but I experience them 
physically, tangibly. I wonder if Aycock meant for this 
piece to be about humanity’s limited ability to 
communicate: indecipherable languages trapped within 
walls. The fact that this conceptual limitation is conveyed 
in the very way that landscape architects communicate 
design ideas introduces an additional dimension of 
intrigue. It shows how hubristic it is to think that 
drawing a landscape schematic as we do is somehow 
clear and objective. When we draw plans like this one, 
are we representing plants or are the images in fact texts 
to be read? And do these representations “read” across 
different cultures? Aycock’s drawing is indeed a 
pleasurable quandary.
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