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Caleb Leech, The Met Cloisters 

Hortus Conclusus: The Medieval Garden 



How The Cloisters Came to be

Main points

Main points



The gardens set the tone and cultivate 
a deeper understanding of medieval art



The Cloister Garden 

To create the 
appropriate 
setting for the 
contemplative life 

A place of retreat 
(simplicity and 
decorum) 

A medieval 
pleasure garden



Topic of slide

Main points

Main points



Paradise Enclosed: 
The Medieval Imagination

Millfleur Cloister

The Unicorn in Captivity



The Medieval Teaching Garden

400 +/-

species

Sources: St. 

Gall, 

Capitulare, 

Hortulus

Cloisters’  

Objects

Medieval 

works



Organization

Medicine 

Household

Vegetables

Magic and 
ritual

Craft plants

Brewing 
plants

No single use, 
virtually all 
used in 
medicine



Examples from the Medieval Plants collection



Bitters and Brews

Audience 

engagement



Interpretation

Didactic talks, 
publications and 
blogs 

(In Season, Now at 
the Met, The 
Medieval Garden 
Enclosed)

Plant records and 
labels



Global Middle Ages
Connectivity & accessibility

European Middle Ages 

resonance with traditional 

cultures around the world

Galenic medical traditions 

& trad. healing systems i.e. 

Ayurvedic or Chinese

Medieval cuisine 

(elevation of spice) 

a la Middle Eastern &

Indian cuisines



Boyce Tankersley

Chicago Botanic 

Garden

Medicinal Plants Hiding in 
Plain Sight





Chicago Botanic Garden 

Living Plant Collections

No medicinal garden

“best adapted plants to the 

upper Midwest”

“national collections of 

conservation importance”



CBG Overview Continued

Baptisia, Geranium, Quercus, 

Salix, Spiraea, Viburnum.

Regional and international wild 

collected plants.

Small tropical, subtropical and 

arid conservatories.

Display gardens use many 

seasonal plants.



Data sources and recording



Plant Names Table

49,018 taxa recorded since 1972 
(includes annuals)

21,072 taxa had one or more 
medicinal properties

Formal pharmacopeia

Botanical literature

Online data from a number of 
sources, WebMD, etc.



Living Plant Collection

Entire Collection:

13,500 taxa currently living

2.7 million plants

Medicinal plants:

6,217 taxa (46%)

113 plant families

744 distinct locations

637,307 plants



Discussion

46% of living plants and 

42% of all of the plants ever 

grown 

reputed to have one or more 

medicinal properties.

Have (latitude and longitude) 

so a map could be produced, 

if needed.



Garden Guide 

for Visitors



Conclusion

Many plants with medicinal 

properties – in the broadest 

sense – were identified.

Data sources for medicinal 

properties included peer 

reviewed publications & online 

resources.

The difference between a 

poison and medicine is 

dosage.



Can You Spot the 

Medicinals Hiding in Plain 

Sight?



Cindy Newlander 
Denver Botanic Gardens

Medicinal Plants: 

interpretation & public interaction



Current Projects

2017-2019

Medicinal Hillside 
Garden 
development

Children’s Garden 
bilingual signage

Gardens 
Navigator online 
interpretive tour 
2018

Herbalism 
Certificate 2019



Medicinal Hillside Garden

Previously a non-
accessible hillside

1800 square feet

126 taxa on inventory

Mix of commercial 
sources and Index 
Seminum



Bilingual Interpretive Signage

Originally printed in 

English

Translation by 

professionals – don’t 

use Google 

Translate!

Creating initial text 

was time-

consuming for these 

“action oriented” 

signs with images 



Online Tour & Interpretation

Horticulture Intern 
Project summer 
2018 - “Medicinal 
Plant Tour 
Researcher”

Goal: to create a 
Gardens 
Navigator tour of 
medicinal plants 
throughout York 
Street



Online Tour & Interpretation

Integrated stories, history, recipes and videos

Highlighted 28 species throughout  the York 

Street Gardens

http://navigate.botanicgardens.org/weboi/oecgi2.

exe/INET_ECM_DispTour?TOURCODE=MEDICINAL

http://navigate.botanicgardens.org/weboi/oecgi2.exe/INET_ECM_DispTour?TOURCODE=MEDICINAL




Herbalism Certificate

350 Hour Certificate
75+ medicinal plant 

species

200 classroom hours over 7 

months
Tinctures & Cordial Making

Herbal Allies for the 

Digestive System

Plant Identification

Hiking & Wildcrafting/ 

Making Herbal Remedies



Herbalism Certificate
350 Hour Certificate
100 extra-

curricular/homework 
activity hours
Reading, home herbal 

preparation, case studies
50 hours of work 

opportunity/volunteering
Internship, volunteer at 

DBG or elsewhere in 
community

https://www.botanicgardens.org/
education/adult-
programs/herbalism-certificate-
program

https://www.botanicgardens.org/education/adult-programs/herbalism-certificate-program
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What we grow and why
Teaching, Research & Outreach



What we grow and why
"Teachable moments”



Interpretation – Public Website
http://florawww.eeb.uconn.edu/



Interpretation – Public Website
http://florawww.eeb.uconn.edu/



Interpretation – Backend Tools
Automatic Signage Generator -
Standard



Interpretation – Backend Tools
NFC Signage Technology – What it is



Interpretation – Backend Tools
NFC Signage Technology -
Implementation



Interpretation – Backend Tools
Automatic Signage Generator -
Customized



Visitation – Scavenger Hunts
Guided Tours vs Self Exploration



Visitation – Scavenger Hunts
Guided Tours vs Self Exploration



Visitation – Scavenger Hunts
http://florawww.eeb.uconn.edu/keyword_hunt-
pollination.html



Visitation – Scavenger Hunts
http://florawww.eeb.uconn.edu/keyword_hunt-
pollination.html



Visitation – Scavenger Hunts
Scalability



Every plant has a story to tell 
Plants are cool too!



Chelsea McKinley
United States Botanic Garden



Growing Under Glass In The 

Mid-Atlantic

Hot humid 
summers

Glass limits light 
transmission

Tropical and 
temperate 
species planted

Other species 
displayed 
temporarily



Plants of Value 

Education over Aesthetics

Species vs. Cultivars

Is the species 
recognizable?

What is the story of this 
species?

 How does it add to the 
story of your collection?





Phone tour



Interpretation



New Interpretive Master Plan 

Signage

Story: 12 x 16 inPlant Highlights: 

5 x 7 in 
Big Idea: 16 x 30 in



Plant Highlights



Story Signs



Big Idea 

Signs



Tours!



Questions?

Caleb Leech
 Caleb.Leech@metmuseum.org

Boyce Tankersley
 btankers@chicagobotanic.org

Cindy Newlander
 NewlandC@botanicgardens.org

Clinton Morse
 clinton.morse@uconn.edu

Chelsea McKinley
 cmckinle@aoc.gov

mailto:Caleb.Leech@metmuseum.org
mailto:btankers@chicagobotanic.org
mailto:NewlandC@botanicgardens.org
mailto:clinton.morse@uconn.edu
mailto:cmckinle@aoc.gov

