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Is anything more perfect on earth than a garden? 

I ask as someone who has come to appreciate gardens late in life, during the enforced solitude of lockdown, 
and without a scrap of the knowledge shared by those who know and nurture plants.

In a garden, there is balance as nowhere else, people and nature, human beings in—and of—nature. We can 
only work together to find where life will thrive and fulfil itself in beauty, accepting the myriad things over 
which we have no control. The climate, the seasons and the weather; the animals around, above and below 
us; the plants that will do what they will, perhaps with our assistance, perhaps not. Gardening teaches 
humility, if our hearts are open to learn.

During long, fearful months of confinement some were lucky to have a garden in which to rest and watch 
life grow, while we were in suspension. Others watched it in back yard pots or on a window sill: even a 
house plant changes through the days. More lessons for restless humans here: patience and care.

And anyone could hold on to the promise of a garden, like a seed or a bulb, life waiting to be released. The 
promise that spring would come back and, in the words of D. H. Lawrence,  ‘vindicate us against too much 
death’. The promise of sitting on a park bench to hear the wind in the branches, the snatches of passing 
conversations and children’s play, the occasional bark, and the birdsong.

Because that is the promise of a garden: to be welcomed home, without cares or obligations, not to do but 
to be, an equal part of the long unfolding of life. 

In this production, people who know something about life’s long unfolding have come together to create 
— what? A garden, of sorts, filled with flowers crafted with care by people all over Leeds. A garden of 
words, and stories, seemingly natural in their planting, though it takes artifice to seem so causal. A garden 
of artists, musicians, and performers. Some have been doing this for 50 or 60 years; others are stepping 
for the first time onto a stage. Each has something to bring, all of their own, and the garden would be 
incomplete without any of them. 

And so, as Leeds Playhouse carefully reopens its doors, we welcome you with the promise of a garden, a 
place to sit and enjoy the quiet spectacle of life unfolding, not for you but with you, at home here like all of 
us.  A little out of season, yes, but this is art, after all, not nature: we can make up things that are true. We 
promise you – quite literally – hundreds of years of living on this stage, we promise you beauty, kindness 
and healing, we promise you a garden—though perhaps not as you know it.  

François Matarasso, dramaturg
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WITH THANKS TO 
James Brining, Robin Hawkes and the dedicated production teams at Leeds Playhouse, including 
the scenic workshops, wardrobe, props, stage, sound and LX. Rachel Cooper and Ali Kaye at 
Leeds Older People’s Forum; Mark Hollander and Kully Thaiari at LEEDS 2023 and their teams and 
trustees. The Board of The Performance Ensemble CIC. Peepal Tree Press. University of Leeds. 
Yorkshire Dance.

WITH SPECIAL THANKS TO
the people across Leeds, Yorkshire and beyond who have contributed their stories and 
experiences and to those who have hand-made the 5,000 flowers to make our garden bloom, 
including the huge contribution from Hookers and Clickers, Nicola Down and Flockton WI. 

PRODUCTION FUNDED BY
Arts Council England, LEEDS 2023 and Leeds Playhouse

THE PERFORMANCE ENSEMBLE
creates art through the experience of age, for audiences of all ages. Our work is underpinned by 
a philosophy of ensemble, our belief in the value of lived experiences and that everyone has a 
right to participate in and to contribute to cultural activities. Some of us have trained and worked 
professionally as dancers, actors or musicians, others as teachers, nurses, scientists or textile 
workers. When we create together, we are all artists. Our next project with our partners at Leeds 
Playhouse, Leeds Older People’s Forum and LEEDS 2023 is ‘Bus Pass’; an epic production with 
1,000 participants for 2023. To find out more or get involved please visit:  
www.theperformanceensemble.com
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