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Funding for Transformation
In 2020, Outset Partners awarded their prestigious £150,000 
Transformative Grant jointly to Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh 
and Serpentine Galleries, London, to realise two projects – Climate 
House and Back to Earth respectively – that would challenge the 
most urgent global issue of the time, climate change. This award 
has played a role in allowing Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh to 
reimagine Inverleith House as a gallery for the 21st century, ignite 
a new arts strategy across the Garden and to highlight RBGE as a 
visionary institution within the Climate Crisis.

Cover Image:
Golden Monkey 
by Lisa Roet at 
Climate House. 
Image courtesy 
Neil Hanna

“ Climate House was launched 
during the pandemic. In a time of 
many challenges and uncertainty, 
the project became a symbol 
of the urgent re-thinking 
now being demanded within 
the organisation. Staff were 
reminded of how restorative 
and healing the Garden could 
be for visitors, as a space for 
wellbeing, rejuvenation and 
contemplation of nature”
—   Emma Nicolson, Head of Creative Programmes, Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh
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A New Art Manifesto for the  
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh
The Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh was established in 1670 
during an era of famine, plague and witch trials, by two physicians 
Robert Sibbald and Andrew Balfour. Their vision was to create a 
garden that would supply the apothecaries and physicians of 
Edinburgh with medicinal plants to help improve the wellbeing 
of the people of Edinburgh. Now, centuries later, the vision is to 
transform Inverleith House in the Garden into Climate House - an 
institute for ecology at the edge, reconnecting the gallery both 
to its roots as a centre for medical innovation and its future as a 
hub that will promote the synergy between art and science as we 
face one of the most significant challenges of the 21 century.

Both the climate crisis and the coronavirus pandemic demonstrate 
to us in the most vivid way that we live in a biological network 
where everything is connected. Patrick Geddes, a famous 
generalist, town planner, conservationist, and ecologist, appointed 
Assistant in Practical Botany at Edinburgh University in 1880, 
was based at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. His poignant 

Daniel Fernández 
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Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh ▶
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words, from a 1919 lecture, were instrumental in the conception 
of a new future for Inverleith House Gallery and inspired the 
Botanics manifesto for the arts entitled By Leaves We Survive.

“How many people think twice about a leaf? Yet the leaf is the 
chief product and phenomenon of Life: this is a green world, with 
animals comparatively few and small, and all dependent upon the 
leaves. By leaves we live. Some people have strange ideas that they 
live by money. They think energy is generated by the circulation 
of coins. But the world is mainly a vast leaf-colony, growing on 
and forming a leafy soil, not a mere mineral mass: and we live not 
by the jingling of our coins, but by the fullness of our harvests.”

“But growth seems slow: and people are all out for immediate 
results, like immediate votes or immediate money. A garden 
takes years and years to grow – ideas also take time to 
grow, and while a sower knows when his corn will ripen, 
the sowing of ideas is, as yet, a far less certain affair.”

Patrick Geddes, 1919

Annalee Davis, 
As if the 
Entanglements 
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Not Matter: Bread 
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2019-2020. Photo: 
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Art as a Beacon for Change
When indoor cultural venues were closed due to Covid 
restrictions, it was fortuitous that one of the signature works 
in Climate House show was sited on the exterior of the building, 
visible from sites all over the capital. The 10m high sculpture - a 
giant inflatable Golden Monkey - by Lisa Roet, depicts a newly 
discovered yet endangered species of primate, the snub-
nosed monkey. The work could be appreciated on many levels 
- delightful, impressive, instagrammable, but also sobering. 
The monkeys’ high mountain forest habitats in China and 
Myanmar are disappearing largely because of human activity. 

The work acted as beacon, reminding us that we all need 
to act, and now, to prevent further ecological disaster. It 
also gave us an artwork for audiences to enjoy exploring 
together, as people began to spend more time outdoors.
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Working with Artists
In autumn 2020 Inverleith House was re-opened to the public, 
marking its transformation into ‘Climate House’ with Florilegium:  
A gathering of flowers, an exhibition including works by 
contemporary artists Lee Mingwei, Annalee Davis, Wendy McMurdo 
and Lyndsay Mann alongside over 40 established botanical artists.

Taiwanese-American artist Lee Mingwei’s artwork 
Invitation for Dawn was an elegant and engaging 
solution to the challenge of social distance. 

“ I was thinking about how I could share my projects with 
visitors without them being physically there, and sharing a 
gift between strangers in the form of a song was the obvious 
one because it’s not a physical sharing but more emotional”
— Lee Mingwei, Artist

Sonic Blossom, 
2013/2020, 
Installation view at 
Lee Mingwei: Li, Gifts 
and Rituals, Gropius 
Bau, Berlin © Gropius 
Bau. Photo: Laura 
Fiorio ▶
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“ It was stunning and beautiful and the best thing I’d done 
for weeks. I wish you could see the smile on my face”
— Audience response

Barbadian artist Annalee Davis’s suite of drawings As If The 
Entanglements Of Our Lives Did Not Matter included two family 
portraits that reference her mixed Caribbean heritage and 
six drawings on ledger pages, grounded in the history of the 
plantation system. Davis’s works featured plants such as Vervain, 
Bread and Cheese, Common Sow Thistle, Lady Palm, and Paw-
Paw examples of which were exhibited from RBGEs Herbarium. 
Through Davis’s work narratives of plant collecting, colonised 
peoples and countries intertwine, demonstrating how the 
entanglement of plants and humans did, and do, matter. 

Annalee Davis, As if 
the Entanglements 
of our Lives Did 
Not Matter: Ivy, 
2019–2020. Photo: 
Daniel Christaldi ▶

For Florilegium the “sonic gift” of a song was delivered to 
individual visitors by a live one-on-one encounter with a 
classically trained opera singer via Zoom. Audience feedback 
demonstrated a gentle and poetic engagement with 
artistic practice and performance at a time of need. 



CLiC Connect and Activate 2020-2021 has been 
made possible with the generous support of:

Conclusion: Gathering Art and Science  
Together to Imagine a Better Future
The promise of Climate House is that through Inverleith House’s 
proximity to the world of plants, the Botanics’ associated 
scholarship and incredible global networks, we can rethink the 
role of an art institution in the age of Climate Crisis. Inverleith 
House sits within a constellation of plants and science. Now 
more than ever we need to be pooling our knowledge and 
resources, gathering together the arts and sciences to imagine 
the possibilities for a better future and making that happen. 

Climate House projects are curated by RBGE Head of 
Creative Programmes Emma Nicolson and are guided by 
the organisation’s new manifesto for the arts By Leaves 
We Survive. RBGE would like to thank Outset Partners for 
the Transformative Grant that supports this project.


