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The life and career of Nikolai Vavilov – known as “the 
harvester of life” – is at the heart of this project, since 
it shows that unknown solutions from the past can 
still contribute to preserving the living. Finding origins 
and studying crops in situ – including their capacity to 
resist within their native environments – knowing their 
history and the context of their development, then saving 
the seeds not only in granaries or cold rooms but in the 
ground and in various climatic conditions... all this for the 
purpose of avoiding food shortages: such is the approach 
– and, to this day, a pioneering one! – of this “Darwin of 
the plant world”, too soon forgotten and who, by the sad 
irony of fate, died of hunger in one of Stalin’s prison in 
January 1943.

As readers discover these images, they can construct 
their own itinerary and answer their own questions, with 
latently proposed common themes running throughout. 
We think of the disappearance of biodiversity and the 
current ecological disaster, the loss of meaning in 
our relationships to nature, but also the strength of 
art, science and agricultural knowledge as means of 
inventing new possibilities. “This work was born out of 
my concerns”, says the author. “I feel the world is at a 
turning point in its evolution. What we call progress has 
turned out to be an obstacle to maintaining balance in 
nature, a threat to microorganisms, damaged by the 
use of chemicals – and yet, they are the foundations 
of life.” Returning to Outsider Art and its makeshift 
materials ultimately confirms the idea that one can invent 
something out of almost nothing. Concretely, Del Curto 
aims to convey another perspective on our civilization 
through its relationship to plants and asks this central 
question: “What do we take from the earth and what do 
we give back to it?”

Starting from an inclusive vision of the word “garden”, 
Mario Del Curto identified different chapters to 
guide his explorations: garden and science, urban 
gardens, gardens of the dead, garden and power, 
sacred gardens, modest gardens... But beyond these 
categories, when the eye travels today, scanning all these 
traces, a common gesture appears implicitly, a universal 
and archetypal gesture which resonates deeply in these 
uncertain times: “creating gardens”.

Feeding off of our knowledge, our ways of living and our 
beliefs, this activity has outlasted every era, sometimes 
leaving a trace for centuries. It can be witnessed when 
one creates a garden, but it can also be seen as a lifestyle, 
going beyond the delimited territory and the horticultural 
field proper.

Sow, study, wait. Observe, plant, understand.
Compose with life and let it take precedence over the 
result. Adorn, dream, feel. Cooperate. Find the “right 
balance between the small inner world and the vastness 
of the outside world .” 2 

Céline Muzelle, art historian

1 All quotes by Mario Del Curto and Werner Jeker are taken from interviews 
conducted prior to the exhibition Voyage Vers at the Ferme des Tilleuls in Renens 
(Switzerland) in May 2017.

2 These are the words of Brazilian landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx to whom 
the book Dans les jardins de Roberto Burle Marx, edited by Jacques Leenhardt, was 
published in 1994 (Actes Sud publisher, new revised and expanded edition in 2011).
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le lieu unique is happy to welcom you again. 
Due to the covid situation, some adaptation have been made so as you feel and stay safe during your visit.

– all visitors (except kids under 11) have to wear a mask inside the exhibition
– hydroalcoolic gel is avalable at the entrance and way out. Please use it as often as you need
– exhibition’s capacity is limited
– a route has been set up so as visitors don’t cross each other. Please follow the arrows on the floor
– kids are welcome, but they need to enjoy the exhibition calmly

“You love them too much!” said one detractor. In our 
conventional circles of art and entertainment, what could 
be more subversive than exhibiting these banditi dell’arte? 
The incongruity of their presence on museum walls 
shows the extent to which our culture still draws an entire 
swathe of the most radical and significant contemporary 
creativity from its ranks. For those who left school early 
out of boredom, Outsider artists were true masters. 
“It’s 100,000 stones on top of one another that hold 
together”, he exclaims, “improbable contours, poems 
from the beyond that are written on the walls, the 
materialization of inner worlds... These environments 
are the work of men and women who, through their 
sheer desire, willpower, sense of urgency, and necessity, 
managed to move mountains. Those who make such 
utopias a reality are possessed by an incredible life force.”

So why did he slow down his investigation of these 
mad visual pieces and unique artists to explore fields 
and urban gardens, plant biology laboratories and 
cemeteries around the world? By chance, weariness, or 
circumstance? No. If we go back to his oldest archives, 
not a week went by where he did not photograph nature, 
plants, mushrooms...

In fact, Humanité végétale had been long in the making; 
both in spirit and on the film in his camera, his images 
constituted a swatch of fabric that was constantly being 
woven. Graphic designer Werner Jeker, who has become 
an expert in telling their story, compares these images to 
a moving train: “We stop at a certain station. This story 
must come full circle at some point. But, for him, it never 
does.” The objective is to tell the grandiose story of the 
link between mankind and plants similarly to how life 
unfolds, with its share of unforeseen events, contrasts 
and contradictions, without demonstrating or lecturing 
too much – to let the light shine through better, as 
Michel Audiard might have said.

In this world, we can see human beings and situations 
that, at first glance, appear foreign to one another: an 
uprooted Sardinian woman painting her interior garden 
on the walls of her house; a contemplative scientist 
studying the self-defense mechanisms of plants in 
Lausanne; a Peruvian farmer finding nicknames like 
“Black llama snout”, “Old patched-up cap”, or “Child’s 
heart” for the three hundred and eighty varieties of 
heirloom potatoes he is resurrecting in the Andes; or a 
Japanese businessman walking down a long, straight 
alley lined with tall buildings all adorned with potted 
shrubs. These stories were never meant to intersect. 
Certain paths were never meant to be stories.

Without any hierarchical scale of importance, we 
discover the achievements of common men and 
more powerful agents, of scientists and artists, of 
farmers and agronomists, urbanites and rural folk, of 
pragmatists and dreamers. Here, a thirst for hegemony 
or a taste for pomp is expressed, there we find a small 
pocket of resistance, a source of creativity...
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After decades of photography, I’m once again 
finding what I like. 

This approach is the result of more than ten years of 
photography, but its true roots lie far deeper.
Perhaps we’d need to walk in the footsteps of the farmer 
I followed from a very early age, imitating his long strides 
in the freshly mowed fields early in the morning, in those 
nights spent under the stars, eyes lost in the Milky Way, 
awakened by the chill of dawn... Then, in my activism 
during the 1970s, defending organic farming, opposing 
nuclear power plants, and dreaming of a world that was 
more equitable – or simply equitable. Since the age of 
17, photography has never left my side. Nor has the urge 
for images that tell stories about humans, that record 
memories, that modestly ask questions.
After decades of photography, I’m once again finding 
what I like and I’m getting closer to my own thought 
process through this intuitive project and the books 
I have been reading – just like the zigzagging path of 
an explorer/photographer. When this project began in 
2008, the subject was simple: show the utopian gardens 
of past centuries and the people who created them, 
carrying thousands of wheelbarrows of garden soil and 
even more stones and pebbles to give an external shape 
to their inner worlds.

That very same year, it was announced that the Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault would open in Norway. Why do 
governments and large, wealthy foundations bother to 
safeguard the genetic memory of edible plants?
A PR campaign worthy of a science-fiction novel 
accompanied the inauguration. How could I connect the 
utopian gardens to a scientific project I find so intriguing? 
What are the common denominators? If there is indeed 
a scientific utopia, it is far removed from these gardens. 
This was precisely when the zigzagging began, due to all 
the things I’d been reading concerning the relationship 
between man and plants. A friend of mine introduced 
me to the existence of Vavilov Institute of Plant Industry 
in St. Petersburg, the oldest seed bank in the world. I 
immediately left for Russia. I was fascinated and decided 
to dedicate the first book of my project to Vavilov and his 
Institute, The Seeds of the Earth. 

From reading to reading, Humanité végétale was in 
perpetual development, like a great journey through the 
space and time of man’s relationship to plants. 
To tell this story in pictures, one must travel. I opted to 
limit myself to a simple photographic approach where 
one cannot see more than from the height of a human 
eye. Telling this story was an ambitious dream. It had 
to be only the story of a photographer’s journey who 
intuitively chooses his themes and places. With every new 
book I’d read, with every encounter, my horizon would fill 
with new desires.

After spending ten years exploring the world, from poor 
regions to gigantic cities, and the most sophisticated 
laboratories, I noticed that maintaining a balanced 
ecosystem was not just a concept or an idea fabricated 
by doomsday ecologists. Today, more and more people 
are more and more disconnected from their natural 
environment, from their origins, their roots. 

It’s as if there is a correlation between current social crises 
and the biological disturbance of the microorganisms 
that generate life.
Soon, not a single river will carve the arabesque of its 
own path. Everywhere, we are digging, straightening, 
aligning, scarring the earth’s crust, far from the first 
hunter-gatherers, who settled and surrounded their fields 
with fences to protect the crops upon which their survival 
suddenly depended.
The spatial and vegetal organization of humanity’s 
first settlements and cities also tells this same story. In 
England, there are the majestic parks: traces of a wealthy 
aristocracy that only opened their doors at the end of the 
nineteenth century so miners could be oxygenated during 
their one weekly day of rest. In Russia, it was the immense 
imperial gardens or the equally large contemporary ones 
created to the glory of the Soviet regime. In Africa, in the 
centre of a modest, dusty village square, a palaver tree 
may spread its shade for one and all to enjoy. In Italy, the 
furrows carved into the rock of Val Camonica, reveal the 
first known cadastral maps, over 6500 years old.

All these forms symbolically express the thoughts of an 
era, including in the megalopolises where two-thirds of 
humanity will soon pile up in the frenzied heart of cities 
built on interlacing tunnels, bridges, pipes, fetid gutters 
and daring architectural achievements made of glass 
and metal. 
In these cities, tiny islets of greenery will sprout – on 
a rooftop, at the base of a streetlamp. Clearly, this is 
only a band-aid on a deep wound – but it might play an 
important role in ecological awareness and a means of 
rediscovering our roots.

At the same time, in today’s high-tech laboratories 
performing genetic research on plants, scientists are 
detecting the invisible, writing the infinitely small, 
telling DNA, interdependent molecules and microbes 
to do better – and sometimes worse. Yet, there is still 
the patient knowledge of gardeners, attached to their 
piece of land, which they shape with their heart and feed 
with their experience. Crazier still are the gardens I call 
utopian: that expression of a person’s total inner poetry 
which, patiently, day after day, year after year, shapes 
undergrowth, a slope, or a garden, with the form of their 
inner world and dreams.
There are still forests – a world of archaic fantasies, of 
spirits and woodlands of moss, inviting you to lie down 
and sleep, of trees with secret branches, of mushrooms 
that help the planet breathe...
This work is an attempt to bring together all these worlds 
through a photographic mycelium, creating academic 
categories of plants that are botanical, agricultural, 
medicinal and ornamental.
 
In real life, there is no border – everything is 
interdependent from the subsoil to the cosmos.
Out of this long photographic journey, very simple 
questions emerge. What do we take from the Earth and 
what do we give back to it? Why and how is there earth on 
Earth?

Mario Del Curto

What do we take from the earth and what do 
we give back to it?

You can give Mario Del Curto a map, indicate strategic 
points to visit, people to meet, and events not to be 
missed. If he’s doing a reportage, you can be sure he’ll 
quickly divert his attention from the planned sites and 
look for every possible side road to find an elsewhere – 
to find a meaning or a vibration... an elsewhere which, 
sometimes, might be right next door.

Those who have accompanied him on his shoots know 
the unique way in which he captures life: “I’m like a 
marauder”, he sums up, “a nice, romantic thief. When 
I work, I no longer think. I feel neither cold nor rain. It’s 
like I’m possessed, in osmosis with what’s happening, as 
if things were waving at me, inviting me to photograph 
them.”1 That’s why at the Vidy-Lausanne theater – where 
he was the resident photographer for thirty years – the 
artists quickly forgot his presence on stage or in the room 
(which is hard to imagine when you know his size). “Once 
I receive this invitation”, he continues, “I create a meeting, 
a kind of tension between what emanates from the object 
and what it is, what emanates from me and who I am. The 
pleasure of the encounter is stronger than everything 
else.”

This intuitive approach evokes the craftsman who, 
knowing his materials, composes using them, like a 
musician at a keyboard. Moreover, Mario Del Curto never 
introduces himself as a “photographer” or “director”. He 
simply says, “I take pictures.” If you’re not careful, you 
might think this was just a pastime or a simple hobby. 
And yet, it’s precisely the exact opposite. For this Vaudois 
of Italian origin, born in a fairground in the heart of 
French-speaking Switzerland, photography is second 
nature. It hasn’t left him since he discreetly borrowed 
his father’s camera when he was twelve years old.

Photojournalism, visual art, documentary… it would be 
difficult to classify his pictures. Moreover, their status 
changes depending on the context and the cause 
he is defending. When works of art are exhibited in 
museums or galleries, they act as archives or research 
documents to be investigated. In truth, they are most 
often like civic and political manifestos because, 
from the very beginning of his career, this activist has 
viewed photography first and foremost as a record 
and a vector of thought. Being self-taught and having 
started with little, “a permanent field of learning and 
desire” eventually opened up to him. And thanks to 
this medium, he opposes, understands, denounces, 
enchants and reinvents the world every day.

One of his favourite subjects is Outsider Art, which he 
discovered in the 80s. It was like a shock to the system: 
in the margins, at the threshold of our ability to perceive 
them, these self-taught artists were making powerfully 
poetic works of dissension without history ever taking 
notice. For decades, he devoted his free time to them, 
taking their portraits as if they were the greatest film 
directors, revealing their most extravagant environments 
to the public.

(.../...)

Humanité végétale

The idea for this exhibition was born over a decade 
ago. After an initial experience of working with Mario 
Del Curto on the notion of “Mondes miroirs”, or “mirror 
worlds” – the personal and often extraordinary worlds 
of artists often referred to as “outsiders” – we have 
developed another project together on the theme of 
utopian gardens. Indeed, perhaps more than any other 
environment, gardens represent the human will to 
exercise control over Nature. 
Gardens are not sections of nature left to their own (wild) 
devices, but a fabricated milieu that is closed off and 
contained. Exploring gardens has therefore opened the 
door to exploring the impact of human beings on their 
environment. 
Mario Del Curto quickly pushed this door open, moving 
away from the initial commission, and encompassing a 
theme so vast that only an artist with his experience could 
possibly tackle it.

However, the question of gardens remains implicit here, 
since it is possible to imagine battling the dichotomy of city-
vs-nature by adding swathes of greenery to urban spaces. 
Gardens offer a response to some of current-day 
society’s greatest ills: the loss of direct contact with our 
original environment, the irremediable transformation 
of our ecosystem, climate change, and the depletion of 
energy resources, to name a few.

Furthermore, gardens remain fundamentally utopian 
because they reproduce a vast world – but on a 
manageable, administrable scale. Thus, botanical gardens 
– such as Nantes’ Jardin Botanique – bring together 
specimens that would normally not coexist in the wild, all 
on a small plot of land, and sometimes coming from all four 
corners of the globe.

Of course, an even higher aspiration guides the Vavilov 
Institute of Plant Industry, or the Svalbard World Seed 
Vault, both of which collect as many seed species as 
possible. Here, an encyclopaedic vision has led to hundreds 
of thousands of samples to be stored – a vision that is 
perhaps excessive and worrying at times, as if their mission 
was to rescue a part of all living things. The cloud of the 
coming catastrophe hangs low over their heads.

Gardens are de facto political. Mario Del Curto’s objective 
is never very far from sounding like an alarm – but one that’s 
never moralizing. As Candide famously said, the tenacity 
with which we cultivate our garden (as well our vision of 
nature) is simply a transposition of what we are doing to our 
environment, and to the society we live in.

Today, Del Curto’s method preaches a type of salvation 
involving a dual movement: preservation and imagination. 
His proposed utopia – with all the tension that any utopia 
must carry within it, where a grasp of reality meets a vision 
of the future – consists in reimagining the relationship 
between nature and humankind, by taking full responsibility 
for our impact on the Earth and reinvesting gardens with 
their metaphorical power. More than a temporary way-out, 
it offers a perspective that even the most disillusioned 
among us can both invest and believe in. For, whatever 
the future holds, the one thing is certain: our need to act.

Patrick Gyger, director of le lieu unique


