FIGURE 6. “Shugden Gompa.” From Kingdon-Ward, A Plant Hunter in Tibet.
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be returned as new scarves and gestures of friendship. Playing the game by his
own rules, Kingdon-Ward did return them, ridding himself of both the scarves
and the friendship they represented. This return was countered with the gift of
the sword, which he parried, blunting it in his account.

Exchanges of words were even more crucial for moving the expedition along.
Once it passed the end of the well-traveled road from Yatung at Gyantse, the
expedition relied entirely upon passing travelers, monks, and villagers for in-
formation about the route ahead. Between the lines of Kingdon-Ward’s diaries,
Tom and Sunny Jim are busily at work querying these passersby. Yet when
Kingdon-Ward mentions these crucial exchanges, it is to denounce them as un-
reliable, contradictory, or useless: “Just below Tsetang remains of an iron chain
bridge, broken. Ferry working here instead. . . . Enquiries about the road elicit-
ed contradictory stories. At first they said no road by the river to Trap, then con-
ceded that there was, but not beyond. Then said there had been a river path only
last year, but an earthquake had destroyed it and killed 100 men at Trap; we are
going there anyhow to see.”6?

He always went to see, but the route had nevertheless to be prefigured in ex-
changes of words before it could take material form through walking and writ-
ing. On previous expeditions the maps of the India Survey often limited the
need for such exchanges, but the maps of this region were incomplete and out-
dated. The voices of passersby exerted a claim upon him, for he had to listen in
order to move, but it was a claim he repeatedly and strenuously denied.

It was a well-worn orientalist trope, of course, that the language of Britain’s
colonial subjects was both unreliable and excessive. Kingdon-Ward liked this
trope, for it solved the problem of how to evade the claims of the voices of this
landscape’s inhabitants. In other texts, he deployed it in tight relation to racist
caricature to present a vision of “Asia” as a world where babble, excessive,
meaningless, and ineffective, flows over the landscape like water. Thus, at a
market in Lijiang: “Across the lake was an open meadow surrounded by booths
and here a motley crowd had assembled. There were sallow-cheeked Chinese
traders, fair-skinned Moso in pleated skirts, tall Tibetans from Chung-tien
[Zhongdian], lanthorn-jawed Lisu with hooked noses, and round faced Minchia
come out of the west, arguing, expostulating, pleading, bargaining, as Asiatics
do.”63

It was a spectacle: picturesque, interesting, even restful, as he made clear a
few pages later, when he let the river Mekong itself add its voice to this Asiat-
ic cacophony ... it is a fascinating pastime to sit and watch all these ever-
changing tricks of the gamboling, shouting, Mekong waters, their voice rising
in the summer, and dying away to a whisper in the winter as the red mud sinks
out of sight, and the water reflects the blue of heaven.”®* He wished that spo-

62 Tbid., 23 Apr. 1924.
63 Francis Kingdon-Ward, Mystery Rivers of Tibet (London: Seeley, Service, and Co., 1923), 23.
%4 Tbid., 39.
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ken language could always remain thus, an inconsequential babble, a feature of
the land itself, compelling no dialog, exerting no force and no appeal.

It is not just exchanges with the landscape’s inhabitants that are rigorously
controlled. Even dialog with his companion, Cawdor, is excluded: the 1924 di-
aries contain only a single snippet of such dialog, in Sikkim, a few days before
the expedition reached the frontier. (“A specimen of our conversation. “What
does Lepidote mean?’ ‘Covered with scales!” ‘Oh! Like a fish!””’%%) Within Ti-
bet, Cawdor is very rarely mentioned, and his voice is never heard. Indeed,
human voices of any kind are almost never directly present in these diaries.
Voices are an intrusion in this relentlessly visual world; they break up its con-
tinuity by threatening to put the observing subject in the position of having to
answer. Itis telling that when Kingdon-Ward mentions the animal analog of hu-
man voices, it is frequently in association with physical disability, often a tem-
porary collapse of his powers of vision. Croaking crows bring on blinding head-
aches; dogs are heard barking after the power of sight melts away: “Yak dung
fire smoking abominably—thawed us, but our eyes melted at sight of it. Every-
thing smothered under a film of fine ash, like Pompei. Dogs bark at us in every
village.”6%

These are traces of a disciplined series of exclusions of history, exchange, di-
alog, and voice, through which the world was constituted as an extended, un-
layered, visible surface, over which this solitary and monadic observer made
his way. They are unusual traces: the bulk of Kingdon-Ward’s diaries follow his
footsteps across this surface, practicing absorptive wandering on the far side of
the imperial horizon as I have already described. It was not that perception came
first and then writing: not that writing merely represented selected elements of
the perceived world according to the rules of a style or genre. As Kingdon-Ward
wrote each day’s walk, he was teaching himself how to see the world—culti-
vating, as he would put it, his “eye for plants”—and as he walked, he was al-
ready writing, already finding, in each new step and each new plant, the words
that would move his writing along. The instrument of this process was the steel-
nib pen, the analog, in memory, of the walking body, the friction-laden contact
between nib and paper concentrating perception down to a single register: the
eyes carried across a resisting topography of plains and gorges. The pen was an
instrument of perception, and as the field of perception to which it gave access
was purely visual, it was an optical instrument.

REVISING (PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE SEA)

Eye better, much less pain, but it wasn’t much service for seeing. Everything blurred.
Started out at 11 and went down the gully—the one daily walk of Tsela Dzong. Took
photographs of Cassiope and Rhododendrons.®”

65 Kingdon-Ward, diaries, 20 Mar. 1924.  ©° Ibid., 18 Apr. 1924.
7 Tbid., 29 May 1924.
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To distill pure perception out of its social field in one direction was to open up
this solitary experience to a dense social terrain in another. While Kingdon-
Ward kept his diaries to himself, he wrote them always with an eye to turning
them into prose for others—Iletters home to his mother, sister, wife, and daugh-
ters; plant lists and botanical descriptions for his syndicate subscribers and sci-
entific patrons; and, most prolifically, articles and books for a growing public
readership. As much as possible, revision erased the body from the process of
perception. The few references to bodily fatigue, illness, disability, and want
that remain in his diaries disappear from the articles and books. Sounds and
voices—the noxious crows and barking dogs, the birds that wake him up too
early—disappear as well. At the same time, everything shines more brilliantly:
in his books Kingdon-Ward turns the technique Elaine Scarry calls “radiant ig-
nition” up to fullest luminescence, giving over the landscape more completely
to the visual sense.®® Finally, especially in his later books, the alternation of
moving vegetation and walking body that I have characterized as absorptive
wandering, while not disappearing altogether, is radically altered.

In the final week of June 1924, Kingdon-Ward and Cawdor, with their men,
porters, and stores, had made their way from Gyantse, up the Tsangpo, over the
Tang La, down the Rong Chu to its confluence with the Tsangpo, up the latter
river again, and to Doshang La, a pass that led south toward Pemako. The ex-
pedition camped at the foot of some cliffs below the pass, and Tom and his men
built a log bridge across the stream by the camp, cutting a path through the
Rhododendron brush to give the two Brits access to a boggy valley that led up
to the pass.®® As always, Kingdon-Ward’s diary writing about this walk alter-
nated between steps and sights: the movement of the walk, flowers sighted, and
repeat.

June 24. Camp Beehung Doshang La. An amazing day, we climbed up the avalanche
following the valley west of the Beehare Doshang La. . . . [strikeouts in original] Short-
ly after, on the alpine turf and rocks we caught sight of a blood red creeping Rhodo with
very large flowers, lying prone; it proved to be sanguineum, (I think) [marginal note: re-
sembling R. repens] and a wonderful sight it was. On the rocks also were two species of
Diapensia, a salmony pink one and a sulfer one. We now climbed out of the valley, which
higher up was full of snow, up a steep alpine slope, and so on to the ridge, where scrub
Rhodos grew knee deep—masses of rose pink ‘Lacteum,’ and creamy yellow ‘Souliei’
with an occasional ‘Cardorensis.” However, the going on the ridge soon became better.”®

Revision expanded this tentative, peripatetic text, with all of its climbing and
wading, and all its uncertainties about the names of places and flowers, into a
full-voiced optical drama. In The Riddle of the Tsangpo Gorges, written from
this diary, four and one-half pages take the pair from avalanche to ridge, the
high point being the sight of that blood-red creeping sanguineum.

8 Elaine Scarry, Dreaming by the Book (New York: Farrar, 1999).
%9 Kingdon-Ward, diaries, 25 June 1924. 79 Ibid., 24 June 1924.



468 ERIK MUEGGLER

Once, when gazing across the torrent to a steep grass slope, I pointed out to my com-
panion some brilliant scarlet leaves which formed a pattern on a rock; and he, taking out
his telescope, looked at them long and carefully. ‘“Why,’ said he, at length, ‘they are not
leaves, they are flowers; it’s a Rhododendron, I believe.” ‘What!” I shouted, almost seiz-
ing the glass from him in eagerness; and gazing as he had done, I realized that he was
right. They were flowers, not leaves—flowers of vivid scarlet flaming on the rocks.
Straightway we tried to cross the torrent, but finding that impossible, continued up
stream to a dangerous-looking snow bridge; this we might have risked crossing, so great
was our anxiety to reach the prize, but at that moment we observed another blaze at our
feet, and there was Scarlet Runner as we called it [the sanguineum of the diary entry],
laced to the rocks. For a minute we just stared at it, drunk with wonder . . . [my empha-
sis].”!

A spot of color sighted at the end of a pointing finger, sighted again, twice,
through a telescope; the rest of the passage describes a struggle to bridge the
void between body and thing that optical technology brings into being—and
then erases, for in the end, no dangerous crossing is needed, and the flower,
speaking its own name, lies right at their feet.

Photography was exceptionally important to Kingdon-Ward. Each of his
books and many of his articles contain a few photographs, and when still naive
about the penurious world of publishing he dreamed of including a hundred
photographs in a single book.”> He carried a long-focus Y4-plate camera on all
of his expeditions—or rather one of his men carried it, in a steel box slung over
his shoulder with a leather strap. Along with the camera came a tripod, boxes
of heavy and delicate four-by-five-inch glass slide negatives, and bottles of
sodium sulphite, sodum carbonate, pyrogallic acid, potassium bromide, sodi-
um hyposulphite, and acetic acid, as well as a ruby lantern and an assortment
of trays for developing. Kingdon-Ward spent a great deal of time selecting
“views,” setting up camera and tripod, waiting for the right conditions of light
and weather, and, when his subjects were human, cajoling or tricking them into
enduring the camera.

Only a few exposed plates could be carried at a time, in plate holders that
protected them from light. For this reason, and because the equipment was so
heavy and tricky to set up, nearly all photographs were taken on excursions
from a base camp rather than in passage. Photography was fundamentally
sedentary, performed in those periods when the party settled in for a stay, ar-
ranging their things about them, as in July 1934, when they arrived at Shugden
Gompa: “I had my boxes brought in and arranged along the fore walls. My table
and chair were set up by the window, with the camp bed alongside. Field-glass-
es, compass, thermos flask and camera were hung from pegs. Lastly my flower
presses and stacks of drying paper were piled in the center of the room against
a square wooden pillar, supporting the ceiling. The bare room now looked hab-
itable, or at least inhabited.””3

71 Kingdon-Ward, Tsangpo Gorges, 100.
72 Kingdon-Ward to Isaac Bailey Balfour, June 1915, RBG, Edinburgh.
73 Francis Kingdon-Ward, A Plant Hunter in Tibet (London: Jonathan Cape, 1934), 134.
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In each of the places he inhabited—tents, houses, temples, monasteries—
Kingdon-Ward set up a dark room. There, glass plate negatives were dipped in
a developing bath, dipped again in a fixing bath, immersed for an hour or two
in water, clipped to strings hung across a room to be air dried, then filed away
in envelopes bearing negative numbers, captions, and exposure data. Finish-
ing—making prints and lantern slides—waited until the return to England,
where the negatives were turned over to a professional photographer. The walls,
tables, chairs, windows, and courtyards that made photography possible also
accommodated two other activities: arranging and labeling seeds and speci-
mens and revising diaries to write letters and begin books and articles. Glass
plates labeled and stacked in their rectangular boxes; stacks of absorbent paper,
interleaved with specimens and notes; and notebooks folded together with their
corresponding sheaves of paper for drafting revisions: these were the material
forms for the consolidation and reinterpretation of experience which the do-
mestic life of inhabited rooms made possible.

Kingdon-Ward wrote drafts of many of his books and articles in such rooms.
Sometimes, as with a book on plant hunting and another on rock gardening, he
interleaved drafts with the pages of his daily dairies or wrote them on the backs
of drafts of letters. More often, he worked from his bound diaries, copying and
revising them on separate sheaves of paper, and sending them home directly
from the field for publication. To compose his twenty-five popular books, he
followed his diaries through their order of days, erasing details, unifying frag-
mented experiences, and adding long ecstatic passages. Absent from the diaries
but central to each of the books were moments of sudden revelation where, af-
ter a long, difficult ordeal in which visual perception was limited or obscured,
the veil was ripped away, and a view of a flower or a peak, frozen, stark, and
luminous, was presented. In some cases these revelatory moments appeared at
the end of a quest for a photograph. The vision was never the photograph itself,
which was inevitably lost or disappointing. Instead, the ordeal in which sight
was disciplined toward the end of taking a photograph made possible a form of
vision that borrowed all its characteristics from a photograph—or rather from
a lantern-slide, projected onto a large screen in a darkened room.

I’ll give one example. After his 1924 expedition to Tibet, Kingdon-Ward
made three expeditions to North Burma, Assam, and the Southern Shan States
in Burma and Upper Laos. In 1933, he returned to Tibet, crossing the Himalaya
in Assam and following a portion of the route mapped in 1882 by the Pandit A.
K., from Rima to Shugden Gompa in Southern Kham.”* He was accompanied

74 The diaries for these four expeditions were the material for three books; the diaries them-
selves, along with all Kingdon-Ward’s other diaries from the period from 1925 to 1935 are lost. The
books are Plant Hunting on the Edge of the World (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1930), which de-
scribes two expeditions to Upper Burma and Assam in 1926 and 1927 to 1928; Plant Hunting in
the Wilds (London: Figurehead, 1931), which incorporates material from eight months plant col-
lecting in 1928 in the Lohit Valley and a trip through Laos and the Shan States in 1928 and 1929;
and A Plant Hunter in Tibet, which describes the 1933 trip to Tibet.
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by a young Cambridge graduate out for an adventure, Ronald Kaulback, as well
as three men from Darjeeling recommended by the local secretary of the Hi-
malayan Club, and a fluid crowd of Mishmi and Khampa porters. In addition,
for the first time, he brought along a professional photographer, employed by
the Raycol British Corporation to make a color film of the expedition. The ex-
pedition left Darjeeling in early March and, by June, had reached its first plant-
hunting ground, a pass named Cheti La on the road to Shugden Gompa. King-
don-Ward had his porters build two huts near this pass. After a month, he
decided to move on over the glaciated pass to Shugden Gompa, but not before
filming three of the flowers he had discovered there: “the glorious Paraquile-
gia microphylla, unsurpassed as a cliff plant, Scarlet Runner, hissing in red
rivers down the wet screes like molten lava, and Rhododendron sanguineum so
scalding red hot that it seemed to clear a space for itself by melting the snow
all round.” He and Brooks-Carrington, the photographer, set up the camera on
the glacier above the pass and spent five days there, returning to camp in the
evening, waiting for the rain and storms to clear. They were assailed by storms
and enveloped in clouds; the rain “sluiced everything and battered our bodies
to a numb pulp. Only our hearts held on. . .. we cowered against the moun-
tainside, getting colder and wetter until the rain ran out of us.” Finally, on the
fifth day, after they returned to camp in the dark, “The storm was over. A tem-
pestuous calm succeeded. The peaks were reappearing, dead white in their clean
new shrouds: they looked ghastly and corpse like. Suddenly the tip of Chémbd
itself appeared, floating on a bank of cloud, the rest of the mountain being hid-
den. It was a wonderful vision, just that dead white cone, crystallizing out of
the shapeless mist, faint at first then more sharply outlined. I took it for a sign,
a promise for the morrow. And so it proved.””?

But on the morrow, though the weather was fine, Kingdon-Ward seemed to
forget about photography altogether, going on instead about the country lying
beyond the pass. Brooks-Carrington’s films of the expedition seem to be lost.
Nevertheless, Kingdon-Ward found a way to accomplish the work of photog-
raphy through revision. In retrospect—that is, in the settled rooms in which re-
vision occurred—the five-day vigil prepared the senses to receive and project
the world as a camera and lantern would. Vision was shut off, the body washed
almost away. Darkened and empty, the senses screened out the world, all but
the small window around Chombd’s tip, cropped off by a cloud, faint at first,
then sharp as the focus was adjusted.

11

Stanley Cavell writes of both romanticism and photography as responding to a
condition that has been at the center of European thought since Kant, the bar-
gain Kant struck with skepticism: that to assure ourselves that we can know the

75 Kingdon-Ward, A Plant Hunter in Tibet, 119-20.
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existence of the world we must give up any claim to know things in them-
selves—that which lies beyond appearances but does not itself appear.”® Ro-
manticism (among Cavell’s most extended examples of which are Blake, Cole-
ridge, Emerson, and Thoreau) is a response to the sense that subjectivity is
interposed between us and the world; romanticism takes our subjectivity, the
endless presence to us of self, as a route back to the world and a conviction of
its presence to us. Photography articulates, in a sense, an opposite response.
Photography, Cavell writes, overcame subjectivity in a way undreamed of by
painting, a way that could not satisfy painting, one which does not so much de-
feat the act of painting as escape it altogether: by automatism, by removing the
human agent from the task of reproduction. . .. Photography maintains the
presence of the world by accepting our absence from it. The reality in a photo-
graph is present to me while I am not present to it; and a world I know, and see,
but to which I am nevertheless not present (through no fault of my subjectivi-
ty), is a world past.””7 This is not to maintain, as some historians of colonial
photography do, that photography’s effects depended upon a naive sense that
photographs merely give us the world unframed and unfiltered by the agency
of the photographer.”® For Cavell, if a photograph opens up onto reality, it does
so precisely through the photographer’s framing acts: the camera crops the world,
selecting a portion of it and rejecting the rest: “the implied presence of the world
and its explicit rejection are as essential in the experience of a photograph as what
it explicitly presents.””® Screened as a lantern slide show or a film (Cavell writes
of cinema as an elaborated extension of photography) a photograph screens out
the viewer’s subjectivity from the world it presents. It is as though a photograph
offers an explanation for our inability to know the world as it is: “The explana-
tion is not so much that the world is passing us by, as that we are displaced from
our natural habitation within it, placed at a distance from it. The screen overcomes
our fixed distance; it makes displacement appear as our natural condition.”80
Kingdon-Ward self-consciously made the lantern slide show the central con-
dition of the botanical explorer’s experience, the condition that made it possi-
ble to reproduce experience and bring it home. His manifesto about the role of
botanical exploration in empire was a little book, probably co-written with his
wife Florinda, called The Romance of Plant Hunting (1924), which drew on di-
aries from his 1922 expedition to North Burma, Yunnan, and Sichuan:
After breakfast we set forth into the white mist. An extraordinary sense of remoteness

overlays me; we seem to be in a new and injurious world, cut off from all that is dear
and familiar by this impenetrable void. . . . Stop! What is that? Through the rain mist,

76 Stanley Cavell, In Quest of the Ordinary, Lines of Skepticism and Romanticism (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1988), 31.

77 Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 23.

78 As an example, see James R. Ryan, Picturing Empire: Photography and the Visualization of
the British Empire (London: Reaktion Books, 1997).

79 Cavell, The World Viewed, 24. 80 Ibid., 41.
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we see, as though through a lense spectrelike and magnified, a new flower. Surely it must
be imagination, a sudden image in the whirling rain! We have seen all the meadow flow-
ers. A breeze rips open the veil for an instant, and we see clearly. Then a fresh exhala-
tion seethes up from the valley and everything is blotted out again. It is like the opening
and closing of a shutter . . . We peer through the engulfing mist, rubbing our eyes as the
vision passes. Yet a few minutes later we are in the meadow, wading knee deep through
them. They are real enough now.3!

He reproduced this scene mechanically in his many books, never giving up,
in reproduction, the strenuous alternation of desolation and ecstasy that ac-
companied the click of the shutter. The model of photography gave him a
method to resolve the problem of translating subjective experience across the
ocean to an audience in England. The solution was to present his audience with
a world towards which he joined them on an equal footing, made vividly pre-
sent in the absence of an intervening subject. His most avid and perspicacious
reader in England was probably his sister Winifred. With a sure eye, Winifred
collected the “photographic” moments of his prose in a manuscript biography
of her brother—her effort to participate as fully as possible in his world. She
knew exactly what she was about. Near the beginning of her manuscript she
found in her own experience a formula with which to interpret and reiterate her
brother’s. In 1912, after his first expedition to China, Winifred attended her
brother’s first public lecture, with lantern slides: “For me this lecture was made
especially memorable by a photograph of the 14,000 ft. Francis Garnier Peak
at the head of Chung-tsung Pass. When it was thrown on the screen, there was
a sudden intake of breath from the audience as the impact of the transcendent
beauty of those everlasting snows struck. The picture seemed to project light
from within with exemplary radiance, and Frank let it speak for itself without
any commentary.”8?

Walking and writing were perceptual disciplines, aiming at a full alignment
of the senses with the productive conditions of lens, glass negative, and slide.
This discipline reached for the frozen image, bathed in light, calling for no com-
mentary, engendering only its opposite: a sharp intake of breath. The lantern-
slide shows in Kingdon-Ward’s books worked toward a direct, optical rela-
tionship between Southwest China and England. Screening the world, they
manifested a fixed distance between the perceiving body and the world and then
overcame that distance by making it appear as a natural condition. To revise the
perceptual labor of walking and writing into a prose slide show was to experi-
ment with a fantasy in which imperial space found coherence and unity in this
condition—an extended mimesis through which England and the colonized
world reflected each other in images, no subject intervening.

The Romance of Plant Hunting is framed by a dream in which a photographic
glimpse of a flower reproduces itself throughout England, transforming and

81 Francis Kingdon-Ward, The Romance of Plant Hunting (London: E. Arnold and Co., 1924).
82 Winifred Kingdon-Ward, The Flower Chief, 33.
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healing the land. “Picture [the plant collector] in a remote valley. . . . He stands
at the entrance to his tent peering through field glasses at the peak he proposes
to climb in the morrow.” He goes to bed and dreams he is climbing the peak.
“Jostling mountains, cape beyond cape—and his hurrying thoughts are pulled
up with a jerk. What was the brilliance which his questing eye just glimpsed.
By heaven, what a find! It is a flower after all, and the whole world stands still
while he worships.” In his dream he is transported to the Chelsea flower show.
He “rubbed his eyes. There it was! A great bank of it rose before him, and round
him astonished crowds stood gazing at it. . .. Its delicate breath was in the
breath of Sussex and Kent, its veined delightful leaves were shrouding rock gar-
dens. . .. presently tired men would come home from overseas and having
missed the loveliness of England would wander out of doors. ... And, not
knowing whence this flower had come, they would only say as they stood con-
tent before its beauty, “it’s jolly good to be home.”

I scarcely need point out how these visions are screened like lantern slides.
Their abruptness of appearance, leaving the viewer rubbing his eyes, their ra-
diance, as though they are the source of their own light, and the affective shock
they create match point-for-point the conditions Winifred observed as Francis
Garnier Peak appeared on the screen in a darkened London room. A slide is
“present to me while I am not present to it,” as Cavell puts it; that is to say, there
is no bridge of voice, trade, labor, or history that reaches from the viewers into
the world the slide gives them; there is only an “impenetrable gulf” made sub-
stantial and naturalized. The slide opens its radiant window by cropping out
most of the world, and in this way implying an infinite extension of that win-
dow and the relation of subject to world it engenders.

111

It was this extension that Kingdon-Ward was after when he returned repeated-
ly to the vision of the world as a sea of flowers formulated in 1924 up on the
Doshang La. In his later writing, the huge plateau region between the Yangtze
and the Tsangpo became the “Lapponicum sea” (Lapponicum is the name of a
section of Rhododendron species). This was the “vortex” of a global “Rhodo-
dendron whirlpool,” the origin of the genus, where species diversity was the
greatest and the range of each species the most limited. This “undulating moor-
land, with wide, shallow, boggy, iceworn valleys and rounded billowy hills”
was a place where a certain kind of perceptual experience became possible, a
mode of ecstatic involvement in a world of visual plentitude, of which the di-
versity of Rhododendron species was the sign.

The wealth and variety of Rhododendrons is simply astounding. . . . They form seas of
sulpher, carmine, and rose pink; rivers of purple ‘Lapponicum’ flow into lakes of brick-
red, lemon, and snow-white ‘Anthopogon’; stains of cherry-brandy ‘Glaucum’ are
splashed over a satiny lining of pink and mauve cherry-blossom ‘Glaucum’; clumps of
merry little pouting ‘Campylogynum,’ pink and plum purple, are plastered like swallows
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nests against the grey cliffs, and pools of canary yellow ‘Trichocladum’ glow from the
brown grass slopes. Along the snowfed streams the twin flowers of a royal purple ‘Salue-
nense’ nod in the rising spate. . . .83

In this sea of flowers, the hermetic principles of vision that Kingdon-Ward
was struggling to practice reached their most perfect form, and the tension be-
tween the world as walked and the world as seen found momentary resolution.
The ‘Lapponicum sea’ opened a window on the world, automatically rejecting
what was beyond and thus infinitely extending itself past the cropped edge—
like a photograph of a moorland that crops out a town or camp. Yet it simulta-
neously presented the possibility of entering bodily into the lantern slide. King-
don-Ward’s books showed him plunging and wading into this sea, plowing
through it knee-deep for hours, wandering ecstatically in it for days. It was the
kind of walking he loved best to write about, in which the body and the world
rubbed off on each other, pollen powdering his clothes, his passage leaving a
shining path through the waves. The viewer’s subjectivity was reintroduced
into this vision, but it was a strictly limited form of subjectivity bent entirely
toward reproducing ecstatic affect. None of this walking involved any of the
tensions and compromises of getting from place to place—no caravans, com-
panions, routes, nor supplies. Yet none of the labor of excluding voice, ex-
change, sociality, and history was evident either; the lantern slide of the sea had
already automatically eliminated all of this. The sea was a fantasy of an unin-
habited, modernist artwork, into which one entered by becoming absorbed into
a pure and limitless visual plentitude.

It was not by accident that when the “tired men coming home from overseas”
caught sight of Kingdon-Ward’s dream flower it was in a rock garden. Rock
gardens were the perfect showcases for the hardy alpines that he and other col-
lectors in this region were sending home and the material reflection in England
of the ‘Lapponicum sea.” He eventually produced a manual for rock gardeners
of limited means. The rock garden, he insisted, was the ultimate accomplish-
ment both of “man’s aesthetic sense,” and of the British Empire. In rock gar-
dens, England showed the world “how gardening might bring peace and con-
tentment to a ravaged generation.”®* “A rock garden is neither a copy of a
mountain scene or a small scale model. It has a separate existence. . . . Never-
theless, it reflects the hills.” Not a copy (that is, a representation) but a re-
flection: a rock garden directly imported the screes, falls, clips, outcrops and
plants of the mountain world. It brought together brilliant visual fragments from
all over the world into a single container that, as much as possible, displayed
the sparkling, liquid animation characteristic of Kingdon-Ward’s fantasy of the
sea. His advice was not for the rich but for those willing to build their gardens

83 Francis Kingdon-Ward, Rhododendrons for Everyone (London: The Gardener’s Chronicle,
Ltd., 1926), 57.
84 Francis Kingdon-Ward, Commonsense Rock Gardening (London: J. Cape, 1948).
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with their hands and eyes. Britain was to be “brought back to sanity,” its in-
dustrial wounds healed over, and solace brought to its war-ravaged souls,
through this “blissful occupation” this pure absorption into these dream-spaces
that contained and possessed an entire world.

1v.

I have called this vision of the ‘Lapponicum sea’ “modernist.” This may seem
an odd label for such a vigilantly romantic and pastoral project. Yet, as a per-
ceptual practice, it had much in common with certain modernist projects in the
visual arts. Rosalind Krauss argues that many modernist painters attempted to
distill pure, formal principles of vision, isolated from all other bodily and so-
cial conditions of perception. In this sense, John Ruskin himself was a kind of
prototypical modernist. Krauss follows the child John Ruskin (through the adult
Ruskin’s autobiography) as he learns a certain mode of perception, grounded,
like Kingdon-Ward’s, in a consoling grid of exclusions. She watches him trav-
el through Europe “luxuriating in a rapt stare” through the train windows. He
is monolingual, and all the voices he hears are babble; he takes, as he wrote,
“inconceivable delight in not understanding a word anybody says!” Ruskin,
writes Krauss, “spent his life transforming the whole of nature into a machine
for producing images, establishing in this way an autonomous field of the vi-
sual, characterized by those two qualities upon which the optical sense opens
uniquely: the infinitely multiple on the one hand and the simultaneously uni-
fied on the other.” She watches him lost in contemplation of the sea. He cannot
take his eyes off of it: “And it functions for him in the same way as it does for
Monet in Impressionism, Sunrise, or Conrad in Lord Jim. The sea is a special
kind of medium for modernism because of its perfect isolation, its detachment
from the social, its sense of self-enclosure, and, above all, its opening into a vi-
sual plentitude that is somehow heightened and pure, both a limitless expanse
and a sameness, flattening into nothing, into the no-space of sensory depriva-
tion.”83

Kingdon-Ward’s most remarkable book was a sober little manual called
Modern Exploration (1945). It begins by describing the region of the ‘Lap-
ponicum sea’ as “a veritable treasure house of plants . . . the meeting place of
several floras which have developed apart, the Sino-Himalayan, Indo-
Malaysian, Eastern Asiatic, Northern or Palearctic, and Mediterranean.” In oth-
er words, it is a natural rock garden, the glittering contents of the world com-
bined into a single container. Abruptly, this garden is immersed in an aquatic
cosmology. The world, Kingdon-Ward explains, is three hollow spheres, the
crust (or lithosphere), the ocean (or hydrosphere), and the atmosphere. “It is re-
ally rather surprising that there should be any lithosphere showing through the
hydrosphere, or in other words that there should be any land surface at all. The

85 Rosalind Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993), 2.
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FIGURE 7. The spheres of the earth. From Kingdon-Ward, Modern Exploration.

sea is quite large enough and deep enough to drown all the continents two miles
deep without leaving a trace. If that happened, the sea would be everywhere,
the lithosphere nowhere, in contact with the atmosphere, and our three shells
would be complete, in perfect contact, and concentric: air, sea, and rock.”

He keeps returning to this vision. He imagines the world newly born, with
no land, and no rivers pouring silt into sea: “Over the whole world, therefore,
the sea would rest directly on the crust, the atmosphere directly on the sea.”°
And again, in explaining the origins of storms: “How violent the world climates
would be if the position of land and sea were reversed. If on the other hand, the
sea were continuous over the globe, severe storms would probably be un-
known.”87

The sea is the original source for the form of knowledge that lies at the foun-
dation of the empire: the passion for collecting objects and facts to fill the
archive, and the compulsion to extend that knowledge to encompass the world.
“A first visit to the seaside inevitably arouses the latent imp in us when we see
shells scattered along the beach in their fanciful shapes and colours. Immedi-
ately we begin to collect, and we cannot but distinguish different species such
as cockles, fans, top, and spirals . . . If there are so many beautiful and curious
objects along the sea shore, how many more must there be out of sight beyond
the furthest point to which the tide goes out and beyond that again in the vast
expanses of the ocean painted blue in our atlases?” In this sense, the sea is the
name for an ideology of perception that undergirded the entire imperial project
of knowledge creation.

Yet Kingdon-Ward’s vision of the sea stretched beyond this ideology toward
a fantasy of coherence in which optical immediacy replaces knowledge. Imag-

86 Francis Kingdon-Ward, Modern Exploration (London: J. Cape, 1945), 81.
87 Ibid., 82.
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ined as infinite and serene, the sea was the source for the particular form of per-
ception—that “blissful contemplation”—that he saw as indigenous to rock gar-
dens. He pictured himself as a child, and found that he too could not take his
eyes off the sea. “Many of us, when we were children, have sat on the seashore
gazing out at the hard line where the sea and sky meet, and thought passion-
ately of all of the wonderful sights hidden beneath the waves . . . What treasures
seem to be for ever concealed! What sights!” For this child, the sea was already
a rock garden: “Sea-green grottoes floored with tinted corals, gorges fringed
with feathery forests of weed, delicate as lace, shells, larger, brighter, more cun-
ningly twisted than any ever known, mermaids perhaps.”

Krauss says of the little Ruskin that the investment of his stare in pattern and
detachment from purpose was an example of his “modernist vocation.” Even-
tually, for Kingdon-Ward too this stare comes full circle: “the motionless, silent,
disembodied subject of the stare becomes its equally disincarnated object, be-
comes, that is, himself an image”: Kingdon-Ward (or Ruskin) staring at him-
self staring, in blissful contemplation, at the sea.®® The sea’s tendency to cov-
er all the land, quell all the storms, and turn the world into a static, concentric,
and serene vision, is a figure for the tendency of this rapt stare to extend itself
to infinity—to that hard line where sea and sky meet—and beyond, back onto
itself, to enclose an entire, autonomous world. The form of perception that
Kingdon-Ward found in the ‘Lapponicum sea’ was the ultimate aim of his
“modern exploration”—a solitary absorption into a purely visual world, at once
infinitely multiple and unified.

CONCLUSIONS

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Southwest China and Tibet were last
substantial “white spaces” on the maps of botanic, geographic, and ethno-
graphic knowledge that layered the imperial archives. The mostly British botan-
ical explorers who spent the decades immediately preceding and following the
Great War walking through this area sought assiduously to fill in these spaces,
even as the mythology of the archive was being undermined and perceptual
foundations of the sciences this myth had relied upon destabilized. Hugh Raf-
fles has shown how, in the context of nineteenth-century exploration of the
Amazon, “Scientific knowledge turns out to be a negotiation of local knowl-
edges of conjectural context.”®® In the case of Kingdon-Ward, and the others
who amassed the seeds, texts, specimens, photographs, maps, drawings, con-
jectures, theories, and dreams through which, in the early twentieth century,
Southwest China and Tibet took shape as a region in the archives and imagina-
tions of imperial Britain, among the local knowledges being negotiated were
assumptions about the very foundations of knowledge production. Late impe-

88 Krauss, The Optical Unconscious, 5.
89 Raffles, “The Uses of Butterflies,” 513—48.
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rial science was caught up in the revolution in ideologies of perception and in
its technological foundations that had been ongoing since the early nineteenth
century. The story I have been telling here suggests that the peripheries of em-
pire in particular were sites where the instabilities generated by this revolution
became starkly manifest; where those who set out to amass knowledge for the
imperial archive were forced to struggle to refashion their perceptual relations
with the world. Empire had involved a demand for a certain kind of represen-
tational relationship with the world. Early twentieth-century imperial explorers
of the earth’s flora found themselves struggling to fulfill this demand on the one
hand, and to recast it, on the other: to find their own mode of presence to the
world through which they found themselves walking.

For Frank Kingdon-Ward, writing and revising and reading were technolo-
gies of perception, drawing on perceptual instruments such as theodolites, pens,
and cameras to shape the body’s interface with the world. To make words out
of the body’s movements over the landscape was to regulate the senses; to reg-
ulate the senses was to shape one’s inner life and sense of self. The affects that
emerged from these projects were neither pre-linguistic nor an effect of repre-
sentation in language. They were complex products of the process of screening
the world that I have been attempting to follow here, in which sensing and rep-
resenting dialectically shaped each other. It is for this reason that affects
emerged with the most clarity in practices such as walking, writing, and revis-
ing that straddled perception and language, converting one to the other and back
again.

These practices staged the landscape as present in relation to a particular set
of others, screening it through a particular set of social relations.’® In writing,
these relations were with the companions of Kingdon-Ward’s walks. In writing,
Kingdon-Ward disciplined his sight to spread out over the surface of the world
to inure himself to the claims of their gifts and histories; he rendered himself
all but deaf to insulate him from the claims of their voices. He struggled to es-
tablish a conviction of his presence to the world, his absorption into the world’s
surface as he waded through its flowers, his exchange of substance with it as
he moved in and out of its shadows and gorges. The material practice of writ-
ing his diaries—the scratching of the steel-nib pen over the paper each night of
his journey—gave him a frame on which to hang this developing sense of pres-
ence to the material landscape. In revision, these relations were with a popular
audience. The material of these relations was books, articles, specimens, seeds,
and photographs, rather than eggs, gazes, and voices; the spaces in which they
intersected to inflect social personhood were the inhabited rooms or courtyards
rather than the paths and camps of the journey; the tool with which the senses

90 T choose the metaphor of “screening” deliberately for its double sense of projecting an image
upon a screen for an audience (Cavell’s sense), and for passing a substance through a screen or
sieve. The social relations for and through which the world is screened provide both a receptive au-
dience and an active grid of requirements for perception.
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were reshaped to project these relations was the lens rather than the pen. King-
don-Ward revised for his public and his nation; the perceptual relation to the
world and the ecstatic regime of affect that revision organized were in imperi-
al registers, rendering the world into images for the imperial archive, yet also
reaching beyond this archive towards a modernist fantasy of ecstatic absorp-
tion in a world of total formal coherence. Rock gardens brought the ‘Lap-
ponicum sea’ home to Britain. They brought together glittering, image-like
fragments of landscapes from all over the empire and beyond and gave “own-
er-gardeners” a way to experience a simple, purified absorption into these im-
ages. These dream spaces, and the other products of this episode of botanical
exploration, especially popular books and articles, offered Britons a new ide-
ology of empire, a new and hopeful cosmology, like the Aleph of Borges’ story,
in which “without mixture or confusion, all the places of the world, seen from
every angle, might coexist.”

That writing and revising (as well as reading) were the practices to emerge
from my own encounters with Kingdon-Ward is a contingent artifact of the
archive: every step of Kingdon-Kingdon-Ward’s particular project was inten-
sively textual; its products and the social relations that produced and sustained
it were worked out primarily through textual practices, rather than (as in many
other cases) through maps, photographs, botanical specimens, or living plants.
In the end, such practices can only be grasped dialectically: as partial practices,
emerging only through fluid intersections with other practices, other modes of
social relation, other regimes of affect, writing always involving revising and
reading, and so on, both in their moment of production and in their emergence
from the archive. To examine each as a moment in a dialectic is to understand
the perceptual practices on which science was founded as enmeshed not mere-
ly within the immediate context of colonial relations but within a full range of
social relations and regimes of affect, as well as the aesthetic endeavors, cos-
mological yearnings, and projects of self-fashioning to which they gave rise.



