
Hortus Siccus / flora of the alpine mountains 
- an attempt at slowing down in seven stages


A Hortus Siccus or herbarium does not keep plants alive; instead, it preserves them, usu-
ally through drying. Such a collection is called a herbarium. It is also more vividly referred 
to as a “Hortus Siccus” or “dried garden.” Generally, a Hortus Siccus encompasses a 
wide variety of plant species and fascinates with its richness of specimens and records, 
even though the colors and beauty of the living plants are no longer present.


A herbarium serves research purposes, helping to identify plant species and determine 
their growth locations. Typically, these collections are only accessible to researchers.


However, the plant collection by Barbara Keusch and Tanja Isbarn is accessible to every-
one who wishes to view it. It begins with a selected group of herbs from the Dornach 
Monastery Garden, established in 2022. Barbara Keusch has been volunteering in the 
monastery garden team since 2019. Tanja Isbarn became acquainted with Barbara’s ex-
pertise and sensitive skills during the AIR program in 2022. This led to a collaboration and 
friendship rooted in mutual interest and a love for sharing knowledge, extending beyond 
the walls of the monastery garden.


Their shared passion for hiking and curiosity about mountain environments inspired the 
project “Hortus Siccus – alpine” In 2023, the two women explored the Lower and Upper 
Engadine regions, based in Scuol, and created their second collection of 13 plants cho-
sen subjectively. These plants were recorded with Latin names, dried, pressed, and labe-
led. Texts written by Barbara Keusch accompany the watercolor illustrations of the plants, 
which Tanja Isbarn created.


The second expedition into the Swiss mountains took place in 2024 in Valais, in Zermatt. 
All specimens were again recorded and preserved as described. The third phase was 
executed in the summer 2025,  in the  valley Lötschental. Currently, this area is affected 
by a massive landslide (glacier collapse) due to climate change. Depending on geological 
conditions, the routes will be determined on-site.


For Tanja Isbarn, the act of visually copying an object—here, a dried plant—is a metaphy-
sical and philosophical act. While in the Middle Ages, before the invention of photography 
(1826), copies served to transmit a document of an living object, a place, or an event—
preserving proof of its existence—for the future, today, handmade reproductions, such as 
a plant drawn with ink and brush on paper, are more of a “slowing-down act” or a con-
scious effort to decelerate in an era dominated by digital reproduction and falsification.


Just as the hand reaches for the brush, mixes water with color, and applies it, so does the 
gardener’s hand reach into the earth—feeling the plant stem, plowing, harvesting, or ten-
ding. The act of doing is a direct action (Handlung) driven by the desire to preserve heal-
thy life. The awareness of this act manifests as mindfulness.
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