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Confinement made us addicted to 
houseplants. But, what seems to be an 
inclusion of vegetation in the domestic 
space, sets in motion an extensive 
production industry of indoor plants 
that, transplanted from their original 
habitats, require different care and 
treatments to adapt to artificial nature. 
As a result of an exhaustive investigation, 
this project materializes a problem of 
both domestic and global scale. 

A s European empires accrued wealth and 
territorial holdings in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, they built botanical spaces to 
house specimens collected in colonized lands, carefully 
transported in Wardian cases on their long journey 
overseas. These collections emerged alongside new 
architectural types for cultivation and display, made 
possible by new material technologies of iron and glass 
and mobilized by the wealth of colonial capitalism 
(Kohlmaier & von Sartory, 1991). Examples like the 
Palm House at London’s Kew Gardens were public 
vivariums that served to exhibit the living products 
of imperial accumulation, with plants as a proxy for 
colonial power. The ability to produce an ‘impossible 
bouquet’ of imported tropical plants created a 
relationship with nature that implied a cheapness 
and abundance, concealing the environmental 
violence and logistical exchanges that undergird such 
horticultural movements.1
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Emerging material and climatic technologies also 
transformed the space of the home. Large expanses 
of glass in bay windows and sun porches brought 
more sunlight into domestic space, enabling the 
indoor cultivation of imported tropical plants 
(Horwood, 2020). In parallel, the rise of radiant 
heating and increased access to indoor plumbing 
allowed homeowners to artificially condition their 
interiors, simulating the heat, humidity, and moisture 
of the plant’s indigenous habitats. Enabled by these 
hothouse technologies, the tropical aesthetic became 
a pervasive fixture of the domestic interior, desired 
both for the sensual pleasures of textured foliage 
as well as the perfumed atmospheres the plants 
created. These tropical houseplants were also used 
in the Victorian home for their presumed health and 
sanitation benefits: they purified the polluted London 
air, aided respiration, and increased humidity in rooms 
heated by a hot furnace on cold winter days. The 
desire to produce a fragrant, vital, and well-tempered 
atmosphere through the profusion of palms, orchids, 
and ferns reflected a reciprocity between consumer 
desire, global markets, and bodily health.

Today, these ornamental houseplants are likewise 
marketed not only for their exotic aesthetics but also 
for their presumed health and productivity benefits, 
repeating the trends of nineteenth century Europe. 
With an emphasis on productivity through wellness, 
these trends have transformed the labors of self-care 
into a prerequisite for high-output workflow. Countless 
lifestyle magazines and scientific studies tout the 
psychological, emotional, and physical advantages of 
cultivating indoor plant life. Articles claim that these 
‘companion species’ can reduce stress, improve indoor 
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is likely the trend reflects more of a psychological need 
than an air quality problem. The foliage-filled interior 
serves as an ideal backdrop for the labors of self-care, 
providing comfort for its inhabitants as they cope with 
the increasing normalization of domestic confinement.

In parallel, however, viral worlds of botanical 
care have also produced novel solidarity networks 
of amateur horticulturalists. From overwatering to 
oversharing, entire networks of YouTube Diy videos 
and care manuals for domestic flora have emerged 
as content-producers distribute the techniques and 
results of domestic cultivation. In the wild spaces of 
TikTok worlding, users with #plantlife tags discuss 
how to create interior ecosystems, pollinate plants, 
propagate cuttings, and make music for the vegetated 
housemates. These digital trends reflect a desire for 
new alliances between humans and the plants they 
care for. However, mimicking Victorian phenomena 
such as Orchidelirium and Pteridomania – today’s 
‘monstera manias’ and ‘ficus fevers’ – reflect a 
neo-Victorian madness for an inexhaustible supply of 
trendy tropical plants.

This tropical commodity market represents a 
profound desire for a specific fantasy of interior 
life: a Rousseauian dreamscape of lush foliage 
and vegetated encrustation. Fueled by consumer 
obsessions with plants such as the Ravenea rivularis, 
Monstera deliciosa, and Ficus lyrata, the hippest 
interiors are now defined by their profusion of trendy 
tropical plants, further streamlined through premium 
subscription plant services. These direct-to-consumer 
houseplant platforms replace the intensity of the 
search for the rarest specimens (as represented by 
the popular accounts of Victorian plant hunters) with 
a click of a mouse. Consumers can now sign up for a 
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subscription to receive exotic plants each month, with 
the platform guaranteeing a replacement specimen 
if it fails to survive. Niche online markets of rare 
species cultivated domestically further abstract the 
plant’s origins with genetic mutations. This consumer 
ease-of-access alienates the plant from its indigenous 
habitat, transforming it into an abstract commodity 
removed from an ecology of care.

In response to this intense consumer desire 
for trendy tropical plants, a logistical landscape of 
industrial greenhouses has emerged, mobilizing vast 
infrastructures of labor, technology, and capital. 
Contemporary greenhouse architectures (such as 
those in the Westland region in The Netherlands) 
utilize drones, sensors, and systems to analyze growth, 
optimize humidity, and control temperature. Pink 
grow-lights produce a perpetual state of photosynthesis, 
creating hectares of interior ecosystems, eerily 
illuminated and autonomously monitored. Paying 
attention to the technical systems, logistical supply 
chains, and infrastructures of care embedded in these 
greenhouse landscapes, how can architecture make 
visible the precise territorial, environmental, and labor 
arrangements of these artificial ecologies?

While the minimal interiors of the well-kept home 
appear to be quietly tended and tenderly maintained 
on the surface, could the home be transformed into 
an immersive and artificial interior instead, reveling 
in the wildness of these underlying infrastructures? 
Critically, a profound restructuring of our habits and 
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homes through these technologies of care could produce 
new intimacies, hybrids, and gestures for ecological 
cohabitation. Jane Hutton (2020:221) writes in her 
book Reciprocal Landscapes that “the textures, smells, 
structures of particular materials give people tactile and 
intimate contact with fragments of distant landscapes 
and their myriad social and ecological relationships.” Is it 
thus possible to engage more intimately and deeply, not 
just with the land and its specimens, but also with the 
sensuous qualities of these interior systems necessary 
for horticultural maintenance and care? Rethinking these 
hothouse technologies and their attendant aesthetics, 
Hot-Wall proposes a new type of household appliance 
for the cultivation of this interior life.

Hot-Wall is a mobile grow cart composed of a 
lightweight aluminum frame. Constructed from nine 2" 
aluminum angles of various lengths; two handles; two 
rubber wheels; one aluminum axle; a sheet of ₁/₈" thick
aluminum; and a threaded stabilizing rod. Spanning 
along the back of the truss, each cart is equipped with 
six red/blue spectrum emitting leD lights designed 
for horticultural systems to stimulate the abundant 
growth of leafy foliage. The red/blue lights artificially 
recreate the spectral conditions of the plants’ indigenous 
habitats, producing a glowing pink proxy for the tropical 
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climate. The aluminum shelf supports both the heavy 
weight of the plants and the evidence of the dirty work 
of cultivation: earthy piles, stray leaf clippings, misting 
bottles, and soiled gloves.

Hot-Wall is a domestic object that juxtaposes 
biotechnical systems with norms of domestic comfort, 
producing a Brechtian object whose size, disposition, 
and awkward kinetics not only reveals the apparatus 
at work but also resists minimal-tropical imaginaries 
(Brecht, 1964). Equipped with robust wheels and 
ergonomic handles, the 2-meter-tall cart awkwardly 
monumentalizes the plant in the domestic interior. This 
simple machine is neither a utilitarian appliance nor a 
luxury object. It is a new type of sensorial accessory, one 
that makes visible the technical systems required for the 
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legible forms of stewardship between companion species 
and their human caretakers, proposing new notions of 
creaturely comfort.

The glowing lights produce an ambient yet agonistic 
form of coexistence, intimately confronting the human 
cohabitant. Any system sympathetic to the biological 
and environmental needs of the plant inherently 
alters the aesthetics of domestic space, echoing Sarah 
Ahmed’s (2006:177) call to make “the ‘familiar’ strange, 
or even allowing that which has been overlooked 
– which has been treated as furniture – to dance with
renewed life.” The overly-large, awkwardly mobile,
and weirdly glowing object renders visible these forms
of kinship through its discomforting presence within
the domestic interior. The cart’s capacity for constant
repositioning dislodges the familiar arrangements and
habits of private life, opening up new structures for
co-habitation, socialization, and cultivation. The visual
mingling of the palm’s suspended fronds, the straight
lines of the aluminum truss, and the pink glow of the
red/blue spectrum lights produce a tableau in which
plants, their habitats, and their inter-relational ecologies
are not sterile backdrops but living, transpiring, and
confrontational entities. Disturbing the familiar spaces
of our usually well-tempered and well-kept domestic
sphere is a harsh pink glow, creating an atmosphere
that is distinctly unfamiliar, disorienting. Walls become
pink, whites become green, and greens transform into
a dull and ruddy crimson. Hot-Wall asks how we
might reformat our interior worlds: reorienting spatial
arrangements, technologies, and labor habits toward the
care of other organisms. ARQ
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Notas / Notes

1 The ‘impossible bouquet’ is a seventeenth-century typology of Dutch 
still-life painting containing a constructed arrangement of botanical 
specimens that could never bloom simultaneously in nature and were 
sourced from disparate geographic and climatic regions.
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