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About the Book

In Cultivating Delight, naturalist, poet, and author of the widely-beloved and bestselling A Natural History of the 

Senses, Diane Ackerman shares with her readers the delight, joy, and pathos she experiences in the life of her garden and 

its myriad inhabitants. Here, Ackerman explores the living world outside the human element. It is through the ever-

changing life and lives of and in her garden that Ackerman juxtaposes that which we attempt to control as humans whose 

natural inclination is for the imposition of order against that which is natural and therefore uncontrollable, and steeped in 

the always chaotic change of the seasons and the passage of time.

Whether Ackerman is deadheading flowers, or glorying in the profusion of more than 100 rose bushes and perennials; 

providing a regular meal of sugar water for the frenetic, frazzled and short life of the hummingbird; offering an off-

season treat of peaches to the most dreaded, scavenging, and beautiful of garden pests, the deer; or even studying the 

slug, the author welcomes the unexpected drama and extravagance, as well as the sanctuary the garden provides not only 

to her, but to its other inhabitants as well. It is through her garden that Ackerman offers her readers the firsthand 

experience of the beauty of impermanence, with which the passage of time comes not only death in the garden, but life 

as well.

Discussion Guide

1. In Cultivating Delight, the author refers to patience and persistence, fondness for ordeal, and a fascination with new 

customs and ideas as being the necessary calling cards of the true gardener. Why do you think this is the case, and is it 

true among all gardeners? What are some of the instances that occurred in the life of the author's garden where she 

needed to rally all of her patience, her fondness for ordeal, and her fascination with new customs?

2. Does the author ever manage to allow her human desire for order to overtake her love of the natural? If so, when? Do 

you think that the author feels it's possible to be a dedicated gardener and not impose order, or is order itself a necessary 
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by-product of being human?

3. One would assume that with gardens as large and beloved as Ackerman's, that one would be dedicated to ridding it of 

the pests that threaten to devour it. Why is it then that Ackerman has such a high tolerance -- almost a love -- for what 

gardeners traditionally consider to be dangerous pests: deer, rabbits, raccoons, slugs, and weeds? Why would she 

consider planting an entire lawn of weeds?

4. What was Ackerman's most helpful piece of advice to you as a gardener? Has she changed the way you look at your 

garden, or the way you work in your garden? If so, how?

5. Ackerman frequently humanizes her garden: she speaks of its accomplishments, its "mood-swings" and chemical 

fluctuations, its teasing sexual habits and functions. Do you think that the humanizing of the garden will help or hinder 

you as a gardener vis a vis its maintenance or care? Does this humanizing negatively or positively affect the gardener's 

ability to perform certain tasks in the garden, for example, spreading "weed killer"? Will her humanization of the garden 

challenge you to think and perform differently as a gardener?

Author Bio

Poet, essayist, and naturalist, Diane Ackerman is the author of two dozen highly acclaimed works of nonfiction and 

poetry, including THE ZOOKEEPER'S WIFE and A NATURAL HISTORY OF THE SENSES --- books beloved by 

millions of readers all over the world. In prose so rich and evocative that one can feel the earth turning beneath one?s 

feet as one reads, Ackerman?s thrilling observations urge us to live in the moment, to wake up to nature?s everyday 

miracles.

Critical Praise

"Ackerman?s joy is palpable and persuasive when she turns her gaze outward, lost in the diffuse surmise of compassion, 

spiked through with awe, filled with admiration for the growth that passes through her hands and before her eyes."
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