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The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew are 

situated in the London Borough (district) of 
Richmond upon Thames, in southwest Greater 
London, United Kingdom. They cover an area 
of 132 hectares within a proposed buffer zone of 
approximately 350 hectares (Fig. 1). 

In July 2003 Kew Gardens was put on the 
UNESCO World Heritage list thanks to the 

Fig. 1. Map of Kew gardens.  historical importance of the garden and its 
many unique edifices (Fig. 2). 

The Gardens, founded in 1759 by Princess 
Augusta, and subsequently expanded in the 18th 
century to include two further gardens and other areas, 
now total 132 hectares in area. They constitute a major 
cultural landscape, with surviving elements illustrating 
the interaction between humankind and the natural 

Fig. 2. The Victoria Gate,          environment through the development of garden 
Kew Gardens (1868)          landscape design in the 18th, 19th  and  20th centuries. 

The Gardens contain many buildings of special 
architectural or historic interest ranging from former 
Royal residences such as Kew Palace (1631, Fig. 3) and 
the Queen’s Cottage or Queen Charlotte's Cottage, a 
small structure built in 1771 as a picnic retreat for 
Queen Charlotte (1771, Fig. 4), through garden 
buildings such as the Orangery (1761, Fig. 5) and the 

Fig. 3. Kew Palace.           Pagoda (1761, Fig. 6), to major botanical buildings of  the 
19th and 20th centuries such as the Palm House 
(1844−1848, Fig. 7) − perhaps the world’s most famous 
extant plant conservatory. 

The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew form a unique 
cultural landscape of outstanding universal value. They 
have developed from their 18th century origins as two 
royal estates to become a world-class scientific 

Fig. 4. Queen Charlotte's         institution with botanical collections of global significance. 
Cottage.                                   During their 
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development the Gardens have taken many forms as 
various keynote architects and landscape designers 
sculpted and re-sculpted the site. These changes have 
left the site with a rich palimpsest of historic garden 
landscapes and an internationally significant collection 
of architecture. In the latter half of the 19th century the 

Fig. 5. The Orangery.              Gardens also served the needs of the British Empire and 
were responsible for fundamentally altering the biodiversity and economies of          
many of its colonies. Throughout these changes the Gardens have remained open to 

members of the public and they currently welcome 
one million visitors a year. 

The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew is a rich 
historical cultural landscape that has developed 
through centuries of scientific and cultural evolution. 
The Gardens are currently recognised as a global 
center of excellence in the study of plant diversity and 
economic botany. Kew also holds the world’s largest 
documented living and preserved plant and fungal 

Fig. 6. The Pagoda.                        collections, and has been recognised as a leader in plant 
collection and study since the late 18th century. The Gardens are notable for the role 

they played in the translocation of plants across the 
British Empire during the 19th and 20th centuries, 
which resulted in the establishment of new 
agricultural economies and fundamentally influenced 
global biodiversity. 

Princess Augusta, widow of Frederick, Prince of 
Wales (Fig. 8), established a botanic garden at Kew in 
1759. This began as a small physic garden but was later 

Fig. 7. The Palm House.   combined with her father-in-law’s (King George II) 
adjacent estate and during the latter part of the 18th century 
the combined gardens grew 
rapidly under royal patronage 
and soon held some of Europe’s 
most significant botanical 
collections. As the British Empire 
grew the gardens developed 
close links with the colonies, 
which Kew used as the focus for 
its collecting activities. Kew also 
redistributed plants from across 

Fig. 8. The Wales family. the globe and was responsible for 
supplying the plants, and horticultural advice, necessary to 
create entirely new economies in the colonies.                         Fig. 9. William Nesfield. 
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The nominated site’s present landscape is a 
palimpsest of features from the 18th, 19th and 20th 
centuries. The dominant design is William Nesfield’s 
1840s layout (Fig. 9) [10]. This highly structured 
landscape with its three major axes centred on the 
Palm House (Fig. 7) has survived relatively intact 
and is an excellent example of Victorian landscape 
design. 

Fig. 10. The Temperate House.      The architectural heritage of Kew is equally 
important and includes a number of internationally 
significant buildings including a former royal 
residence (Kew Palace (Fig. 3), a rare surviving 17th 
century house that served as a royal residence in the 
18th century), 18th century ornamental garden 
structures such as William Chambers’s Pagoda [12] 
and later botanical buildings. These later buildings 
include three world 

Fig. 11. Princess of Wales Conservatory. Famous glasshouses from the 19th and 20th centuries; 
The Palm House, a masterpiece of Victorian glasshouse technology and perhaps the 

world’s most famous botanical conservatory; the 
Temperate House (Fig. 10), the largest surviving 
Victorian glass structure; and the 20th century 
Princess of Wales Conservatory (1987, Fig. 11), one of 
the world’s most technologically advanced, 
environmentally efficient glasshouses and winner of 
the 1989 Europa Nostra Award for Conservation. 
Alongside these keynote features are over 30 other 
historically significant structures related both 

Fig. 12. The Waterlily House     to the scientific and royal history of the Gardens [8, 
sec. 2, p. 3, р. 109].  

A much smaller but no less interesting 
greenhouse is the Waterlily House (Fig. 12), which 
was built in 1852. The giant water lilies have leaves 
that can reach a diameter of up to 2.5 meter (8ft). The 
leaves can support a weight of up to 45 kg [11]. 

The Alpine House (Fig. 13), the latest among a 
distinguished collection of glasshouses at Kew, has an 
unusual role for an English glass house: to keep the 

Fig. 13. The Alpine House.  plants cool, rather than warm. The Davies Alpine House 
was opened in 2006 being the first new greenhouse to be built  in Kew Gardens for 20 
years. The odd-shaped building houses Kew's collection of alpine plants. The Davies 
Alpine House was designed to recreate the dry, cool, windy conditions alpines need to 
thrive, without using energy-intensive air conditioning and wind pumps. 

The collections at Kew are equally, if not more, important than the architecture 
and can be divided into three types: preserved plant collections; living and genetic 
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resource collections; and documentary and visual reference collections. The living 
collections include over 70,000 live accessions from over 30,000 different taxa. The 
Archive and Library holds 750,000 published volumes, 200,000 photographs, over 
175,000 botanical illustrations and a considerable quantity of primary archival material 
relating to key events in world botany and Kew’s development [8, sec. 2, p. 4]. 

One aspect that differentiates Kew from the comparative group of botanic gardens 
is its pivotal role in the distribution and establishment of exotic species across the 
British Empire and beyond. Many of these exotics were transplanted primarily for 
economic purposes and some still form the basis of present-day agricultural economies, 
including, for example, rubber production in Malaysia, India and Sri Lanka.  Kew was 
also responsible for introducing European agricultural techniques to many of the 
colonies, although not always with great success [8, sec. 2, p. 6−7].  

Kew’s living collections include over 70,000 live accessions representing 30,000 
different plants, whilst the Herbarium alone holds over 8 million preserved specimens.  
The documentary archive holds over 1 million items relating to major events in plant 
translocation, botany and Kew’s development. In comparison New York has 6.5 million 
preserved specimens in its herbarium, whilst the National Herbarium at Sydney holds 
only 1 million specimens. The herbarium at the Jardin des Plantes, (Musée Nationale de 
l’Histoire Naturelle) in Paris may contain as many specimens as Kew, but accurate 
documentation is not available to substantiate this claim. Berlin holds 22,000 different 
species and New York holds 19,000 [8, sec. 2, p. 7].  

Thus, plant collecting, as pioneered at Kew, provides vital scientific information 
that helps us classify and better understand the living world, an activity that surged in 
popularity in the Victorian era [1; 2; 3; 4; 5; 6]. 
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