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Roberto Burle Marx design at Copacabana Beach.
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The Bog Garden, Shute.



Preface
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Many years ago l left my Dust Bowl Oklahoma home to go to college in New York’s lush and bountiful Hudson Valley. There I would take courses that in one way or another taught me that central to human experience is our relationship to our natural surroundings and that we have, from time immemorial, shaped the landscape to our ideal. As I studied the importance of rivers, I thought about the contrast between the all-but-dry Arkansas in my home city and the deep and wide Hudson on which as college students we skated in winter.


In literature, I studied Aeneas’s harrowing voyage in the Mediterranean from Troy to what would become Rome, including the tricky passage between the rocky shoals of Scylla and the whirlpool of Charybdis. I considered the struggle between Captain Ahab and the great white whale Moby Dick. Courses in religion were replete with references to sea and land and to man’s attempt to control through farming, fishing, and shepherding.


Then I read the great American novel The Grapes of Wrath, about the tragedy of my home state. There, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, farmers had in ignorance cut down the forests and tall grasses that once covered the state holding the fertile topsoil in place. With the felling of the trees and poor farming practices, strong winds carried away layer upon layer of rich soil, eventually leaving the land barren. Franklin Roosevelt’s Civilian Conservation Corps had planted millions of tree seedlings, but these were but saplings when I was growing up in the 1940s and 1950s. Thousands, like the Joad family in the novel, abandoned the useless farmland and migrated in their Ford pickup trucks to California where they hoped to prosper. Like the Joads, most did not. As I read this tale of man and nature, I recalled the hollow look of impoverished farmers and their ragged children that were part of my childhood.


In history courses, the theme of humankind’s relationship to nature came up again and again as we studied the impact, good and bad, that we have had on the places we have settled and how we have used and re-formed the earth for our purposes.


It was Professor Joan Kennedy (later Joan Kennedy Kinnaird) who first mentioned to me the landscape designer with the unforgettable name of Capability Brown. She talked about the dramatic change in landscape design in the eighteenth century and, almost as an aside, mentioned that landscape design reflects a culture, that by studying the prevailing styles of landscape and garden design we can learn what a culture thinks and values. Of chief importance is the way people in a particular time and place experience and understand nature. I thought about how in the Oklahoma of my childhood we expressed our relationship with nature as “eking” a living out of the soil and “wrestling nature to the ground.” To describe the soil we used the adjective “stubborn” so often that as a young child I thought the phrase one word. I knew that Henrik Hudson, discovering the river valley where I was studying and that would bear his name, would not have used these words. He would have exclaimed with wonder at its endless bounty and unspeakable beauty—virgin forests harboring deer and bears, the river and streams that fed it home to fish, ducks, beavers, muskrats, otters, and turtles, and the air above rich in variety and quantity of birds.




Lancelot Brown, 1716–1783, known to all as Capability Brown, was the most influential landscape designer in the history of the Western world. His “landscape park” design became associated with the growth of democracy, still dominates English country estates, and was exported to virtually every place the English set their flag where it is often simply called an English garden.





The question of human relationships to natural surroundings followed me as I studied history in graduate school and was extended to ask what ideas, beliefs, and hopes are expressed in the designs we choose for celebrated or humble gardens. I read about the great gardens and, traveling internationally for my work, was privileged to visit many of them. My research has culminated in my teaching the history of landscape design at the New York Botanical Garden and, now, in writing this book.


In it I relate my findings through one hundred of the world’s great gardens, chosen to illustrate the history and principles of landscape design and to answer the question of why a particular style became dominant at a specific time and place in history. What is the message a garden or landscape conveys and what design features illuminate the message?


I make no claim that my choices are the world’s one hundred greatest gardens. Great gardens they are, but I selected them to illustrate important moments in the sometimes evolutionary, sometimes revolutionary history of garden and landscape design, focusing on developments from around the world that have been most influential in North America and the United Kingdom.


Some are public spaces. Many are owned and governed by a foundation including those of the National Trust in England. A number are World Heritage Sites. All of these are open to the public. In addition, photographer Michael D. Garber and I were graciously welcomed by the owners of the private estates that are not generally open.


I have written the book for those who love gardens and gardening, who love history, literature, and art, and who like to see connections. The role of horticulture and landscape design in shaping our history has been neglected until recently. I make claims about how, on occasion, plants, horticulture, and garden design changed the Western world, especially focusing on England and the United States. Fortunately, with renewed interest in healthy eating and agricultural practices, schools have added these topics to the lessons for children. We need to ensure that for adults these developments are not relegated to the sidelines for intense study by just a few because, just as landscape design was influenced by the culture of a particular time and place, so the designers and their art have influenced intellectual, political, and social history. Without such inclusion, our understanding of history is incomplete and inaccurate.


It is my hope that for those training for or practicing the profession of landscape architect or designer, knowledge of the history of landscape design will increase the array of options in their toolkit of design ideas. Landscape design, as do other arts forms, borrows freely from the past, sometimes replicating but as often adapting an old idea to suit a new purpose. To that end this book’s index includes concepts, principles, design techniques, and garden features. Teachers of landscape architecture and design as well as students will, I trust, find this useful. Today’s designers are, with their art, addressing age-old questions. Understanding the past is essential to understanding the present and to shaping the future.


Finally, for those who love travel the book may inspire their choice of future destinations and give them a new way of seeing and enjoying gardens. Michael Garber’s photographs are extraordinary in teaching about the gardens and their history and instilling an appreciation for the artistry to be found in them.


Nyack, New York





More than Flowers
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An Introduction


Thomas Jefferson was right about landscape design as he was about much else. It is an art form, a fine art form. Like other artistic expressions, a particular garden may be aesthetically satisfying or trivial, engaging or irrelevant. It can speak to a culture, affirming its predominant values or challenging them. If it is a truly great expression of art, it speaks to succeeding generations and to those of different cultures as well.


Although people today generally understand this about the other fine arts, many do not look for and therefore do not see it in garden and landscape design. They anticipate learning about nineteenth-century America when they go to a museum exhibit of paintings created in that time and place. They realize that the subject matter that caught the attention of artists, the media used, and the forms chosen express ideas, feelings, beliefs, and experiences, telling viewers about the persons and culture that produced them.


But flowers became and remain the very definition of a garden, so much so that for many who visit gardens they are the central focus. This is rather like gazing on Michelangelo’s David and seeing only the quality of the marble. When we stand up to survey the whole, we discover the artistry of the composition. Trees, shrubs, perennials, annuals, and grasses are the brushes and oils, the musical notes and orchestral instruments, the words and their patterns, the glass, steel, concrete, wood, and stone of the landscape artist. So are rocks, water, sculpture, and garden buildings. As with other artists, the landscape designer may arrange the materials in an infinite variety of ways to express his or her ideas. When we learn about the designers, the time in which their gardens were conceived and installed, and the events and influences on their lives we understand more fully the message each seeks to convey through his or her art.


Of the fine arts . . . many reckon but five—Painting, sculpture, architecture, music and poetry. To these some have added oratory. . . . Others again add gardening as the 7th fine art, not horticulture, but the art of embellishing grounds by fancy.


—Thomas Jefferson


Landscape designers face greater challenges than most other artists for no other art form demands that its practitioners take into account so many variables. While they may begin with the topography, soil, water, and immovable rocks, they soon realize that landscapes are not static. They must account for the moving sun, winds, and the not-always-accurately predicted rain and snowfall. The changing seasons add complexity as do the life cycles of individual plants. Garden designers must be able to look ahead, imagining an allée of saplings at maturity. Colors change from month to month and their combinations much be taken into account. What an array of factors to consider! How very daunting!
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The entrance, Sutton Courtenay Manor.


But for the artist, landscape and garden design are rich in opportunity as well. There are innumerable materials with which to work. The canvas is large, to be treated as a whole or divided into individual garden “rooms,” one different from another. Planned gardens and landscapes are ubiquitous; probably more people visit and enjoy gardens than any other art form and themselves try their hand.


Landscape design, then, is a sophisticated art. The choice and placement of shapes, the use of color, indeed the purposes to be served by the garden and the message it is to convey are made from the individual predilections of the landscape artist and from the cultural context. Renowned psychologist Erik Erikson called unions such as this the “intersection of life history and the historical moment.”


The art of landscape design, like any other artistic expression, indeed reflects a culture. The biblical prophet Isaiah, living in the eighth century Bc, illustrates how this is true. Speaking of his hopes for a better world, he described his ideal landscape—one that would serve as “a highway for our God”—as one in which “every valley shall be exalted, every mountain and hill made low, the crooked straight, and the rough places plain.” Few in the Americas or British Isles today would wish for such a landscape or believe that it would pave the way for a better world. Who among us would want the Colorado River raised to obliterate the Grand Canyon or the Rocky Mountains shaved to sea level? Who would make straight the apple tree in grandmother’s meadow, erasing the gnarls that mark the halcyon summers of childhood? Who would hope that a favorite beach be swept clean of its endlessly fascinating shells?


What would make a person—Isaiah—wish for a Nebraska-flat, ribbon-straight highway? For Isaiah life was harsh. He lived in a land of mountains and deserts. He had no car and superhighway to make his way from one place to another, only his sandaled feet. His hard life was made so by the forces of nature that surrounded him. The experience for most of us today—at least for the readers of this book—contrasts sharply with that of Isaiah. And so do our ideas of utopia that we lay out in our gardens and designed landscapes.


Understanding a work of art thus requires study of the time and place in which an artist lived and of his or her personal biography. Happily for the reader, the story of those who have shaped landscape is engaging. Some were inspired by philosophy, religion, or political conviction. Others were motivated by ambition, greed, desire for status, or simply the need to earn a living. Some sought to connect with the world, others to withdraw from it. The history of landscape design is about what and whom they loved and hated, their aspirations, achievements, and disappointments, and their relationships one with another. The history includes sultans, kings, presidents, and at least one state governor; prime ministers and members of Parliament; diplomats, military leaders, and foot soldiers; cardinals, monks, and missionaries; the titled, the landed, those in high society or seeking to be; and those who were none of the above. As well as designing gardens, one was a playwright, another a furniture designer. Others were poets, musicians, architects, or sculptors. Many painted and almost all drew. Some were professionals, some amateurs, some men, some women, some conservatives, others social reformers, and a few revolutionaries. Most were collaborative whether they wanted to be or not, for they had to work with property owners, gardeners, and, later, committees.


To fully appreciate a garden, one must look beyond the flowers, lovely as they are. Designed landscapes need a critical and interpretive eye to be fully appreciated just as do music, poetry, architecture, and painting. Knowing about the period in which a garden was conceived and the designer’s personal story allows the garden visitor to better understand the way available materials were organized in space, the purpose they were meant to serve, and the message the designer wanted to convey. A contemporary designer, Roberto Burle Marx, put it this way: “A garden is the result of an arrangement of natural materials according to aesthetic laws; interwoven throughout are the artist’s outlook on life, his past experiences, his affections, his attempts, his mistakes, and his successes.”


But the study of landscape design should not be confined to the past alone. Great works of art are open to many meanings, generating new ways of seeing the world in future decades and centuries. This is the power that comes from studying the history of the “7th fine art.”




	


1
Piety and Protection
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	Walled off from the forests and inspired by Muslim and Christian prayer, medieval gardens envisioned paradise.


Ninth to fifteenth centuries


Once upon a time, a thousand years ago and more, dark forests blanketed Europe. Mountains, hills, valleys, and plains were covered with evergreen fir, pine, spruce, and yew along with deciduous beech, chestnut, elm, hazel, linden, and oak. Settlements were carved from these forests and their inhabitants used the wood liberally for firewood, lumber, charcoal, resin, and potash and the forest itself for beekeeping, feeding pigs, and even grazing large animals.


But these great forests also spelled danger. Of the many perils harbored in the dense thickets none was dreaded more than wolves. Their doleful cry at night presaged a pack raid, killing poultry, pigs, and anyone foolish enough to be out-of-doors. Even more worrying was the possibility of the lone wolf appearing silently on the path ahead when the villager was fetching wood. For help, the pious turned to Saint Columbanus. But not even he had a cure for the bite from a rabid wolf. Death came quickly, but not quickly enough for those suffering the intense pain.


Wolves were not the only danger. The dense forests were also home to bears, wild boars, and brigands—the antithesis of Robin Hood—who lay in wait for the traveler. Extremely severe winters took their toll. Protein was in short supply. Disease, especially the periodic plagues, exacted a terrible price. Life in the Middle Ages was hard, nasty, brutish, and, for most, short.


For religious Christians, comfort and protection against these ills could be found only in prayer and spiritual contemplation of the heaven that the faith promised lay ahead. For believers, heaven was real and so was hell. Forgiveness was possible but only for the truly repentant who atoned for their sins with prayer and good works. People looked everywhere for signs and symbols of redemption and resurrection. Astrology and alchemy were studied intensely with the hope of finding the organizing principle of the universe. Everything was invested with cosmic meaning.


No one knows Through what wild centuries Roves back the rose.


—Walter de la Mare


What features of garden design served to protect from danger and reinforce piety? Whatever their purpose, all medieval gardens had two features in common. First, they were enclosed. Dangers without called for a separation between the space within and the world beyond. Walls, fences, ditches, hedges, and moats controlled access from the hostile outside.
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The Cloisters, New York City.


	


	A source of water was the second feature common to all medieval gardens. The location of castles, monasteries, hunting parks, and towns was chosen for the availability of water. Sometimes a natural spring arising from the ground or accessible in a well was at the very center of a garden. In other places, underground piping leading from a nearby stream or river conveyed water inside the enclosure. Essential not only for human consumption and irrigating plants, water was a primary symbol of spiritual gifts. As water cleansed the body, so the water of baptism, a sacrament of the church, cleansed the soul.


Beyond these two features, each type of medieval garden had its own purpose and its own refinements. Following the breakup of the Roman Empire, society in Europe was decentralized. Towns were small, the population rarely exceeding a few thousand. They were walled and within were one or more garden areas, shared communally. Townspeople laid out beds, together planting, tending, and harvesting the herbs and vegetables.


Another kind of medieval garden was the hunting park. Developed first from necessity and later for sport, the hunting park was part of most feudal estates. There the lord set aside an area of the forest that had a source of water for animals, judiciously thinned the trees, enclosed the whole with a wall, fence, ditch, or bramble hedge, eliminated the predators, built a hunting lodge, and stocked the park with deer and wild game. Local peasants resented the rules that strictly forbade their entry. Poaching—hunting illegally on the lord’s land—made for a constant game of cat and mouse. Other medieval gardens have disappeared but there remain throughout Europe ancient hunting parks and lodges, although today only a few have deer herds or serve for sport.


The castle garden had quite a different purpose. Here the master of the castle and his wife, whether king and queen or knight and lady, and their family found refreshment. Medieval manuscripts picture the lady seated in the garden, reading prayers at the canonical hours from an illuminated “book of hours.” There she might also contemplate the flowers and shrubs surrounding her for most had religious meaning. Also shown in paintings is the lady in her garden with her embroidery, perhaps depicting on silk or wool the holly with its thorns and red berries reminding her of the Passion of Christ or the white lily extolling the purity of the Virgin. Or joined by her husband, she might be entertained by a musician playing the lute or by a demonstration of falconry or archery. Such pleasaunces or pleasure gardens were the setting for the expression of romantic love, a new concept in the Middle Ages. Here a suitor might meet the object of his passion to sing, recite poems, and declare his love, theoretically at least under the watchful eye of her chaperone.


Of prime importance in the Middle Ages was the monastery garden. Men and women created communities to observe together a rule of life that included prayer, study, and the practice of Christian virtues. Chief among them was that of welcoming strangers, Christian hospitality as it was called by Saint Benedict. Travelers knew monasteries as places of protection. They planned their journeys to move from monastery to monastery, knowing that their needs would be met. So enshrined did this custom become that the idea of sanctuary arose, guaranteeing that a person harbored within the walls of monastery or church would be safe.


	

[image: Image]


A fifteenth-century French illuminated manuscript pictures a peasant knocking acorns from the forest trees to feed his pigs.
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Medieval villagers prepare the gardens in this sixteenth-century manuscript from Bruges.


		


		Many travelers arrived at the monastery injured or ill from the hard passage through the forest. In response, monks developed the skills needed to heal, becoming the physicians of the Middle Ages and establishing in the monastery what came to be known as a hospital. Having assumed this vocation, the monks planted gardens of primarily medicinal herbs and became experts in making potions to cure a wide variety of ills.


Throughout the medieval period there was slow progress in taming the forests. As the growing population made life crowded within the walls, land was cleared adjacent to the castle, town, or monastery, and vegetable and herb gardens were moved outside, becoming more farm than garden.


Amidst the harsh and brutal reality of life in medieval Europe, there was an exception. In the years after the prophet Muhammad in the seventh century, Arab Muslims migrated west across the Mediterranean into North Africa, southern Italy, and southern Spain, there assuming power over the remnants of the Roman Empire. Called Moors, they established a kingdom in Granada in ad 711. Under the leadership of the Caliphate of Córdoba, Islamic Spain became a model of civilization. Trade flourished with Mediterranean areas, northern Spain, and France; scholarship, the arts, architecture, science, and engineering blossomed; and the policy of religious tolerance encouraged searching dialogue among Muslims, Christians, and Jews. And the Moors built gardens attached to the palaces and mosques whose patterns and features would be replicated and adapted from the Middle Ages to the present day.
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The hunting park depicted by Gaston Phoebus in Le Livre de la chasse.


	


	

Any violation of sanctuary was shocking beyond all imagining as when, inAd 1170, Archbishop Thomas Becket was murdered in his own cathedral. He was immediately recognized as a saint with miraculous powers. Chaucer wove tales told by pilgrims who flocked to Canterbury “from every shire’s end, the holy blissful martyr there to seek, him to help them when that they were sick.” The safety guaranteed by sanctuary is the reason the hunchback chose to live in the Paris cathedral of Notre-Dame.
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Christian and Muslim Playing Chess, from a thirteenth-century book of games.
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Alhambra sits high above the valley confluence of the Darro and Genil Rivers.


		


		Alhambra


Granada, Spain


We can only speculate as to why Queen Isabella of Spain specified in her will that she be buried at Alhambra, the palaces in Granada that, in 1492, her army wrested from Moorish control. But we can say that her burial there assured that the great treasure of Islamic art and garden design would survive.


Alhambra was begun in the ninth century as a fort, but the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century additions under the Nasrid dynasty made it famous. Then, just as Christian Spain was strengthened by the marriage of King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castile, Moorish leadership was weakened by internal feuds. As Columbus was sailing toward what would later be named America, Emir Boabdil surrendered to Isabella’s army and Granada came under the rule of Christian Spain. A zealous Catholic, Isabella approved the Inquisition through which Moors and Jews were forcibly converted or persecuted and driven out of Spain. In the reconquest, mosques were destroyed or rebuilt as churches. Alhambra would undoubtedly have suffered the same fate had the Spanish not protected the final resting place of their beloved queen.


The design principles of contrast and variety are harmoniously woven at Alhambra, a visual symbol of the golden age of Moor-ruled Spain before the Inquisition. Alhambra comprises a series of residential and administrative buildings, palaces, barracks, mosques, pavilions, baths, schools, stables, cemeteries, and glorious gardens, all enclosed by a wall over a mile long that was once punctuated by thirty towers. Alhambra, “the red one,” is named for its pink cast that comes from a thin layer of oxidized paleosol or fossil soil. On the terrace above are the buildings of the Palacio de Generalife, “the garden of the architect,” a summer palace that the Nasrid emirs added in the fourteenth century.


There is no symmetry among buildings and no uniting axis, yet Alhambra is a pleasing whole. Water in a variety of forms provides the binding thread. Roman aqueducts that lay in ruin when the Moors assumed control of the Al-Andalus region were rebuilt and extended to bring water to the mountain palaces. Experts in hydraulics, the Moors moved water from the streams in the mountains above to Alhambra. Pools, small and large and of many different geometric shapes, together with quiet or rushing rills and soothing fountains, gave welcome relief in the hot and dry climate and provided means for the ritual washing required before worship. The sound of water dripping, bubbling, and rushing is always present.


While there is no geographic center of Alhambra, the Court of the Lions is its symbolic heart. Surrounded by halls for political and diplomatic affairs and private dwellings for the sultans and the harem, the courtyard contains a forest of slender pillars supporting a roof whose shade contrasts sharply with the sun brightening its center. The pillars themselves are a study in contrast, simple at the base and upward through the center, then ornate at the top.
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Two of the lions spew water into the rill that carries it symbolically to the four corners of the earth.


	


	The focal point of the Court of the Lions is the paradise garden form which was originally used in Persia. Radiating at right angles from a central pool, four rills symbolize the four rivers flowing out of the Garden of Eden to the north, south, east, and west, a narrative in the book of Genesis and in the Quran. Pairidaēza, or paradise, is the place where God meets man. At Alhambra a circular fountain made of marble lies at the intersection of the four rills, which are narrow and shallow channels that give a sense of coolness without using much water. The ninth-century lions surrounding the alabaster basin once told time, each of the twelve in turn spewing water to mark the hour. They stand in a circle surrounded by a rill that flows into the four radiating “rivers.” At Alhambra the basic paradise form is made more interesting by the addition of smaller circular pools, perhaps representing heavenly bodies, along the course of the rills.


The Court of the Myrtles is one of simple elegance. Adjacent to the Hall of the Ambassadors where important diplomatic negotiations were conducted, it was a place of respite from official business. Here the Muslim designer demonstrated his skill in using water for reflection. Success depends on siting the reflecting pool correctly in relation to sun and shadow and positioning it at the right distance from the object to be reflected. At the Court of the Myrtles the white marble floors slope, allowing the water in the pool to come to the very bottom of the columns and thereby making the building appear to float on water. With this design the reflection of the palace is total. Three centuries later, the Taj Mahal, India’s famous landmark also of Muslim tradition, would be reflected in a wide canal, one of the four rivers of Eden, emanating from a central rectangular water tank.


The art of designing and controlling a view is found not only in the reflecting pools at Alhambra but also in the design of windows through which one looks at the gardens beyond. The miradors or picture frames at Alhambra may be a simple keyhole design with little decoration or they may be ornate, just as paintings in a gallery are framed differently to complement the subject and composition. The windows extend almost to the floor as seating was on cushions, not chairs. The Mirador of Lindaraja is delicate and refined. Overhead are inscribed the words “All the arts have enriched me with their special beauty and given me their splendor and perfection. . . . Surely I am in this garden an eye filled with joy.”


Built in the early 1300s, the Partal is the name given to the open portico of the Tower of the Ladies, itself a kind of mirador looking out over the Andalusian countryside into the Darro River Valley, up to the orchards of the Generalife, and immediately below to the gardens and pools. The gardens in the Generalife were lush, some with fruits, grapes, and vegetables, others with trees and shrubs such as cypress, myrtle, oriental plane tree, and sempervirens. Flowers included yellow and red Gallic roses, Madonna lilies, and crown imperials, all native to the Middle East. The tiled terraces at different levels, each surrounded by gardens, form a kind of hanging garden that may evoke an image of the legendary Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.


As in the Christian world of the Middle Ages, piety was also a hallmark of Islamic Spain. Important in many religions is the performance of ritual washing before entering a place of worship, cleansing the body and, symbolically, the soul. The water staircase in the Generalife was both beautiful and functional. Incorporating water in the handrail made it possible for the devout to perform their ablutions while climbing or descending the stairs. Russell Page, a renowned twentieth-century landscape architect, called the series of descending landings of the water staircase at Alhambra “the best thing in gardening that I know anywhere in the world.” It might be said of all of Alhambra.
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The Court of the Lions is a study of sol and sombra, sun and shade.
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Myrtle (Myrtus communis), a plant native to the Mediterranean region, was used abundantly to perfume the gardens of Al-Andalus. Here its dark green offers a soothing contrast to the white marble in the Court of the Myrtles.
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Following the Moorish practice, the laurel trees in the Partal are planted in a pit several feet below the surface, conserving water and shading roots.
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The garden outside is the focus of the Mirador of Lindaraja.
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Surrounded by bay trees, the mosaics of the water staircase are made of white and black stones from the rivers in the valleys below Alhambra.


	


Queen Eleanor’s Garden


Winchester, England


Most marriages of the Middle Ages, especially those of kings and queens, were arranged for political and economic reasons. That was true of Eleanor of Castile’s marriage to King Edward I of England. But it proved also to be one of the great love relationships of medieval Europe. Perhaps one reason Eleanor was happy in Winchester was that she felt at home in the garden tended by gardeners from her father’s Spanish region of Aragon.


The Great Hall is all that today remains of the castle that along with the gothic cathedral dominated the town of Winchester in the Middle Ages. But its buttressed south wall and the later Christopher Wren buildings almost adjacent provide protection for the re-creation of the garden that once lay within the walls. In the 1980s historian Sylvia Landsberg designed and supervised the installation of the current garden in the triangle only ten by thirty yards in size. To enter is to go back in time to the thirteenth century.


The garden is named for not one but two Queens Eleanor who lived at Winchester. The first, of Provence, was the wife of Henry iii. Their son Edward I may have expressed love for his Eleanor in the original castle garden. Here he may have told her of the coming crusade on which she chose to accompany him. Perhaps here he grieved her death in Scotland and planned the Eleanor crosses he would erect at each place the funeral cortege rested on its way to Westminster Abbey.


The fountain, the garden’s heart, sits in an octagonal pool from which a rill carries water to other parts of the garden. Eleanor of Castile must have remembered this Moorish garden feature from her childhood in Spain. Here a falconer might have shown his sport to amuse king and queen. The popular medieval diversion is honored in the fountain at Winchester. Patterned after a fountain in Westminster dated ad 1275, the placement of the bird of prey recognizes that he must dip his wings in water before beginning a hunting flight.


As a young woman, Eleanor might have waited on the turf bench hidden behind a wall of vines, enabling her to glimpse her suitor before he saw her. These benches or bankes, usually without backs, were cut into an existing hillock or made with a stone base, its hollow center filled with planting soil. The top was grass or, as often, chamomile which gave a pleasing scent when crushed. Behind the bench were often roses that also perfumed the air. At Queen Eleanor’s Garden the roses are red and white, presaging the symbols of the devastating dynastic Wars of the Roses between the houses of York and Lancaster in the fifteenth century.


A fair complexion was prized in the Middle Ages. The Queens Eleanor and their ladies found shade in the arbor, an oft-used feature of medieval garden design. Some were flat-topped, but others were basket vaults made of pliable hickory or willow to support roses, grapes, or other vines. The sides were free of plantings or, as at Winchester, enclosed to provide greater protection from the sun.
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At eye level, the bird stares straight ahead, for eye contact between falconer and falcon is necessary for success.


	


	In addition to sight and scent, medieval gardens featured sound and movement. Rustling leaves, falling petals, gurgling fountains, and the rippling water of the rill were complemented by bird song and flight. Doves, used for food and fertilizer, cooed soothingly. A dovecote or columbarium provided a nesting place. These dovecotes were sometimes separate towers housing hundreds of birds, or they might be attached to a building on a wall or a roof.


Plantings at Queen Eleanor’s Garden reflect medieval taste. The turf includes Bellis perennis, a tiny daisy. There is a prized fig tree. Hedges are made of holly and hawthorn and border plants include basil, columbines, fennel, hyssop, irises, lilies, rue, sage, violets, winter savory, and wormwood. Possibly introduced by Eleanor of Castile’s gardeners are Mediterranean plants including hollyhock, lavender, and pot marigold. Ferns grace the shady corners.
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The common wool clothes and fine silks worn in medieval Europe were washed only infrequently so the aroma of the low-growing herbs on the banke was welcomed.
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At Queen Eleanor’s re-created garden, limited space allowed only a small dovecote.
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Roses, honeysuckle, ivy, and gourds were used for arbor coverings at Winchester Castle.


	


	Imagining the delight the original garden gave to the kings and queens, knights and ladies of the thirteenth century at Winchester Castle is not difficult in this well-researched and documented re-creation of a medieval pleasaunce.
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The courtyard of the tenth-century monastery of San Pietro, now paved, would have been divided by paths emanating from the central well, creating four quadrants planted with turf or medicinal herbs.


	


	San Pietro Abbey


Perugia, Italy


Most European gardens labeled as medieval are re-creations, only a few as carefully planned and researched as Queen Eleanor’s Garden in Winchester. Gardens reconstructed from plans, descriptions, paintings, or the findings of archaeology are rare. The monastery garden at San Pietro in Perugia, Italy, is one such garden where medieval plans in the library were confirmed by the work of archeologists from the University of Perugia which now owns the property.


From the late tenth century, Benedictine monks occupied the basilica and surrounding buildings, built as were antique Roman houses with rooms around a central open atrium. Four paths emanating from a central water well divide the garden into quadrants, a paradise form in which paths are substituted for Persian and later Islamic rills. Here the monks might have taken their daily charge from the book of Genesis which contains creation narratives shared by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam describing the Garden of Eden: “A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers. . . . The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to till it and keep it.” The Garden of Eden was understood as the symbolic place where God speaks directly to man, bestowing blessings, giving directions, challenging excuses, and chastising for disobedience.
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In the Middle Ages, the tower beyond the zodiac garden at San Pietro housed the alchemist’s laboratory.
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In the lower center, the remains of a Roman marble basin, perhaps found on site by the tenth-century monks, kept fish until cooking.
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The four sides of the spring recognized the four sustaining liquids, this one labeled Fons lactis representing milk.


	


	Medieval monks and nuns similarly hoped that in the monastery garden their prayers would be heard. So common did the paradise design become over many centuries that although today we may not always be aware of its original meaning, it remains an iconic form to this day.




A first-century Greek born in Turkey, physician Dioscorides traveled with the Roman armies. He collected plants and everywhere the army camped made notes of local remedies. He eventually produced the five-volume De Materia Medica, a compendium of some six hundred plants and one thousand remedies. Circulated in Latin, Greek, and Arabic during the Middle Ages, it was the standard reference work for pharmacology through the Renaissance and even beyond.





At San Pietro, as in other monasteries, a covered walkway surrounded the interior garden and water source. A common pattern was to have a chapel at one side of the square, open from the interior cloister to the monks and with an external door for visitors. A second side served as chapter room where the monks met to conduct their business and, adjacent, the library of manuscripts. The monks’ individual bedrooms, called cells, were located on a third side. Completing the square or rectangle, the fourth side accommodated the refectory, visitors’ rooms, and the all-important hospital.


The paradise garden form in the cloister is only one of many symbolic designs at San Pietro. The zodiac garden was found by university archaeologists. At its center a tree grows from a spring that flows outward in four directions, representing the four liquids essential to life: milk, water, wine, and honey. In the zodiac garden the “heavens” are bounded by stones and low hedging, the beginnings of the parterre or ornamental garden with paths between the beds, a feature that was to become more elaborate with time.


Behind the cloister are raised beds for vegetables and herbs, as was the medieval custom. The pergola may have supported grapevines, climbing vegetables, or flowers. A large Roman marble basin or servatorium, perhaps once in the center of a Roman atrium, was used to keep fish fresh until it was cooked. Herbs used to dye cloth, to lay among clothes and on floors for fragrance, and to enhance the flavors of food are among the plants that would have been in the medieval garden and that are in the garden of San Pietro today. Even poison had its place, especially the black hellebore, said to be effective in killing the dreaded wolves. Above all, the physician-monks grew medicinal herbs, knowing what to plant and how to use them from the books of Dioscorides.


The sundial was another medieval garden feature, helping gardening monks know when to set work aside and gather in the church for the daily offices. These prayers were offered eight times daily according to the rule of Saint Benedict who adapted for the monastery at Monte Cassino the Jewish practice of prayer at set intervals of the day. Benedictines in Perugia and monks and nuns elsewhere continue the practice today.


Prieuré Notre-Dame d’Orsan


Maisonnais, France


Brothers of the Priory of Our Lady of Orsan in central France would have gathered each August to celebrate Saint Fiacre’s Day. The man who became the patron saint of gardeners was a seventh-century Irish monk whose healing powers drew so many to his door that he beseeched the bishop of Meaux to give him a new home with greater solitude for contemplation and prayer. Legend has it that the bishop offered him whatever forestland he could surround with a furrow in one day. Strong from gardening, Fiacre was able to uproot trees and bramble bushes to encompass a nine-acre plot. On the land he built a solitary hermitage for himself, planted a medicinal herb garden, and established a hospice for travelers. After his death in ad 670, he was canonized.


From the tenth to the fifteenth centuries the monks of Prieuré Notre-Dame d’Orsan in central France were, like Fiacre, skilled gardeners. The growing of vegetables, fruit, medicinal and culinary herbs, and flowers, especially roses, was their vocation second only to prayer.
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Saint Fiacre, patron saint of gardeners, with his Bible and spade.


	


	As in other medieval gardens, water was located at the garden’s heart. At Prieuré Notre-Dame it emanates from a square fountain at the center of a paradise form, convenient for irrigating the surrounding herb, vegetable, and flower beds, the orchards, and vineyards. Radiating paths are formed by turf, highly prized in the medieval garden. Twelfth-century French cleric Hugh of Fouilloy expressed the popular belief that the color green, a symbol of rebirth and everlasting life, “nourishes the eyes and preserves the vision.”


As they watered, the monks surely meditated upon the religious truth symbolized by water, expressed in this fourteenth-century poem by Guillaume de Machaut which likens the fountain to the Trinity:


Three parts make up a fountain flow


The Stream, the Spout, the Bowl.


Although these are three, these three are one


Essence the same. Even so the Waters of Salvation run.


Wood was readily available from the nearby forest and used for every possible purpose. Arbors supported grapes and roses. Low boards contained the raised beds. Palisade fencing formed by closely planted saplings that grew together as a solid and living fence protected the whole from rooting pigs and digging dogs. Wattle fencing, fashioned by driving stakes into the ground at intervals and weaving through them flexible apple shoots or young hickory, hazel, or willow branches, made the garden rabbit-proof. Slender poles gathered at the top like teepees provided support for beans and other climbing vegetables and vines. To prevent rotting, vegetables were lifted from the ground with low wattle domes.


Where town, castle, and monastery gardens were enclosed, the space for growing plants was limited. Gardeners developed a variety of techniques for making the most of the space they had. Trees and shrubs were pruned as pillars, cones, globes, pyramids, and obelisks so as not to block the sunlight. Topiary, the garden technique of pruning shrubs into unnatural forms, has been employed since the time of the Romans. Planting beds were edged with low-cut boxwood, germander, hyssop, lavender, rosemary, or santolina, creating rudimentary parterres.
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Wooden structures at Prieuré Notre-Dame d’Orsan were devised to fill every garden need.


	


	Wooden frames on which fruit was trained assumed various shapes and sizes. Fruit trees were planted on either side of a path, then bent and lashed together, or pleached, at the top so that they grew together. Forming an arch, the pleached trees did double duty by producing fruit and providing a shaded walk. Another space-saving technique was to espalier fruit and berries, pruning the branches or canes to make flat patterns against a warm wall or as a fence, a practice that has stood the test of time.


Orchards were all-important in the medieval garden as fruit was available only if locally grown. Orchard trees were often planted in a quincunx pattern with four at the corners of a square and a fifth tree in the center. The pattern is repeated in such a way that all adjacent trees in the orchard are equidistant one from another. Quincunx, used extensively for mosaics and pebble floors and on coins in ancient Rome, was invested with religious and astrological meaning in the Middle Ages. Another essential to any medieval orchard was the apiary for bees. Gardeners understood the role of bees in pollinating fruit and so bee-keeping was an important part of every gardener’s job.
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Pear trees at the Prieuré Notre-Dame d’Orsan are pruned and trained to hug the earth, taking little space but producing a bumper crop.


	


	Quincunx was not the only pattern for planting. Mazes with their maddening dead ends were planned for amusement and games; the labyrinth, not hard to follow and leading always to the center, became the means for a spiritual journey. At Prieuré Notre-Dame high concentric hedges define the paths beside which pears, quince, grapes, and herbs fill the beds. Rhubarb grows tall within cylindrical wattle frames.


Of all the metaphysical symbols in the medieval garden, none was richer in meaning than flowers. In enclosed gardens a particular kind of flower was planted singly or at least sparsely, never massed. These flowers were often pictured in medieval paintings and tapestries, perhaps most famously in the Unicorn Tapestry in which flowers encircle the mythical beast. All one hundred plants that have been identified were woven with remarkable detail and accuracy.
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A wattle bench surrounds an old tree in the orchard planted in a quincunx pattern at the Orsan Priory.
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Bees were kept in baskets called skeps, these at the botanical garden of the University of Leiden in the Netherlands.
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The Orsan Priory labyrinth brings pilgrims to the center where they finds a wattle bench surrounding a shady tree.


	


	Medieval literature and paintings depict time and again the flowery mead, or meadow, where a mixture of wildflowers abound. The mead at Notre-Dame d’Orsan is a riot of color, but all with delicate textures and shapes. Of all the flowers, the rose was the most loved and honored. In Greco-Roman culture the rose had represented the season of spring and of love. But the piety of the Middle Ages acknowledged the virginity of Mary by giving her the title hortus conclusus (enclosed garden), and the rose became her symbol.
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Visitors to the flowery mead at Prieuré Notre-Dame d’Orsan expect to see Mary herself with her Babe on her lap, just as she is pictured in countless medieval paintings.
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The beautiful brickwork of the Old Palace at Hatfield House is complemented by the topiary and rectangular parterres.


	


	Old Palace at Hatfield House


Hertfordshire, England


They said that she was reading the Bible under an oak in the park at Hatfield when news came that her sister was dead. She was now queen of England. Soon she would leave the place of her childhood to begin a reign that would be one of history’s longest, most notable, and most successful.


The world Elizabeth I would rule was no longer that of her father, Henry viii. The very topography of England had changed when she ascended the throne in 1558. The great forests had been steadily reduced for farms and then to build the great wooden sailing ships for the voyages of discovery. Society had changed as well. People were traveling to Italy to study the achievements of classical Rome and of the Italian Renaissance. The Protestant Reformation had given them new ideas about their abilities and rights. Archbishop Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer was, in his words, “in a language understanded of the people,” and all parish churches were ordered to chain an English Bible to the lectern and to keep the doors of the church always open. Now everyone had access to the scriptures at any time. The faith was no longer in the hands of but a few. While retaining much that was medieval, England embraced ideas of Renaissance humanism as it did those of the Reformation. Hatfield House and its gardens embody both worlds, with features that characterized medieval gardening while embracing new Renaissance elements.


The simplicity of early medieval garden design had, by Elizabeth’s reign, evolved to become elaborate. The four planting beds or turf separated by gravel paths of the simple paradise form had multiplied in number and were of intricate patterns, so much so that they became known as parterres de broderie, that is “of embroidery.” The accompanying topiary assumed new, more complicated shapes.


The garden at Hatfield’s Old Palace is sunken, enclosed on one side by the palace and on three sides by banks planted as a flowery mead with local grasses and flowers including cowslips, fritillaries, and primroses. Walls and hedges surround the whole but were not the barriers they once had been. Gardens were beginning to incorporate a larger view of the land beyond their immediate boundaries. Topiary remained popular in Tudor England as did parterres filled with flowering plants. A maze dominates the arrangement of parterres. A variation of the medieval arbor, a high-domed bench, shaded by willows trained on a coppiced frame, protected delicate skin from the sun’s rays.


The basic pattern of the Hatfield garden is the paradise form, now assuming a variation that was then and is today widely used. To accommodate a round central fountain, the hedge-bordered beds were cut at the corners nearest the fountain to follow the curve of the path encircling it.


While the gardens of the Old Palace at Hatfield House exemplify features of the Tudor world that are medieval, the fountain itself with gilded stone cherub blowing his horn is based on an Italian Renaissance design dated 1490. And the gardens are intended to be viewed from above as are Italian hillside gardens. The balustrade, another Italian feature, allows viewing from the ground floor. Second-story windows show the gardens’ intricate pattern from above.
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“Spring,” from the 1614 Hortus Floridus of Crispin van de Pass, boasts a jigsaw puzzle pattern of parterres, the pieces separated by gravel paths.


	


	The young queen loved gardens, and as her interest became known, gardens throughout England were redesigned, upgraded, renovated, and extended when a royal visit was imminent. Some were of late medieval design; others displayed the newer ideas.


The garden of the Old Palace at Hatfield House, incorporating both medieval Tudor and Italian Renaissance traditions, accurately reflects the changing culture of sixteenth-century England. After the devastating plagues of earlier centuries, health and vigor had returned to Europe. The great medieval forests had been reduced as were the dangers harbored within them. The introduction of gunpowder and its use in cannons in the fourteenth century rendered obsolete the protective wall and moat. Gardens could now be more open. Travel and trade by land and sea increased. “Might makes right” which had governed much of life in the Middle Ages was superseded, at least to some degree, by law and administration. Above all, the printing press had made information readily available and more people learned to read. With these changes came a subtle shift in thinking about the world. The Age of Faith had become the Age of Man.


	

[image: Image]


A Renaissance cherub blows his horn from atop the fountain.
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Behind the shaded bench, a high hedge is pruned with windows for viewing the countryside beyond.
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The veranda and balustrade provide one view of the garden, the second-story windows of the Old Palace another.
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The Rometta, Villa d’Este.


		


		

	




2
The Measure of Mankind Is Man
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	Sacred groves, hillside villas, secret gardens, classical learning, and water magic in the Italian Renaissance


fifteenth and sixteenth centuries


Today, we describe one accomplished in many fields as a Renaissance person because men of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries in Italy were astonishing in the breadth of their achievements—the arts, scholarship, science, technology, literature, music, and philosophy. We wonder at the works of Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and many others of the period. Their lives were characterized by enormous energy and enormous confidence. They believed there was nothing they could not do and therefore there was nothing they would not try. They were convinced that the power of the human intellect could bring about improvement. Many believed that a Golden Age was dawning and so they set sure-footed and with boundless hope on the road to the future. Scholars have described the Renaissance as the age in which mankind discovered itself.


Along with this confidence came the conviction of many that fame, glory, praise, power, and affluence were good, to be sought, and when achieved, exhibited. The great families of the city-states—the Sforza of Milan, the Medici of Florence, the Borgia of Naples and Rome, and the elected Doge of the Republic of Venice were constantly vying to take and keep control. Patronage was the accepted practice for furthering family interests. Princes of the Catholic Church ingratiated themselves in order to be named cardinal and conspired in the papal elections, many offering or taking bribes—or worse. Positions were bought and sold. Machiavellian negotiation, manipulation, and connivance equaled the sword as the means to power.


These leaders of Renaissance Italy displayed their wealth and position in magnificent villas. The accompanying gardens were extravagant and their raw materials—stone, water, evergreen shrubs, trees, and a few flowers—were not meant to celebrate nature but rather to serve as furniture in the outdoor salon, providing a setting for conversation and bargaining.


What a piece of work is a man, how noble in reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god.


—William Shakespeare


But the Renaissance was also the age that discovered nature. The world beyond the castle was no longer as hostile as it once had been and walls were no defense against the newly introduced gunpowder. Petrarch, an early Renaissance philosopher and scholar, is remembered as the first to ascend a mountain just for the view. Gardens that were settings for political machinations also looked out over the glorious Italian hills and countryside.


How did such a change from the God-focused piety and mysticism of the Middle Ages come about? Beginning about the middle of the fourteenth century, trade in the Mediterranean increased between the Middle East and the city-states of what is now Italy. Among the goods brought into Italy were Greek, Hebrew, and Arabic manuscripts. The defeat of the Byzantine Empire by the Ottoman Turks in the 1453 Siege of Constantinople increased the availability of such documents as scholars of Greek fled Islam-dominated areas. Italian scholars and eventually those of northern Europe studied these newly available sources, leading them to entertain new ideas and develop new skills.


From the Arabs they discovered the advantage of Arabic numerals which included zero, not part of the Roman numeral system, paving the way for previously impossible engineering feats. The great design challenge for Italian architects and garden designers was that of establishing a firm base for their villas and gardens on the steep Italian hillsides. As well as making possible new sites, Arabic mathematics allowed new architectural features. The supreme example is Filippo Brunelleschi’s great dome atop the cathedral in Florence which today remains the largest unsupported brick dome in the world. Engineering also advanced in the field of hydraulics, the movement and management of water, creating a wholly new approach to water in the garden.


From a translation of the work of tenth-century Persian Alhacen, Renaissance artists learned about perspective drawing. Lorenzo Ghiberti publicized the ideas and Brunelleschi showed how to establish a vanishing point by a geometrical method used today by landscape designers and architects. Painting the outline of Florentine buildings on a mirror, Brunelleschi showed that all lines converge on the horizon when the building’s lines are extended. Later Leon Battista Alberti’s Della Pittura of 1435–36 became a guide for would-be artists, teaching them how to represent on a flat surface the way objects appear to the eye.


In literature and philosophy, scholars compared Hebrew, Latin, and Greek editions of the Bible. They pored over the classical writers including Cicero, Ovid, Pliny, Horace, and Virgil. Above all, it was Plato who intrigued and guided their thought, rivaling the former preeminence of Aristotle, and Christian humanists worked to reconcile platonic thought with Christian doctrine. A central thesis of the Renaissance was that all learning, whether sacred or profane, could not corrupt; it could only purify. Seeing no contradiction, the leaders of the church set about study of the classical writers as well as Christian theology and commissioned artists who used classical figures side by side with Christ, Mary, and the saints in their painting, sculpture, and garden design.


With this new approach came the belief that education is the road to intellectual, spiritual, and material success and power, a belief that has characterized Western civilization ever since. With the introduction of the printing press and invention of moveable type in the mid-fifteenth century, thousands of copies could be printed in a single day. The otherwise sophisticated Erasmus predicted that even the plowboy would learn to read and then would whistle the psalms as he plowed his furrow. But the hopes of the Renaissance humanists would be dashed by wars first of religion and then of nationalism. And the plowboy? He proved more likely to read the tabloids than the Bible or the classics.
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Alberti’s Della Pittura is the first modern treatise on the art of painting, this page showing perspective drawing and the convergence of lines on the vanishing point.


	


	As Renaissance art including garden design was in the making, there were rumblings of discontent that would be played out violently across Europe and England. Protesters railed against the extravagances of the Catholic Church in Rome and their costs imposed throughout Europe. Savonarola and his books were burned in the central square of Florence; Jan Hus met the same fate in Prague. Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-five Theses on the Wittenberg Castle Church door and called the pope “antichrist.” Reformer John Calvin held sway in nearby Geneva and his followers, French Huguenots, gained in number. Henry viii, following the example of German electors who determined whether the people of their territory would be Catholic or Protestant, declared himself head of the Church of England.


Knowing the history of the Reformation, we must acknowledge that the Italian Renaissance gardens, both those owned by princes of the Catholic Church and by the great families—which have been visited, written about, extolled, beloved, and replicated by subsequent generations—were symbols of the church’s greed and extravagance, contributing by the image they projected to the breakup of European Christendom.


Villa Medici


Fiesole, Italy


When Cosimo de’ Medici, the richest and most powerful man in Florence, decided to support Marsilio Ficino in establishing a Platonic Academy, he arranged for it to be located at Villa Careggi on the hill overlooking the city and near to his own villa in Fiesole. There the work of translating all of Plato could go on and the scholar-philosophers including Giovanni Pico della Mirandola could meet at either villa, and so they did. Cosimo’s Platonic Academy was a new venture and one that would intellectually and artistically greatly influence the course of the Renaissance, inspiring Ficino confidently to declare, “If we are to call any age golden . . . such is true of this, our age.”


The Villa Medici was also new in concept, for unlike other Italian villas, it had been neither a fortification nor a farm. Rather, Cosimo and his chosen architect, Michelozzo Michelozzi, followed the advice of Leon Battista Alberti in De re aedificatoria (On the Art of Building) who in turn had borrowed from classical Latin authors Vitruvius and Pliny regarding the hillside as healthy. Cosimo’s Villa Medici was an ideal retreat from unsanitary and plague-ridden Florence and a model for countless other Italian villas.
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High above Florence, the villa is placed just as Alberti advised to catch the sun in winter and cooling breezes in summer.


	


	It was no mean feat to secure the villa and adjacent gardens on three levels of the steep hillside. The villa’s lower floor houses stables, kitchen, and storage. The upper floors for living quarters are on an axis with the top terrace gardens. As was traditional, the garden itself is geometric and enclosed with low walls framing the terraces.


But the distinguishing feature of the Villa Medici, is the view—ah, the view!—down into the valley, dominated by Il Duomo di Firenze which had been completed only ten years before the construction of Villa Medici began. Banker Cosimo must have also relished the sight of the winding Arno River and, on a clear day, a glimpse of the Ponte Vecchio on which the goldsmiths of Florence had sold their wares since medieval times. Then, looking to left and right, there was the Tuscan countryside with stands of cypresses punctuating the views.
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The garden at the Villa Medici Fiesole has a traditional medieval design but without the high enclosing walls.
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Behind the entrance opening at Villa Medici in Fiesole the secret garden is adorned with boxwood hedges, climbing roses, a simple circular fountain, shade trees, stone benches, and low walls allowing views outward.


	


	Another feature of Villa Medici that would become part of later Italian gardens and one adopted by later generations of gardeners in Europe and North America is the giardino segreto, the secret garden. Located on the west side of the Medici villa in Fiesole and apart from the larger and more public garden on the east, it is small and formal, just the place to steal away from other guests for a private discussion.


Villa d’Este


Tivoli, Italy


Designing the expansion of Villa d’Este and its gardens was the ideal commission for Pirro Ligorio, one he must have coveted dearly. He was, after all, the author of An Attempt to Restore Ancient Rome and The Restoration of Hadrian’s Villa. The property of Cardinal Ippolito d’Este, formerly a monastery in Tivoli, is sited atop the mountain above what once had been Roman Emperor Hadrian’s eight-square-mile villa. Ligorio knew Hadrian’s villa would provide an endless source of materials, especially classical sculpture. And he could just help himself.


The cardinal, son of the infamous Lucrezia Borgia and Alfonso d’Este, was enormously rich, powerful, and ruthless, having rigged at least one papal election. He would spare no expense in enlarging and improving the villa and gardens to equal and perhaps even surpass that of the great Hadrian.


Ligorio began work on Villa d’Este in 1550, continuing until almost the end of his long life in 1583. He chose as the garden’s theme the twelve labors of Hercules, hoping that the pope would see in the allusion the cardinal’s labors for him. The mythic figure of the strong, skilled, and cunning Hercules would take his place in other great gardens as well. Sadly, at Villa d’Este later changes including the selling of sculpture by Este heirs destroyed the iconography.


Villa d’Este would become famous in Ligorio’s generation and loved by future visitors for its innovative use of water in hundreds of pools and fountains and the clever tricks they played, demonstrating superbly the newly developed knowledge of hydraulics. For this the cardinal hired Orazio Olivieri, a brilliant engineer. His first task was to divert the River Aniene upward through a tunnel of more than three thousand feet. Then he and Ligorio put gravity to full use on the steep hillside of Tivoli in service of the water features that would define Villa d’Este, including twenty-three major fountains as well as other pools, grottoes, and countless water jets. Most innovative was the cascade, a feature that would become synonymous with Italian gardens.


The first cascade supplies the Fountain of Tivoli from behind. Also called the Ovato or Oval Fountain, it is the villa’s largest, receiving water directly from the River Aniene and acting as the distribution point for the rest of the garden. The huge cascade was to serve as model for cascades at Villas Lante and Aldobrandini and many other Renaissance gardens.


The sculpture above the Oval Fountain is that of the Tiburtine Sibyl with her son, Melicertes. She is remembered as founder of Tivoli and was said to have predicted in the first century that a future emperor named Constans would make Christianity the supreme religion. Now overgrown with ferns and other water-loving plants, in the sixteenth century the niches and sculpture were pristine, quintessential examples of the glory of man’s artistic achievement.


The most beloved, frequented, and photographed of the water features is the Hundred Fountains, a bold and breathtaking way of dealing with the almost vertical rise of the land. Over three hundred feet long, it is made up of three narrow terraces of gushing fountains topped with stone eagles, lilies, obelisks, and boats, all emblems of the Este family. The middle level has long since been covered with maidenhair ferns, preventing visitors from seeing the ninety-one bas-relief scenes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a widely read book during the Renaissance. In the lowest row, lion heads spew water. Complementing the villa and fountains are pebblework mosaics, an ancient Roman and Renaissance garden feature.
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The tiled Ovato is the central source of water at Villa d’Este.


	


	Visitors make the vertical descent by way of straight and curved staircases and, at the steepest points, by ramps parallel to the hillside, each easing the gradient. Crossing at oblique angles, the ramps also serve cleverly to disguise the fact that the villa is not perfectly perpendicular to the axis of the garden. The staircase embracing the Dragon Fountain has handrails with flowing water, as does the water staircase at Alhambra. At the bottom four dragons roar as they spout water, a contrast to the quiet of the circular pool from which they appear to be emerging.


Other Villa d’Este fountains were a visual delight and, wonder of wonders, made various sounds by the ingenious mixing of water and air. The Owl Fountain had a flock of metal birds that chirped prettily but who flew away when frightened by a mechanical hooting owl.
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Although called the Hundred Fountains, in fact the three rows contain many more.
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Looking down or up is equally enticing at the Dragon Fountain.
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The Organ and Neptune Fountains are reflected in a large fish pond that recalls the rectangular pool at Hadrian’s villa in the valley below.
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Who could fail to be captivated by these charming stone beasts who in the Renaissance roared fiercely?
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The Rometta depicts nearby Rome.


	


	The lowest level has large reflecting pools, a grotto, and small fountains. But most impressive is the Organ Fountain which once played music. Built according to descriptions by first-century engineers Vitruvius and Hero of Alexandria, it operated by water entering a cavity, thus mixing air and water before forcing air out of the pipes. It was so finely tuned that the sound could be controlled to play specific musical notes. The water-driven keys played four-part madrigals, quickly making the organ a major tourist attraction. It lies atop the Neptune Fountain which rises forty feet above the large reflecting pools at the base.


The Rometta is another feature of Villa d’Este that attracts visitors. A miniature model of ancient Rome, it is set in a semicircle backed by a suggestion of the Seven Hills of Rome with three small cascades joining to represent the Tiber River. Originally there were replicas of the Pantheon, Colosseum, Capitol Hill, and the Arch of Titus. On top of the wall behind the stone replica of an ancient Roman boat forever-moored in the Tiber remain the statues of Victorious Rome designed by Ligorio himself, the she-wolf nursing twins Romulus and Remus, and a horse in mortal combat with a lion, all references to the founding of Rome.


The Villa d’Este is one of the world’s most visited gardens. When the garden was still in the making Pope Gregory xiii had to see to believe that the music was automated and not played by a hidden organist. Other contemporary visitors included Ariosto, Cellini, Palestrina, Tasso, Titian, and Muret whose poems about the villa decode the garden’s symbolism. These famous visitors were followed in turn by Corot, Robert Adam, and Franz Liszt who remained as a guest for several years.


Most visitors, both the famous and the unidentified, adore the Villa d’Este, but there have been detractors as well. French Renaissance writer Michel de Montaigne declared in 1581 that the Organ Fountain played but one note. While American novelist Henry James described d’Este as “brave indissoluble unions of the planted and the builded symmetry,” his friend Edith Wharton called the Rometta “puerile,” unworthy of the “august” Roman countryside, and “pitiably tawdry” in comparison to the Villa Lante.


It is no accident that many amusement parks of the nineteenth century, most notably that in Copenhagen, are named Tivoli Gardens for they sought to be as successful as Villa d’Este in attracting, impressing, and entertaining visitors. Today we would call Villa d’Este a kind of theme park, albeit with unusual grace, charm, and artistry.


Sacro Bosco (Bomarzo)


Viterbo, Italy


In every time and place there are patrons and artists who seek to express values that run counter to those prevailing in the culture. When educated, sophisticated, traveled, and experienced Pier Francesco Orsini, Duke of Bomarzo, known as Vicino, named his garden Sacro Bosco, “sacred wood,” he was suggesting that his was not to be a pleasure garden. Rather he was drawing on an ancient religious belief that trees were gods or that gods dwell in trees. That there was tree worship in pagan Europe comes as no surprise, knowing the extent, dangers, and mysteries of ancient and medieval forests.


The image of the sacred grove of olive trees outside Athens, the site of the Academy of Plato, remains so enduring that we say “the groves of academe” to refer to the academic world. Sophocles named the sacred grove of Colonus near Athens as the final resting place of Oedipus. Diana—Artemis, in Greek—goddess of woods and hunt, was the one whose favor was most sought in ancient Greece and Rome. In the Metamorphoses, Ovid included the story of young Actaeon coming upon Diana while bathing, a story with countless appearances and a thousand interpretations in art and literature. The site of the ancient Roman sacred grove of Diana was located at Lake Nemi, not far from Vicino’s castle.


It was natural that Vicino should choose the designer of Villa d’Este, because of the proximity of the two villas. Pirro Ligorio had created at Villa d’Este an exaggerated and lighthearted display of man’s ingenuity. At Sacro Bosco, Vicino asked that he create the extreme opposite, a temple of dark emotions, madness, and irrationality.
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Whomever the first sculpture seen at Bomarzo represents, it is a violent image.


	


	Vicino’s Sacro Bosco was dedicated to his wife, Giulia Farnese, who died in 1546. But his was to be no gentle or sentimental memorial. Sacro Bosco shared one feature with other famous gardens, that of oversized, rough-cut sculpture. But with this, similarity ends. Here conventions of garden design were rejected. There are no allées, parterres, geometry, flowers, nor amusing hydraulics. Rather it is a park of fantastic tufa sculpture once brightly painted and with enigmatic inscriptions. Set in deep woods and laid out asymmetrically, it is clearly meant to evoke images that arise from the deepest and most turbulent human experiences.


Some say that the first sculpture the visitor encounters is Hercules who, barehanded, slayed the evil Cacus. Or the sculpture may refer to the ancient custom that required a challenger to kill the priest who guarded the sacred grove. Along the path are massive primordial and imaginary animals including monsters, dragons, and a giant turtle struggling out of the earth. At the garden’s center is Cerberus, the three-headed dog who, seeing in all directions, guards the entrance to Hades to prevent the tormented from escaping.


Stories and speculation abound as to the purpose and message of Bomarzo which stands in such stark contrast to other Renaissance villa gardens. Over the most famous piece, the ocr (or ogre), are written the words, “Abandon thought, all ye who enter here.” It is a reference to Dante’s Inferno, in which the inscription over the Gate of Hell reads “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.” Visitors were clearly being told not to expect to find at Bomarzo the logic, reasoning, and classical study characteristic of the Renaissance. Vicino himself gave but one clue to the garden’s meaning. He described himself as “dry straw before the flames of lust.” The garden is filled with violent sexual images. Local rumor had it that a terrible crime, sexual in nature, occurred there, and even today some local residents will not visit the park.


After Vicino’s death in 1588 the park was allowed to fall into ruin, and the family abandoned it. Only in 1949 did surrealist artist Salvador Dali and novelist Jean Cocteau seek out the legendary Bomarzo and write about it. Sacro Bosco was purchased by the Bettini family, restored, and opened to the public as the Park of Monsters—but not until it had been exorcised.
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A half-clothed woman lies helpless.
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J. R. R. Tolkien in Lord of the Rings gave the ancient name “orc” to his evil monsters.
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Salvador Dali painted distorted sexual experiences. This one, Metamorphosis of Narcissus, shows why he was fascinated with Sacro Bosco, Bomarzo.


	


	Villa Lante


Bagnaia, Italy


No garden in the Western world has been praised more than has Villa Lante. It was recognized even before it was completed as a treasure of the fine art of garden design. Visitors flocked to see the villa, including Montaigne who in 1581 reported that it is the “finest place of the sort in the world.” More than three hundred years later, Edith Wharton wrote, “So perfect is it, so far does it surpass, in beauty, in preservation, and in the quality of garden-magic, all the other great pleasure-houses of Italy, that the student of garden-craft may always find fresh inspiration in its study.” In addition, no garden illustrates the values and ideals of the Renaissance more successfully than does Villa Lante. What are the features that make it the pinnacle of fine landscape design and a visual summary of Renaissance values?


I want to speak about bodies changed into new forms. . . . from the world’s first origins to my own time.


—Ovid, Metamorphoses


The measure of mankind is here clearly and comfortably man. The scale of the garden allows visitors to feel that they belong in the setting, neither cramped and awkward in the space, nor small and insignificant. The villa itself is not one building but two symmetrical squares on a scale that does not dominate but rather complements. Cardinal Gianfrancesco Gambara, owner and conceiver, was a friend, not rival, of Cardinal d’Este and his garden and villa were not intended to compete with the wonders of Villa d’Este. He chose, with felicitous result, Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola as his designer, a man who understood his vision. The cardinal had a deep affinity for nature, and Villa Lante brings together nature and design in an intimate way. The surrounding woods are not merely adjacent to but incorporated within the garden, an innovation in Renaissance design. The garden combines straight and curved lines in a pleasing relationship. Formal plantings join informal ones. The fountains and pools elucidate, not astonish.


As does every good landscape design, the cardinal’s design began with a concept. Villa Lante tells the story of mankind’s creation, disobedience, punishment, and redemption. Recounting the rise from primordial beginnings to civilization, Vignola used as a framework the Metamorphoses of Ovid. The most popular of Latin poets, Ovid was read during the Middle Ages, and then in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries his Metamorphoses became the most widely read and quoted of all the books of antiquity then known. In it Ovid recounts 250 myths about the interaction among the Greek gods and the gods with humans, each tale describing a transformation. In most, water serves prominently as the agent of change. Twentieth-century landscape architect Geoffrey Jellicoe declared that “Vignola lifted landscape design into the sublime at the Villa Lante, subordinating architecture to an ancient and universal idea of cosmology.”


At the Villa Lante, the stage is set at the entrance to the garden. Squared and tapered stone pillars topped with a bust, called herms, stand tall, representing the nine muses, daughters of the goddess Memory, in a circular pool backed by a wall. The winged horse Pegasus prances in the water. The viewer recalls the instant on Mount Helicon, home of the muses, in which a spring of water burst forth where Pegasus struck his hoof. The source of life is given. The drama laid out in the garden ahead will recall the human past through poetic and harmonic experiences, each scene united to the ones before and after by water.
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Pegasus prances in the pool at the entrance to Villa Lante, suggesting the story to come and introducing the binding thread, water.


	


	From the entrance, visitors proceeding through the boschetto of oaks and plane trees climb the hill, recalling the Golden Age that, as Ovid wrote in Book I:


without coercion, without laws, spontaneously nurtured the good and the true . . . . No pine tree felled in the mountains had yet reached the flowing waves to travel to other lands. . . . [there were yet] no swords and helmets. The earth herself also, freely, without the scars of ploughs, untouched by hoes, produced everything from herself . . . rivers of milk flowed . . . and golden honey . . . trickled from the green holm oak.


At the top of the hill is the grotto in which life and humankind emerge from water. Three niches hold figures made of rocks and shells, not quite recognizable as human forms yet clearly suggesting the transfiguration to come. Water pours from above into a pool, the constant stream feeding the maidenhair ferns and other water-loving plants. As Ovid recounts:
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Primordial beginnings.


	


	

The great flood, a story shared by Jews, Christians, and Muslims, appears in the book of Genesis, in Greek mythology, and in the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh. Recently scientists have identified it as occurring when the waters of the Mediterranean rose, spilling water over the basin’s rim into the Black Sea.





As yet there was no animal capable of higher thought that could be ruler of the rest. Then Humankind was born. . . . While other animals look to the ground, he gave human beings an upturned aspect, commanding them to look towards the skies, and, upright, raise their face to the stars.


The Deluge continues the story. Mankind disobeyed the gods, and Jupiter “resolved on a . . . punishment, to send down rain from the whole sky and drown humanity beneath the waves.” The momentous event is recounted at the Villa Lante first in the courtyard where the creation is depicted on the back wall. Side walls conceal water jets that pour forth, drenching unwary visitors, just as in the Great Deluge people were caught off-guard. Just below, the Dolphin Fountain recalls the image described vividly by Ovid in which waters rise and, breaking their bounds, cover even the mountains:


There are dolphins in the trees, disturbing the upper branches and stirring the oak trees as they brush against them. . . . The sea in unchecked freedom has buried the hills . . . the waters wash away most living things.


But eventually Jupiter relents and the waters recede. Ovid’s Triton, blowing into “his echoing conch, . . . sounded the order for retreat. . . . It was heard by all the waters on earth and in the ocean and, hearing it, were checked. Now the sea has shorelines, the brimming rivers keep to their channels.” The earth is productive again, and Deucalion and Pyrrha, the man and woman who were spared, begin its repopulation.
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The Dolphin Fountain rises like a mountain, recalling Ovid’s image of ocean dolphins swimming in the treetops during the great flood.
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The water chain, in the form of a crayfish, also serves to link the sea image of the Dolphin Fountain above and the river images that come at the next stage of the story.


		


		A great stone chain contains the water on its downward flow, visually proving that the waters now keep their appointed limits. In places waist high and other places only two or three feet from the ground, the water flows at a rate controlled by varying angles of the chain. The distinctive form of the water chain refers to Cardinal Gambara. His family symbol is the crayfish since their name is similar to gambero, the Italian word for crayfish. At the top of the chain is the tail, the volutes resemble the articulation of the shell, and the head and pincers lie at the fountain below.


The water from the chain falls abundantly in a semicircular pattern into a large basin below. The great river gods of the Tiber and Arno who irrigate the fields recline in the niches on either side of the fountain. Flora and Pomona, goddesses of flowers and fruit, flank the fountain. Ceres, goddess of grain and agriculture who “first turned the soil with curving plough,” is painted on the ceiling inside the villa.


The water from the basin disappears briefly but, continuing the center axial line of the garden, reemerges in the Cardinal’s Table, whose straight lines contrast with the curves of the water chain above. The scenes reassure that the chaos of the flood has been overcome and order has returned, hope with it. Here, at the banquet table, the church enjoys both the earth’s bounty and fruits of human labor. For al fresco celebrations, wine and fruit were placed in the channel running down the middle of the table, to be chilled by the cool water that makes its way downhill.
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The Fountain of Lights uses water jets to create the look of candles, the light of learning.


	


	

	[image: Image]


The center channel of the Cardinal’s Table was an idea adopted by Vignola from Pliny, reminding Renaissance guests of the legacy of ancient Rome.


	


	Now the visitor becomes fully aware of the two buildings, called casinos, placed symmetrically on either side of the garden and making up the villa, recalling that “There Mount Parnassus lifts its twin steep summits to the stars, its peaks above the clouds.” Next we are shown that mankind lives and progresses not only by his labor but by his intellect. Here the tale leaves first-century Ovid, moving on to glory in the Renaissance. The Fountain of Lights joyfully and elegantly celebrates the virtues of reason and learning.


Hedge-lined paths running obliquely to the central axis ease the steep descent from the villa level. At the foot of the hill lies the Quadrato, which occupies about one acre, one-third of the total garden area. At its center, on axis with the Deluge, Dolphin Fountain, water chain, Cardinal’s Table, and Fountain of Lights, lies a circular fountain within a square. Divided in four sections, here the Moorish paradise garden pattern of water and grass or flowers is reversed. Rills of water are replaced with bridges and the turf becomes water, emphasizing the role of water in metamorphosis. Each water quadrant sports a stone boat and musketeer with horn. The fountain and ponds are surrounded by twelve square beds, with parterres in various broderie (embroidered) patterns. An obelisk originally stood at the center of the Quadrato, spurting water from dozens of jets. It was replaced by succeeding owners of the Villa Lante with a travertine sculpture of four Moors holding aloft the stylized mountain and star that were the Montalto family emblems.


Villa Lante is a monument to the ideals and accomplishments of the Renaissance, employing in the design the very concepts it celebrates. Classical literature is admired and expressed. The pattern of circles and squares, to which the laws of mathematics were applied, make an orderly but varied scene. Rich ornament together with severe lines produces elegant harmony. The natural woods surrounding Villa Lante are incorporated into the design. The scale makes the visitor at one with the story being told, and the proportions at each stage project the victory of reason and civilization over the powers of darkness.
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