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                Above and below: At the Tuileries Garden, a marble monument to
                  Charles Perrault, author of children’s fables, by Gabriel Pech, and The Tree of Vowels, a bronze sculpture by
                  Giuseppe Penone.
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                Monet’s much-painted lily pond and bridge at Giverny.
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                A resin door at Villa André Bloc in Meudon.
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                Suspended orchids by Jeff Leatham at the Hôtel George
                  V.
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                Common snowberry (Symphoricarpos
                      albus var. laevigatus).
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                    Let us cultivate our garden. 

                    —Voltaire
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                        The Tree of Vowels by sculptor
                        Giuseppe Penone. 

                

            

            Outside the Walls 

            Paris, garden city

            “A walk about Paris will provide lessons in history, beauty, and in the point of
                life,” the statesman Thomas Jefferson said, bedazzled by the French capital in 1844,
                decades before Baron Haussmann, the prefect of Paris under Napoleon III, turned it
                into the verdant architectural marvel we know. 

            However, Jefferson would have seen the seeds of Paris’s greening sown some three
                centuries earlier at Tuileries Palace, where Henry II’s queen, Catherine de Medici,
                broke from Gothic traditions and encouraged a true absorption of Italian Renaissance
                garden ideals. 

            Her Tuileries Palace and Garden along the Seine were conceived in 1564, a few years
                after she abandoned the stultifying confines of medieval Paris, where her home, now
                replaced by Place des Vosges in the Marais, was the site of a celebratory joust that
                killed her husband. The widowed queen stood in for her three ineffectual sons, who
                were consecutive kings of France, first in the fortified Louvre outside the old city
                walls and then in a palace she built just west of it over a clay quarry where tuiles, or tiles, used to be made. Architect
                Philibert de L’Orme, who worked on chateaus outside Paris for the queen’s archrival,
                Henry II’s mistress, Diane de Poitiers, designed the palace. Seeking more civilized
                entertainment befitting absolute monarchs, de Medici commissioned an Italian,
                Bernard de Carnesse, to design something akin to the Florentine gardens of her
                youth. She wanted it to be the largest, most beautiful pleasure garden the city had
                ever known. 

            Francis I, de Medici’s father-in-law and the engine of the French Renaissance, who
                had Italian artists such as Leonardo da Vinci in his retinue, had tried at his
                chateaus scattered in Blois, Chambord, and Fontainebleau to recreate gardens he had
                seen during expansionist campaigns in Italy, but the Tuileries Garden was not only
                more cohesive, it was truly Italian. More significantly, it fuelled one of the most
                important expansions of millennia-old Paris, which would then continue to grow in
                concentric rings around the city’s ancient core. 

            The Tuileries sixteenth-century design went beyond the squared rigidity of monkish
                utilitarian herb gardens of lavender, marjoram, mint, and thyme. Its rectangular
                compartments, or parquets, divided by a grid of gravel-covered strolling paths, had
                sections decorated with the low-growing violets, lilies of the valley, primroses,
                peonies, irises, calendulas, snowdrops, and Lilium
                        candidum of the medieval garden, as well as allegorical statues,
                fountains, a labyrinth, a grotto (an Italian Mannerist feature that became an
                essential and recurring motif in French gardens well into the nineteenth century)
                with colorful faience images of plants and animals, lawns, intimate groves of trees,
                kitchen gardens or potagers, and a vineyard. This all made for a joyful venue for
                cultured entertainment and lavish parties to rival those at de Medici’s country
                chateau in Chenonceau. 

            Some years after de Medici’s death in 1589, the 38-acre Tuileries Garden—which is
                nearly six times as large as the Louvre’s Cour Napoleon, where architect I. M. Pei’s
                1989 glass pyramid now stands—was greatly altered by Henry IV and Marie de Medici,
                his Florentine queen who later became regent to a young Louis XIII and built herself
                the Luxembourg Palace and Gardens. Tuileries Palace, home to many monarchs after
                them, remained a work in progress until the nineteenth century, when it nearly
                closed off the U-shaped Louvre to form an interior courtyard. Shortly after that,
                the palace was torched and destroyed by rebels of the Paris Commune in 1871, the
                same year a defeated Napoleon III slipped into exile. However, many vestiges of the
                original Tuileries Garden remained intact alongside the garden’s seventeenth-century
                additions. 

            The evolution and adaptation of the Tuileries both influenced and reflected garden
                trends in the Île-de-France, as the Seine Valley around Paris is called. The
                Tuileries was a garden to stroll in, but like other palatial gardens, French
                gardeners gradually redesigned it to be viewed from piano
                        nobile windows and raised terraces. In time, its symmetrically
                arranged Italianate parquet enclosures on each side of a central axis were replaced
                by parterres, or planting beds “on the
                ground,” that were decorated not just with flowers but also low, clipped dwarf box
                hedges that looked like the curvilinear arabesque patterns on woven Turkish carpets
                and embroidered silk brocades. These parterres de
                        broderie, which brought sensuous curves and diagonals to
                rectilinear garden plans, were accented with brick dust, colored clay, and sand
                sprinkled between the boxwood so that they could be better viewed from a distance. 

            Parterres devised by Jacques Boyceau,
                superintendent of royal gardens under Louis XIII, and Jacques Mollet, who worked at
                de Poitiers’ Chateau d’Anet, where Italian formal gardening was first introduced,
                were later mastered by Mollet’s son, Claude Mollet, the royal gardener for Henry IV,
                Louis XIII, and Louis XIV, and “embroidered” parterres edged with boxwood like those at the Tuileries
                became the essence of French formal gardens. They were the carpets of outdoor rooms
                that began to be more clearly defined. Ornamental architectural trellises and arbors
                of wood for shade evolved into canopies of stone, and groves of trees were clipped
                into green walls to form cabinets de verdure
                and bosquets. Flowers, once so loved, were
                now grown as demure borders or in separate parterres de
                        fleurs and parterres of
                cutwork. They played a lesser role at the Tuileries, where hedges were designed to
                be beautiful in every season, and in gardens where ponds reflected architecture and
                water coursed prominently through canals and from fountains. 

            The Tuileries Garden, adjacent to the reins of power, became the disseminator of this
                growing French style as well as the cradle of France’s most famous paysagiste, or landscape architect. André Le
                Nôtre, whose forbears tended the Tuileries and also worked under the Mollets,
                learned his craft at his parent’s home within the Tuileries Garden. At the Palais du
                Louvre’s academy of the arts next door, he learned about painting, perspective,
                mathematics, and architecture, and also cultivated crucial friendships with painter
                Charles le Brun and architect François Mansart. Le Nôtre and le Brun went on to
                dazzle the French with a garden for Nicolas Fouquet, Louis XIV’s minister of
                finance. Uniquely, their new garden, which had subsumed the land of three whole
                villages, shared a central axis with Fouquet’s chateau by architect Louis Le Vau,
                and the two elements formed a unitary, indivisible whole. Such a concept was not
                unknown in Italy, where the lines of a villa were often aligned to a garden, but Le
                Nôtre’s version of a well-ordered, symmetrical axial garden had less-obvious
                perspectives, unique optical illusions, and hidden alcoves and surprises that
                exceeded any Italian original. It proved seminal and became the template for the Sun
                King Louis XIV’s larger and more elaborate Versailles and countless other Le Nôtre
                gardens, where optical effects achieved with mathematical precision made gardens
                appear longer, boundaries disappear, and gentle slopes vanish into the horizon. No
                longer Italian, this was the jardin à la française
                    now. 

            Versailles’ forested swamps (where water, a critical element for such grand gardens,
                was always in short supply) were turned, with the aid of pumps and hydraulics, into
                a fountain-filled wonderland for Louis XIV’s permanent court, where visiting
                monarchs could watch mock naval battles in a vast double cruciform canal or in water
                    parterres possibly inspired by
                Renaissance water gardens like Courances. 

            Techniques developed at Versailles were redeployed in many royal gardens, and between
                1667 and 1671, Le Nôtre returned home to the Tuileries to add a wider central
                promenade that formed the basis for Paris’s Axe Historique that now extends from the
                Louvre, through the Champs-Élysées, past Napoleon’s Arc de Triomphe, and westward to
                the modern-day arch of La Défense. On the south side of the garden he installed a
                    grande terrasse du bord de l’eau that is
                still both a promenade along the Seine as well as a low wall to protect the garden.
                Three round basins close to the palace—alluding to notions of the Sun King’s
                self-proclaimed divinity—and a giant octagonal pond at the west end also remain. The
                Tuileries, subtly restored and modernized during the last two decades by landscape
                architects Pascal Cribier and Louis Benech, once again reflects the symmetry and the
                regal promenade Le Nôtre installed during the grand
                        siècle. 

            However, the jardin à la française favored by
                Louis XIV as an emblem of absolute monarchy that could even bend nature to his will
                lost considerable steam after the king’s death in 1715. Increasingly powerful nobles
                in the weakened courts of Louis XV and Louis XVI acquired hôtels particuliers and townhouses in Paris or returned to
                their neglected country estates away from Versailles, where those who had been
                exposed to London favored picturesque English landscape gardens over the formal
                baroque French garden. 

            Explorers, colonists, and landscape artists such as Hubert Robert stoked a new
                fascination for exotic gardens and a hybridized French landscape garden tradition,
                which emerged in the mid-eighteenth century. Designers melded the jardin à la française with meandering English
                landscapes laced with Asian aesthetics. Exotic Chinese and Japanese pagodas,
                English-style Gothic ruins, classical temples, windmills, and even mock farms were
                incorporated into French gardens. 

            Marquis René de Girardin, author of De la composition des
                        paysages, was among the first proponents of the jardin Anglo-Chinois, as they came to be
                called. At his Ermenonville garden 25 miles northeast of Paris, a Temple of
                Philosophy was dedicated to his mentor Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who advocated a return
                to nature and the “simple life.” The style’s most avant-garde example, the Désert de
                Retz, was popular among nobles who slipped away from the stilted atmosphere of Louis
                XVI’s Versailles, across the forest of Marly, and through a grotto entrance to enjoy
                the hedonistic, magical “deserted” setting provided by aristocrat François Racine de
                Monville. Soon, Marie Antoinette’s Hameau de la Reine at Versailles and other
                examples of this kind of French landscape garden popped up rapidly, one after the
                other, like bubbles in a flute of champagne. 

            The French Revolution—ironically fueled by some of the very egalitarian ideas
                Rousseau proffered—stopped such horticultural and arboreal extravagance in its
                tracks. But the French landscape aesthetic weathered the doldrums of the
                post-Revolution regimes and the Napoleonic decade of the early nineteenth century,
                before it resurfaced during and after Napoleon III’s Second Empire, alongside
                Monet’s Impressionism and Rodin’s Modernism. It was no surprise. The last formal
                gardens looked codified and static, and with scarcer resources for keeping them
                clipped, people readily reverted to pastoral landscapes and flowers. 

            In 1853, Haussmann began the incredible transformation of Paris, reconfiguring the
                city into 20 manageable arrondissements, all
                linked with grand, gas-lit boulevards and new arteries of running water to feed
                large public parks and beautiful gardens influenced greatly by London’s Kew Gardens.
                In every quarter, the indefatigable prefect, in concert with engineer Jean-Charles
                Alphand, refurbished neglected estates such as Parc Monceau and the Jardin du
                Luxembourg, and transformed royal hunting enclaves into new parks such as enormous
                Bois de Boulogne and Bois de Vincennes. They added romantic Parc des Buttes Chaumont
                and Parc Montsouris in areas that were formerly inhospitable quarries, as well as
                dozens of smaller neighborhood gardens that Alphand described as “green and
                flowering salons.” 

            Thanks to hothouses that sprang up in Paris, inspired by England’s prefabricated cast
                iron and glass factory buildings and huge exhibition halls such as the Crystal
                Palace, exotic blooms became readily available for small Parisian gardens. For
                example, nineteenth-century metal and glass conservatories added by Charles Rohault
                de Fleury to the Jardin des Plantes, Louis XIII’s 1626 royal botanical garden for
                medicinal plants, provided ideal conditions for orchids, tulips, and other plant
                species from around the globe. Other steel structures, such as Victor Baltard’s 12
                metal and glass market stalls at Les Halles

            
            
            
            
                [image: Architect I. M. Pei’s monumental 1989 glass and steel pyramid in the Louvre’s Cour Napoleon.]
                
                    
                

            

            
                [image: Among many monuments at the Tuileries celebrating artists and writers, a marble bust by Gabriel Pech honors Charles Perrault, author of “Puss in Boots” and other children’s tales.]
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                [image: Le Nôtre transformed the Italianate Tuileries Garden into a jardin à la française along the lines of Vaux-le-Vicomte, with symmetrical parterres de broderie separated by a long, wide processional walkway that had paths intersecting it at right angles. The Arc de Triomphe du Carrousel and the Louvre at the east end of the central axis can be seen from the Grand Bassin Rond pond, where Parisians can use one of the 3,000 green chairs supplied.]
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                [image: The 61-acre Parc des Buttes Chaumont.]
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                [image: Parc de la Villete’s ten minimalist or fantastically themed gardens.]
                
                    
                

            

            
                [image: Marie de Medici’s 1611 Jardin du Luxembourg’s Fountain of the Observatory.]
                
                    
                

            

            
                [image: At the three-acre Jardin de l’Intendant, the Garden of the Steward, on the southwest corner of the vast parade grounds of Hôtel des Invalides in Paris, salvias, grasses, and fragrant fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) contrast with the four-foot-high conical clipped yew topiaries and parterres in the formal garden based on eighteenth-century designs. Low boxwood cutwork parterres filled with flowers are retrieving lost ground in the jardin à la française.]
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