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PENGUIN BOOKS

THE LAND WHERE LEMONS GROW

‘A lovely exploration of citrus fruit in Italy’
Bee Wilson, Sunday Times, Books of the Year

‘A fresh chapter was opened in Italian garden history by The Land Where Lemons Grow, expertly unpeeling Italy’s citrus culture from Garda to Palermo’
Jonathan Keates, The Times Literary Supplement, Books of the Year

‘It would be a treat to find under the tree’
Carolyn Hart, Daily Telegraph, Books of the Year

‘This is the first among my books of the year. Every page of Attlee’s subtle fusion of history and horticulture made me feel that it’s time to pack the bags again for Italy … this is very much a boots-on-the-ground narrative, as she clambers into abandoned Tuscan orangeries, decodes a Renaissance garden under a Genoese car park and penetrates the sanctum of the Calabrian bergamot industry. She sauces her erudite adventure with a scatter of citrus recipes’
Jonathan Keates, Literary Review

‘Inspired and inspiring, in prose as sharp as the fruit it celebrates’
David Wheeler, editor of Hortus

‘Fascinating, vivid, poignant, challenging, cheering … A distinguished garden writer, Attlee fell under the spell of citrus over ten years ago and the book, like the eleventh labour of Hercules to steal the golden fruit of the Hesperides, is the result. She writes with great lucidity, charm and gentle humour, and wears her considerable learning lightly … Helena Attlee’s elegant, absorbing prose and sure-footed ability to combine the academic with the anecdotal, make The Land Where Lemons Grow a welcome addition to the library of citrologists and Italophiles alike’
Clarissa Hyman, The Times Literary Supplement

‘Truly fascinating … For many years, Attlee has been collecting evidence for a story of citrus trees in Italy. The result, The Land Where Lemons Grow, is remarkable, excellently produced and essential for all lovers of Italy, their summer libraries and out-of-season itineraries … Attlee’s book is unmissable for anyone intrigued by the relation between humans’ travel, greed and ingenuity and the spread of the plants that we eat, smell and drink’
Robin Lane Fox, Financial Times
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The Scent of Lemons

I remember when planes were so expensive that people usually made the long journey from England to Italy by ferry and train. Once you got to Paris it was easy because you could catch the Palatino, a sleeper that sped you through the night towards Florence and Rome. I first made that journey over thirty-five years ago. At dawn I lifted a corner of the curtain in the stuffy couchette and realized we had already crossed the border. We were somewhere near Ventimiglia on the Italian Riviera, and there were lemons growing beside the station platform, their dark leaves and bright fruit set against a backdrop of nothing but sea. I never forgot those trees, or the way they charged the landscape around them, making it seem intensely foreign to my very English eye.

I didn’t know it then, but travellers from northern Europe have always been thrilled by the sight of Italian citrus trees, and so my reaction was entirely predictable. Hans Christian Andersen, the Danish author and poet best known for his fairy tales, visited Italy in 1833, and when he saw citrus groves for the first time he responded with the mixture of rapture and envy that Italy can still provoke among visitors from colder and less romantic countries. ‘Just imagine the beautiful ocean and entire forests with oranges and lemons,’ he wrote to a friend; ‘the ground was covered with them; mignonettes and gillyflowers grew like weeds. My God, my God! How unfairly we are treated in the north; here, here is Paradise.’1 A sun-soaked, poetic image of Italy was particularly powerful in Britain after the First World War, when soldiers returned from the freezing trenches of Picardy and Flanders dreaming of the sensuous and hedonistic lifestyle they associated with the Mediterranean.2 Captain Osbert Sitwell chose Sicily as the antidote to his bleak experience of war, a journey he describes in Discursions on Travel, Art and Life, published in 1925. Here the orange serves as a symbol for all he loved about the Mediterranean. ‘Where it grows,’ he says, ‘you will find the best climate, the most beautiful European buildings.’3 And as his train trundled through orange groves outside Palermo, he remarked, ‘About the whole tree there is a design, a balance, a geometrical intention and sense of grouping, an economy and right use of colour, that make it rank almost as high as a work of art.’4 D. H. Lawrence, never a soldier, began the period of voluntary exile after the war that he referred to as his ‘savage pilgrimage’, a journey that took him to Sicily between 1920 and 1922. In ‘Sun’, a short story set in his sexually charged version of the Sicilian landscape, he returns again and again to images of citrus trees and their fruit, making Juliet, the angry and frustrated American heroine, meander naked through a ‘dark underworld of lemons’, discovering freedom and sensuality for the first time in her life.5

[image: image]

A few years after my first glimpse of lemons I returned to Italy as a student. I had chosen to live in Siena, and although Tuscan winters are much too harsh for citrus trees to grow outside all year, I got used to glimpsing pots of lemons in the sunny courtyards of city palaces and on terraces in front of country villas. When they disappeared from sight in winter I learned they had been taken into the shelter of purpose-built lemon houses, or limonaie. At first I assumed that Italians took their citrus trees for granted, rather as we do our apples in England. As my Italian improved, however, I began to realize that the trees and their fruit had a special place in the Italian imagination. When Galileo wrote Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems, the book that would lead to his conviction for heresy in 1632, he used oranges to illustrate the absurdity of the different values we give to the objects around us. ‘What greater stupidity can be imagined than calling jewels, silver and gold “precious” and soil and earth “base”?’ he wrote. ‘People who do this ought to remember that if there were as great a scarcity of soil as of jewels or precious metals, there wouldn’t be a prince who would not spend a bushel of diamonds and rubies and a cartload of gold just to have enough earth … to sow an orange seed and watch it sprout, grow and produce its handsome leaves, its fragrant flowers and fine fruit.’6 With citrus on my mind, I returned to England for my final year at university. Here I fed my nostalgia for Italy with ‘I Limoni’, a poem published in 1925 by Eugenio Montale (one of the most important Italian poets of the twentieth century). Montale’s lemons are not the romantic trees that provoked Hans Christian Andersen’s outburst, and they do not grow in the sultry, sensual landscape of D. H. Lawrence’s Sicily. Instead, they can be found on prosaic patches of rough ground at the end of rutted tracks, or beside miserable city streets in winter. And yet the perfume of their blossom (or zagara as it is in Italian) transforms even the bleakest and most banal landscape. It is both infinitely precious and freely given for anyone to enjoy. As Montale says, ‘qui tocca anche a noi poveri la nostra parte di ricchezza/ ed è l’odore dei limoni’ – ‘now it’s our turn, us poor ones, to have a share of riches/ and it’s the scent of lemons’.7

For many years my working life has been rooted in the elite world of Italy’s gardens, both as a writer and as the leader of garden tours. This has made it easy to pursue the history of citrus as an ornamental garden tree, and yet as my interest grew, I realized that those pot-grown trees represented only a fragment of the whole story. During journeys that have taken me from the bergamot groves of Calabria, on the southern tip of the Italian peninsula, to lemon houses set against the snowy backdrop of the Alps, I found that citrus trees and their fruit have had a radical part to play in Italy’s political and social history, and have brought extraordinary wealth to some of the poorest places in the country. Unlike those cosseted garden specimens, these trees grew in open ground, and like the oranges known as wu nu, or ‘wooden slaves’, in ancient China, ‘they worked tirelessly to make and keep their families rich’.8

To find out about the working life of citrus I had to leave the comfortable territory of villa and palace gardens in Tuscany, Lazio and Umbria, get in among the trees of commercial citrus groves in southern Italy, and meet the men and women who spend their working lives there. I crossed the Strait of Messina to Sicily, where the best blood oranges in the world grow in the shadow of Mount Etna on the eastern side of the island. Travelling west, I found orange, lemon and mandarin trees in a strange liminal landscape between Palermo, the mountains and the sea.
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Many citrus farms in Sicily and southern Italy are in remote and deeply rural landscapes, where foreign visitors are rare and only dialect is spoken. I soon discovered that a penknife came in handy in the orange groves of those places, because most fruit clings to the tree and, unless you cut the stem from the twig, you risk tearing its skin. I also learned that an orange is never peeled in the field. There’s a ritual to observe, and that’s another reason for an orange farmer to carry a penknife. First he holds the fruit in the palm of one hand, stem side up. Then he makes a horizontal cut to divide it neatly in half. The juice of a fresh orange is lavish, uncontrollable, and scent explodes into the air. He tosses the top half into the long grass because, in the orange, both juice and sweetness are concentrated in the bottom, furthest from the stem. Then he cuts a slice and offers it on the flat side of the knife’s blade. I’ve taken part in this tiny ritual in fields all over Italy, but it’s always a strangely touching moment, and I enjoy its intimacy just as I used to love it when someone lit a cigarette for me. The flavour of an orange straight from the tree is incomparable.
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Curious Fruit

Citrus collectors in Renaissance Tuscany

It was the sheltered lives of elegant pot-grown trees that taught me my first real lessons about citrus. The process began in 1987, when I wrote my first book on Italian gardens, illustrated with photographs by Alex Ramsay.1 We travelled the length and breadth of the country with our baby daughter, seeing gardens all day and sleeping, a little, in a tent at night. Vast terracotta pots containing ancient citrus trees lined the paths of almost every garden we visited. It was late summer when we began work and, although the oranges on the trees were still unripe, there was plenty of fruit of other kinds. We were almost always alone, but there is a code of honour associated with garden visiting and we didn’t eat it. In late August we ignored warm figs on trees in Lazio, in September we averted our eyes from laden vines smothering pergolas in Tuscany, and as the summer slipped into a long, golden autumn, we turned our backs on ripe pomegranates and glowing persimmons in the walled gardens of Venice. My resolve didn’t weaken until the end of November, when we found ourselves in a semi-abandoned garden beside the Brenta Canal in the Veneto. An overgrown path lined with pots of citrus and flowering geraniums ran the width of a garden below a castle, and it was an orange fallen from a pot-grown tree that finally seduced me. I picked it up, tore off the brittle peel and crammed a segment into my mouth. The dry seedy flesh was so sour it seemed to cauterize my tongue. These days I can recognize a bitter Seville orange at a glance, but I knew nothing then and I’d been given the only lesson an ignorant orange thief could understand.

A few years later I began to take groups of English visitors to the gardens we had explored. The gardeners seemed to disappear as soon as we arrived, although I’d sometimes glimpse the front wheel of a barrow protruding from a row of citrus pots, or see the top of a battered trilby hat moving between their branches, and then I’d pursue them. It was those men, and in my memory they are invariably old and male, who gave me my first lessons in the art of cultivating citrus. Many of them had inherited jobs from their fathers, along with expertise and intimate knowledge of each individual tree in the garden. They introduced me to a specialist language, to their own techniques for repotting, feeding and treating diseases. ‘A lemon is like a man when it’s ill,’ said Silvano Mazzetti, a gardener who had long since retired but seemed unable to stop coming in to work every day at Villa Poggio Torselli in Tuscany. ‘The iller it is, the pricklier it gets, just like a man who gives up shaving because he feels poorly.’

[image: image]

I began to scrutinize the citrus trees in every garden I visited as carefully as pictures in an exhibition. Some seemed capable of bearing two or even three kinds of fruit at the same time, and the fruit came in an extraordinary variety of sizes, shapes and colours. The oddest and most arresting were made like yellow hands, with an unsettling number of shiny fingers that were sometimes clasped together, as if in prayer, and sometimes splayed, like a beggar’s hand with spiders instead of coins nestling in its palm. Others had rotund bodies attached to protuberances like long quizzical noses, so they resembled a cluster of watchful creatures on the branch of the tree. In one place I saw fruit patterned with orange and green stripes, and in another I discovered a citron, a monstrous yellow fruit as big as six large lemons bound together by deeply folded, lumpy skin. And at around this time I began to read about the fashion for collecting rare or exotic plants and trees in Renaissance and baroque Italy, and I realized that many of the trees producing these strange fruits, with bizarre shapes, ribbed or pitted skins, warts and carbuncles, were the fragments of great citrus collections that had belonged to the richest and most important families of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Knowledge of this historical role is essential to any understanding of the weight and volume of Italy’s relationship with citrus fruit.

During the seventeenth century the villa and palace gardens that housed Italy’s citrus collections became part of a wider intellectual landscape. They were outdoor extensions of the collections of curiosities, or private museums, made up of objects from distant places and times that were assembled by educated, affluent or aristocratic gentlemen all over Europe. Citrus, with its enormous variety of fruit and curious mutations, was an important element in many of these collections. English philosopher and statesman Francis Bacon gave a vivid impression of the kind of collection that might be found in the house of a learned gentleman anywhere in Europe. Indoors there would be ‘… a goodly, huge cabinet, wherein whatsoever the hand of man by exquisite art or engine has made rare in stuff, form or motion; whatsoever singularity, chance, and the shuffle of things hath produced; whatsoever Nature has wrought in things that want life and may be kept; shall be sorted and included’. The setting for a citrus collection was described as ‘a wonderful garden, wherein whatsoever plant the sun of divers climate, or the earth out of divers moulds, either wild or by the culture of man brought forth, may be … set and cherished’. The garden also housed rare birds, animals and fish, so that it represented ‘… in small compass a model of the universal Nature made private’.2

During spring and summer citrus trees lined the paths and steps of the garden and were arranged in groups around fountains and statues. In winter their pots huddled in the shelter of the limonaia, or lemon house. Such close proximity allowed them to cross-pollinate freely, so that each collection continued to grow in size and diversity. They evolved like a series of ancient and incestuous families inhabiting the walled gardens of villas and palaces all over Italy, where they existed like members of enclosed communities, outliving countless generations of aristocratic owners and expert gardeners. Renaissance and baroque gardens were full of entertainments, such as complicated mazes, dripping grottoes and elaborate tree houses. Water was everywhere; it sprang in unexpected and powerful jets from the façades of buildings, from the cracks between flagstones and the seats of garden benches. It powered hydraulic instruments and moved statues so they seemed to shift of their own accord. There were exotic creatures in the menagerie, rare birds in the aviary and brightly coloured fish in the garden pools. The complicated botany of citrus made it sit well among these wonders, ensuring that there was always something mysterious about it, something fluid and unknowable, so that its fruit was endlessly surprising and entertaining.

The study of botany developed rapidly at this time, but there were many aspects of citrus that botanists and citrus collectors did not understand. Sudden changes in temperature, periods of drought, unusually high rainfall or even wind could trigger mutation. This often affects only one or two branches of a tree, which flower at a slightly different time, produce fruit that matures at a different rate, or is even an entirely different shape and colour from the fruit on the rest of the tree. When this happened to a tree in a citrus collection it was a wonderful mystery and, at this time of scientific exploration, it made citrus an even more fascinating and desirable collector’s item.

Botanists and collectors would also scan the trees for the early signs of lemons with the strange, grasping fingers of the kind that I first saw in a Tuscan garden. Like tulip collectors waiting for valuable ‘breaking’ bulbs in seventeenth-century Holland, they had no idea what caused their lemon trees to produce such odd fruit. It wasn’t until the twentieth century that the real reason for fingered lemons was finally discovered. The culprit was found to be a microscopic mite, Aceria sheldoni (citrus bud mite), that attacks the buds of lemon blossom, causing the damaged flowers to produce peculiar digitated fruit. The mite is a pest, but its impact is still considered so delightful that it is known as acaro delle meraviglie, or ‘mite of the marvels’. Collectors in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also took great delight in another fingered fruit, a variety of citron we now call Citrus medica var. sarcodactylis, from the Greek sarkos, meaning ‘fleshy’, and dactylos, meaning ‘finger’. The tree is native to China and north-east India and it produces fingered fruit naturally, without the interference of the bud mite. The fingers are created when the carpels forming the interior of the fruit fail to fuse together very early in their development, and remain distinct from one another. They are made entirely from pith covered in a highly scented rind. In China, where it has been cultivated since the tenth century, it is called ‘Buddha’s Hand’, displayed as an ornament and used to scent rooms and clothes.
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Digitated lemons and other fruit with strange deformities have always been known as bizzarrie or ‘bizarres’ in Italy. The finer the citrus collection, the more bizzarrie it contained (although the unpredictable aspects of citrus biology would always make any collection intrinsically unstable). The Medici family’s collection in Florence was indisputably the finest in Europe. Its history dates back to 1537, when Cosimo I de’ Medici (1519–74) came to power and inherited Castello, the family’s rural retreat on the edge of the city. You hardly need a map to find your way from the centre of Florence to Castello today. It’s enough to head north towards hills that appear from time to time between palazzi and high-rise blocks, arriving at last to squeeze the nose of the car into a shady space between two trees, and step out into the tranquil air that still clings to villa and garden.

These days you can see from one end of Castello’s garden to the other, and yet it wasn’t always so. The garden that Niccolò dei Pericoli, sculptor, garden architect and engineer, designed for Cosimo incorporated many degrees of shade. Giorgio Vasari writes about Pericoli and the garden at Castello in that vast compendium of biographical and artistic detail Le vite dei più eccellenti pittori, scultori e architetti, published in 1550. He explains that Pericoli was always called Il Tribolo, or ‘trouble’, a nickname given to him as a child because he was ‘… so high spirited in every action, that he was always cramped for room and was a very devil both among other boys at school and everywhere else, always teasing and tormenting himself and others, so that he lost his own name of Niccolò and acquired that of Tribolo to such purpose that he was called that ever afterwards by everyone’.3 Tribolo laid out the new garden in 1539, complicating the open site by dividing it in two with a wall and turning the larger, lower garden into a network of open-air rooms set out around a central maze and linked by shady pergolas and carefully controlled vistas that made it impossible to see the whole site at once.

During the sixteenth century members of the educated elite associated gardens with the classical Golden Age, and in particular with the eleventh of the twelve life-threatening, muscle-building, sweat-inducing, intellectually challenging labours of Hercules, when he was required to steal golden apples from the Gardens of the Hesperides.4 The Medici used the iconography of statues and fountains to make a connection between their family and the heroic virtue, determination and strength of Hercules, and so it was natural to find a fountain at the centre of Castello’s new garden, surmounted by the figure of Hercules wrestling with Antaeus. Ever since the second century AD, artists had represented the golden apples of the Hesperides as different varieties of citrus fruit, and Tribolo strengthened the link between the Medici and Hercules by turning the new garden into a citrus paradise.

The walls of the lower garden were soon swathed in citrus cordons, so that the French naturalist Pierre Belon, who visited Italy between 1546 and 1549, could already describe oranges and lemons covering them ‘like a tapestry’.5 Montaigne, the French essayist and traveller, thought the villa at Castello ‘not worth looking at’ when he visited in 1581, but he was delighted by the garden. ‘In every direction, you see a variety of arbours,’ he reported, ‘thickly formed of every description of odoriferous trees, cedars, cypresses, orange trees, lemon trees, and olive trees, the branches of which are so closely interwoven that the sun, at its meridian height, cannot penetrate them.’6

Giorgio Vasari described the upper garden at Castello as an area dedicated entirely to citrus. Today the narrow space is sheltered only to the north by the base of a hill, but originally the other sides were also enclosed by walls. Cosimo’s trees were the common crop plants of Sicily and the south, but when his eldest son, Francesco I de’ Medici (1541–87), took over, the collection became very much more varied. In 1585 Agostino del Riccio, author of several treatises on gardens and natural history, described eleven rare citrus trees and their wonderfully curious fruit.7 Among them were several oranges. One from Palermo was so spectacularly sweet that you could bite into it like an apple. Others provoked an added frisson by being ‘pregnant’. The skin of a pregnant fruit burst open to reveal a uterus packed with tiny babies, and del Riccio remarked that some even had protuberances resembling the fingers of a tiny hand emerging from their centres. He also mentions the flavour and relative juiciness of many of the fruits in the collection, although remarkable bizzarrie like these were rarely picked or put to practical use. Instead, they stayed on the trees, to be admired like pictures in an exhibition.8
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By the end of the sixteenth century the Medici collection had overflowed into Boboli, the gardens behind the Pitti Palace in Florence. It continued to expand throughout the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, but when Gian Gastone de’ Medici died in 1737, his sister Anna Maria Luisa bequeathed all the family’s property – its villas and palaces; libraries full of books and manuscripts; collections of paintings and antiquities; scientific instruments and natural curiosities; statues; furniture and jewels amassed by generations of her ancestors – to Francis I, Duke of Lorraine. She made the bequest on the condition that nothing should be removed from Florence, and this embargo covered the vast and multi-generational collection of citrus trees that had lived their entire lives in heavy terracotta pots, like a tribe of babies who never left their prams. Francis I may not have appreciated the Medici citrus legacy, but his son Pietro Leopoldo, who succeeded him as Duke of Tuscany in 1765, was profoundly influenced by the Enlightenment and this made him passionately interested in the natural sciences, and also gave him an understanding of the enormous importance of preserving such an ancient and varied botanical collection. While it belonged to the Medici, the collection was appreciated for its ornamental qualities, as a source of private entertainment and the focus of amateur scientific enquiry. When it passed into Pietro Leopoldo’s hands it took on a new role as a tiny element among the social and educational reforms he introduced to Tuscany.

When he arrived in Florence, Pietro Leopoldo found the majority of the people shockingly uneducated, their lives blighted by famine and the inefficient bureaucracy, high taxes and old-fashioned legal system imposed by the Medici and left unreformed by his father.9 He modelled his new administration on Enlightenment principles, taking it upon himself to disseminate information about science and the natural world in the belief that knowledge was a tool that could be used to combat suffering, superstition and tyranny. He believed in giving the citizens of Florence a chance to educate themselves, and to this end he founded a new science and natural history museum called La Specola in Via Romana, the narrow street that runs from Palazzo Pitti to the Porta Romana. When its doors opened in 1775, La Specola was the first museum in the world to be accessible to the general public, although initially a distinction was made between the lower classes, who could enter between eight and ten in the morning, ‘if decently dressed’, and ‘the intelligent and well educated’, who had free access from one o’clock, as long as they removed swords and overcoats and left them by the door. Felice Fontana, the museum’s first director, summarized its ethos when he explained that it was opened ‘to enlighten people and make them happy by making them civilized’.10

Over time, Pietro Leopoldo amassed all the scientific and natural history collections gathered by the Medici under one roof at La Specola, including such treasures as Galileo’s own scientific instruments and new specimens that Felice Fontana sought out for him all over Europe. Of course, the Medici citrus collection could not be brought indoors, but this problem was resolved when accurate, life-size, scientific wax models and plaster casts were made of all the citrus fruit that grew in the Boboli Gardens. The models fulfilled several different purposes. They found their place among the exhibits in the museum, they were used for teaching students of botany, for instructing farmers in the lucrative practice of pomology and for recording and commemorating particularly successful grafts, or fruit from trees in danger of extinction. There is no record of the exact date of their creation, although the models are known to have been made in the officina di ceroplastica, a wax workshop on the ground floor of La Specola. Here the modellers produced life-size versions of several different kinds of fruit and vegetables, as well as exotic plants brought back from the New World and corpses. Corpses? Yes, the bodies and body parts of paupers and unclaimed patients were carried in wicker baskets across the city from the hospital of Santa Maria Novella. In the officina they were dissected and used for casting accurate models destined for use as teaching aids upstairs, in the school of anatomy.

La Specola is still a public museum, although you’ll find only the anatomical waxes there because these days the natural history museum is divided, and the fruit and flowers are displayed in the botanical section, in Via La Pira. Nevertheless, it’s well worth going to La Specola, because it’s only by seeing the full range of models made in the workshops that you begin to grasp the extraordinary skill of the wax modellers. The museum is on the third floor, and if you happen to arrive between lectures you will be pushed and jostled by students hurrying up and down the broad steps that have been worn away by the feet of generations of their predecessors, exposing a layer of fossils embedded in the stone. The last time I went there I found myself in a room full of wax models of horrifying obstetric and gynaecological incidents, with only a small bespectacled French boy for company. Nothing in that room was all right and I watched anxiously as he studied each obstetric mishap long and hard. I wished my French were good enough to say something light-hearted or comforting, and soon he dashed away, his urgent footsteps diminishing rapidly down the corridor. Moments later a rush of thundering steps brought him back with two slightly larger sisters. More earnest gazing, more silence, and then the three of them bolted off together and returned dragging their father. Good luck, I thought, as they began to voice their anxious questions.

The wax workers’ officina must have been a busy place, cluttered with cauldrons full of melting beeswax, marble slabs for rolling it out, modelling tools, weighing scales and the jars of vegetable dyes, pigments, resin and linseed oil that were used for conditioning and colouring the wax. Plaster fruit was made from casts in much the same way as the wax. Plaster enabled the modellers to reproduce every nuance of the fruit’s form and the subtly changing textures of its skin. When plaster fruit emerged from the cast it was white, but layer after layer of pigment was applied to reproduce the exact colour of the original.

There was a long tradition in Italy of making fruit for ornamental purposes and yet nothing like Pietro Leopoldo’s scientifically accurate casts had ever been created in Europe before. Handsome cedar-wood cases were specially made for storing and displaying them, and for many years they were shown in the museum alongside a series of citrus paintings made by Bartolomeo Bimbi for Cosimo III de’ Medici. The citrus canvases were part of a much larger commission that saw Bimbi painting every kind of fruit to be found growing in Tuscany. Once again, these decorative objects served several purposes. Many of the paintings recorded rare or monstrous animals, exceptionally large or strangely shaped vegetables and peculiar flowers, anomalies that might easily be forgotten and never seen again. Bimbi’s commission also served to glorify the rich and fruitful territory of the Grand Duchy. He started work in 1699, and by the time he completed the citrus paintings in 1715, he had already produced meticulous and clearly labelled portraits of figs and apples, pears, plums, cherries, peaches, apricots and grapes. All of them were destined to hang at Villa Topaia, a country villa a few miles north of the city, that Cosimo used as a retreat from public life. The four citrus paintings hung in an antechamber next to his bedroom.11 Each one was over two metres wide, and together they portrayed 116 different varieties of citrus fruit. Bimbi painted with oil on canvas, rendering each fruit with photographic accuracy at life size.

Today you must go to the still-life museum in the Medici villa at Poggio a Caiano to see the original canvases, but they are often reproduced in prints. Bimbi gave the fruit a regal air by spreading it across a trellis supported by elaborately carved, classical herms. A shield at the bottom of each canvas was inscribed with the names of the exhibits. Perfectly ordinary fruits nestled alongside teratological, or monstrous, specimens of gargantuan proportions or bizarre shapes.

Cosimo III’s daughter, Anna Maria Luisa, commissioned Bimbi to produce three more paintings after her father’s death in 1723. I think these close studies of exceptionally large lemon–citron hybrids (or ‘citrated’ lemons) are the most beautiful citrus paintings Bimbi ever produced. In two of them the vibrant yellow fruit is displayed on blue and white china plates against a luxurious backdrop of red drapery, its bumpy skin rendered with the loving attention due to any life model.

The citrus casts and waxes and Bimbi’s paintings continued to be displayed at La Specola until the mid-nineteenth century, but when photographic techniques that could be used to record botanical specimens began to develop, the importance of the citrus exhibits diminished, and eventually the fruit and its display cabinets were removed from the exhibition hall to make way for more contemporary material.
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It was a sunny morning in early May when I first heard about the casts made from fruit in the Medici collection. I had arrived in Pisa the previous night and needed to return to the airport to receive a group of garden visitors at about lunchtime. The rest of the week would be spent showing them gardens in Tuscany, but until then I was free. I came out of my pensione into warm spring sunshine and headed for the nearest bar. When I’d ordered a cappuccino, I grabbed the local paper and found a table in the sun. The centre spread was all about citrus. There was an article about a citrus nursery near Lucca, publicity for a citrus show in a garden nearby and a long piece about the Medici citrus collection.

By now I could think only of citrus, but I had an appointment to visit the herbarium at the botanic garden and, although I was in no mood for examining dried plant specimens, I hurried over there as soon as I had finished reading. I gazed glumly at specimens of seaweed mounted on card in the eighteenth century and longed to be outside, and preferably among citrus trees.

My guide was a professor of botany, and before long I clumsily brought the conversation around to citrus. She seemed to understand: she was an academic, after all, and subject to her own botanical passions. She showed me up to the library on the first floor and suggested I take the opportunity to consult the citrus section. The room was bright with spring light and a strong breeze blew through the open windows, lifting the pale curtains and the pages of the first book I took off the shelf. It was a history of orchards and ornamental fruit in Tuscany written by Mariachiara Pozzana and published in 1990.12 In it I read about a series of plaster casts made during the eighteenth century from fruit in the Medici citrus collection. They had recently been rediscovered, and Pozzana suggested that once these strictly accurate casts were restored and identified it would be possible to rebuild the collection, returning it to the glory of the late eighteenth century
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