
[image: The Artist’s Garden. By Jackie Bennett. Claude Monet, The Artist's Garden at Giverny, shows a sunlit garden path lined with flowering rose trellises, where a solitary woman tends the blooms amid dense green foliage. Soft, broken brushstrokes and delicate colour capture Monet's garden at Giverny as a living source of inspiration.]



[image: A painting depicting Vincent van Gogh seated beside a vase of sunflowers. He wears a brown coat and leans forward, reaching out with his right hand as he paints the flowers directly. A painter’s palette with vivid colours lies in front of him. Behind him, an open space reveals a landscape of yellow fields, green grass, and bright blue sky.]
Van Gogh Painting Sunflowers (1888) by Paul Gauguin.







THE ARTIST’S GARDEN

The secret spaces that inspired great art
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[image: Water Lilies, a serene painting of a pond with water lilies and reflections of greenery.]
Water Lilies by Claude Monet (1915).





[image: Book cover of The Artist’s Garden, the secret spaces that inspired great art, by Jackie Bennett. The background features an impressionist-style painting of a water garden, showing a pond filled with lily pads and blooming water lilies. The logo of Frances Lincoln appears at the bottom left corner.]
Mrs Hassam’s Garden at East Hampton by Frederick Childe Hassam (1934).
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Introduction

THE MOST ALLURING IMAGE of an artist at work is surely one where he or she has come out of their studio, set up their easel on the garden path, pulled on a hat to shade their eyes from the sun and taken their brush and palette in hand. What could be more inspirational for a painter – amateur or professional – than to work surrounded by the sights and sounds of a garden, capturing its beauty and form?

Spending time in a garden can be a transformative experience, but what exactly is an artist looking for when they set up their easel outside? One may paint the garden figuratively, while another will use it as a trigger for emotions that are expressed in an abstract way. Clearly, one of the great advantages of a garden – as opposed to a still life, for example – is that it is constantly changing, offering different colours, shapes and views throughout the seasons. A garden also changes from year to year, providing endless possibilities for new features or angles to paint; Claude Monet’s garden at Giverny is the prime example of how one garden can be the catalyst for hundreds of great paintings. A garden can also allow an artist to learn, mature, and perfect a technique, returning to the same motifs year after year – Monet painted little other than his water garden in the last decades of his life.

Having a garden, and being able to grow the plants that interest you close at hand, is something many artists aim for. And it is these real gardens, created by some of the world’s finest artists, from Renoir and Cézanne to Salvador Dalí and Frida Kahlo, that form the subject of this book. Through their flower gardens, olive groves, vineyards, and vegetable plots we can discover so much more about the artist than we might see at first glance in their paintings.

The relationship between artist and garden is often a complex one. The French Impressionists Pierre Bonnard, Gustave Caillebotte, and Claude Monet, who all lived and worked in the Seine valley in the late nineteenth century, were knowledgeable gardeners, as much in love with their plants as their art. Paris-based artists, including Pissarro, Manet, Renoir, Gauguin and Monet, were highly competitive and vied to paint each other’s gardens. Other painters would ‘borrow’ gardens for their own purposes, such as the renowned American Impressionist Frederick Childe Hassam, who spent idyllic summers in the artists’ colonies of Old Lyme in Connecticut and at Celia Thaxter’s garden on the Isles of Shoals in Maine.


[image: Frederick Childe Hassam, wearing a hat, paints outdoors on a canvas set on an easel in a grassy field with trees in the background.]
American Impressionist Frederick Childe Hassam painting apple trees in the garden at Old Lyme in Connecticut.




A number of artists approached garden-making with a carefully considered design philosophy; for example, Rubens made a Baroque garden and house in Antwerp, and the German Impressionist Max Liebermann built a new house and garden on Lake Wannsee near Berlin. For others, it was a case of embracing an existing place, as Renoir did when he saved an ancient olive grove in the South of France from developers. The garden could also be a training ground, somewhere to improve their craft, with a ready supply of flowers and motifs to hand. A young Paul Cézanne, for example, honed his skills painting his father’s garden in Aix-en-Provence in the south of France.


[image: Woman with a Parasol is a painting by Claude Montel of his wife, Camille, holding a green parasol and their son, Jean, standing in a field under a bright, cloudy sky.]
One of the first artists to work only outdoors, Claude Monet captured his wife Camille and son Jean in Woman with a Parasol (1875).






WORKING EN PLEIN AIR

Painting outdoors is a relatively recent phenomenon and only became possible as paint technology improved. For the ‘Old Masters’ of Europe, flower blooms had to be cut and brought indoors to be painted, where they were arranged in vases or placed in the hands of their sitters, always looking rather awkward and presumably very difficult to keep looking fresh.



In Renaissance Italy, artists ran communal workshops, known as bottega, where apprentices and pupils prepared canvases, mixed colours and learned from the great masters. Leonardo da Vinci spent his early career in a bottega in Florence, while Rubens became a great master himself, teaching Van Dyck and others, and running a thriving workshop from his house and garden in Antwerp. Sketching was possible outdoors, but putting paint on to canvas or wood was always carried out in the workshop. Mixing colours was a messy and dangerous business, as mineral pigments had to be ground by hand and combined with oils to make the paint. Filled with varnishes, solvents, paints, and additional ingredients that included ground glass and beeswax, a pre-nineteenth-century workshop would have looked rather like a chemist’s laboratory.

Watercolours were the first artists’ materials to become genuinely portable when, in 1781, William Reeves invented his patent ‘cakes’ – hard blocks of paint that could be carried around and reconstituted in situ. Ready-mixed oil paints were becoming more widely available too, but they were still not really portable. Landscape painter J.M.W. Turner spent many days near his country house in Twickenham with his friend, William Havell, experimenting and trying to prove that oil paints could be used successfully outdoors.


[image: Lydia Crocheting in the Garden at Marly is a painting by Mary Cassall of a woman in a dress and bonnet knitting in a garden.]
Lydia Crocheting in the Garden at Marly (1880) by American-born artist, Mary Cassatt, depicts her sister at Marly-le-Roi, just outside Paris. Cassatt was influential in bringing Impressionism to America.





[image: Claude Monet in Argenteuil is a painting by Édouard Manet of a man and a woman on a small boat. The man paints on a canvas. A calm river and a scenic background surround them.]
Édouard Manet’s Claude Monet in Argenteuil (1874) shows the artist painting on his small boat on the River Seine.




The invention by American portrait painter John Goffe Rand of a metal tube that could hold oil paints provided a real leap forward, but that would not come until 1851, the year Turner died. These flexible containers finally allowed painters to work freely outdoors – en plein air – a term that became synonymous with the Impressionist movement. From this point on, everything changed and painters of gardens and landscapes could experiment with the freer application of paint outside.

The Impressionists were foremost among an elite group of artist-gardeners, combining the two great art forms. Impressionism as a term was initially one of derision – it came about when Monet’s painting, Impression, Sunrise, a hazy depiction of his home town of Le Havre, was shown in an alternative Paris exhibition in 1874. A critic writing about the paintings, which also included work by Berthe Morisot, Cézanne and Degas, sarcastically referred to them as ‘impressionist’. The term was embraced by the artists and the press and became one of the most influential art movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – filtering into Germany and Spain and across the Atlantic to America. What all these artists shared was a love of outdoor painting and a new way of looking at their subject matter.


GARDEN INSPIRATIONS

It may seem obvious, but to have a garden, you also need a relatively settled lifestyle – not something artists are particularly known for. Henri Le Sidaner, who created a wonderful rose garden in Picardie in northern France, P.S. Krøyer, known for his garden paintings in the seaside town of Skagen in northern Denmark, and Joaquín Sorolla, whose courtyards in Spain’s capital city Madrid were his passion, were all secure in their professions as painters and could afford to establish homes and gardens. These artists, and many others, benefitted from the technical innovations of the previous centuries and were able to create – and paint – their own gardens and those of their friends in a relatively leisurely way.




[image: The Painter on the Road to Tarascon is a vibrant painting by Vincent Van Gogh, of a man walking along a tree-lined path with fields in the background. He carries a canvas.]
The Painter on the Road to Tarascon (1888), by Vincent van Gogh, shows the artist carrying his easel and paints. The original is thought to have been lost in a fire in 1945.




Other painters never had that luxury. The creator of arguably the greatest images of sunflowers, poppies and irises, Vincent van Gogh, never had a garden of his own. However, after leaving the Yellow House in Arles where, following an argument with the painter Gauguin, he had mutilated his own ear, Vincent entered the Saint-Paul de Mausole asylum in Provence. The garden there covered about two acres, with a circular fountain and geometric paths giving way to wilder, more wooded areas. From his first day of admission in May 1889, Vincent set to work painting the purple irises and spring-flowering shrubs. Although his periods of calm were fleeting, he painted continuously, completing more than 150 works in the year he stayed there. Among them are some of the most dazzling paintings the art world has ever seen: star-studded skies and richly coloured images of flowers. When Van Gogh returned to Auvers-sur-Oise near Paris, he created three great paintings of the garden of another artist, the late Charles-Françoise Daubigny, which Vincent himself believed were among his most carefully considered works.

Even artists not known for their flower paintings or depictions of gardens admit to their influence on their work. The abstract art of Henri Matisse, for example, was informed by the garden he was making at Issy-les-Moulineaux, a suburb of Paris. It was the flowers, he said, that branded the chromatic shapes on to his mind’s eye. He had a studio built in the garden to ensure he was always in close contact with the brightly coloured blooms. Matisse claimed that when he held his paintings next to the flower beds, the colours of the latter would always make the paintings look dull. Other painters were similarly dazzled by the colours of a garden. Modernist artists, like Raoul Dufy and Paul Gauguin, were inspired by their travels abroad to exotic gardens, particularly those in North Africa and the South Sea islands. Their work sought to find the universal, metaphysical aspects of nature within a garden, rather than to depict a particular place.


[image: Irises is a vibrant painting by Vincent Van Gogh of irises and leaves in a garden, with flowers in the background.]
While living at the Saint-Paul asylum in Provence, Van Gogh painted many pictures of the gardens, including Irises (1889), which he began during his first weeks of confinement.





GARDENER-ARTISTS

Two of the masters of abstract art, Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky, were also avid gardeners. Klee gardened in Switzerland, while Russian-born Kandinsky threw himself into making a garden in Bavaria with his partner, Gabriele Münter, prior to the First World War. All these artists recognized and absorbed the creative energy that came from tending and making a garden – Klee would go further to say that he actually felt like a plant himself, believing that creativity flows through a human as sap flows through a tree, from the ground up.



By the mid-twentieth century, to be an artist-gardener was a recognized lifestyle. One British artist who lived the dream was Cedric Morris, a great plantsman, iris breeder and painter of gardens. His life in East Anglia captured the imagination of a new generation of art- and garden-lovers and his images of irises are perhaps the closest a British painter has come to rivalling Van Gogh or Monet. In the 1940s, Morris and his partner, Arthur Lett-Haines, ran an art school from their home at Benton End, which became known as ‘The Artists’ House’. The garden not only attracted artists, but also the great gardeners of the twentieth century, including Vita Sackville-West and Beth Chatto. Morris’s obsession with plant breeding manifests itself in his paintings, many of which depict the bearded irises he bred, including those with ‘Benton’ in the name, such as ‘Benton Cordelia’, ‘Benton Lorna’ and ‘Benton Farewell’. While Morris’s irises are long gone from Benton End, many have been saved and are available once again.

Morris was typical of many artists in wanting to attract like-minded people around him. From the late nineteenth and throughout the twentieth century, artists’ colonies sprung up throughout Europe and in America. In England, the Arts & Crafts designer William Morris retreated with his family and friends to Kelmscott Manor in Oxfordshire; in Scotland, the Glasgow Boys (and Girls) gathered at the home of E.A. Hornel in Kirkcudbright; and in the eastern USA, Impressionist artists met in summer houses, where the gardens were not just decorative, but essential to their art and wellbeing.


[image: Two Women in the Garden is a painting by P.S. Krøyer of two women sitting outdoors, one sewing with a machine and the other embroidering by hand, surrounded by sunlight and greenery.]
Two Women in the Garden (1891) by P.S. Krøyer. At Skagen, in the north of Denmark, artists gathered each summer to paint, often featuring their own gardens or those of their friends.





[image: Kalmia is a serene painting by Willard Metcalf of a lake surrounded by lush greenery and blooming flowers under a soft, cloudy sky.]
Kalmia (1905) by Willard Metcalf shows Kalmia latifolia in flower in the grounds of Florence Griswold’s boarding house in Connecticut, where he spent the summer months working with fellow artists.





NATURAL SANCTUARIES

Painters are no more immune to world events than anyone else, but where they often turn in a crisis – political or personal – is to a place of their own making, somewhere enclosed that provides them with an escape, nourishment and a source of inspiration: a garden. This was particularly true of Frida Kahlo, living in Mexico City in the late 1930s. Her garden at The Blue House, which was so integral to her unconventional life and work, also provided a sanctuary for the exiled revolutionary Leon Trotsky. Likewise, Emil Nolde retreated to a small village on the Danish/German border, where he created a vibrant flower garden during the turmoil of the Nazi period. Even in a tranquil corner of England, the garden at Charleston in Sussex provided the Bloomsbury artists with the chance to make an alternative life and avoid conscription during the First World War.



This book is a journey to find the gardens, studios and houses lived in, and created by, great artists – places that still exist today, and that are open to visitors. The first part concentrates on the painters who chose to live alone or with their immediate families, while the second part is devoted to those living close to one another in artists’ communities. All these painters – singly and collectively – were inspired by the basic act of growing fruit, flowers and vegetables. They managed to combine garden-making with their art; as gardens fed into their work, their art flowed into their gardens. Walking the paths that they walked and spending time in these gardens helps us to understand the day-to-day life of the artists and, more importantly, their paintings, which ultimately transform and transcend reality.




THE ARTIST AT HOME AND AT WORK

Leonardo da Vinci

Peter Paul Rubens

Paul Cézanne

Pierre-Auguste Renoir

Max Liebermann

Joaquín Sorolla

Henri Le Sidaner

Emil Nolde

Frida Kahlo

Salvador Dalí

[image: The Gulf of Marseilles Seen from L’Estaque, a painting of a coastal landscape with a blue sea, rolling hills, and scattered buildings under a clear sky.]
Leonardo da Vinci

Amboise, France


[image: A painted self-portrait of Leonardo da Vinci with a long beard and a hat, set against a dark background.]
This early sixteenth-century self-portrait is thought to have been painted when Leonardo da Vinci was in his early fifties.




THE MAN WE KNOW simply as ‘Leonardo’ will be remembered not only as an artist, but also as an inventor, military architect, botanist, engineer, cartographer, sculptor and philosopher. Although he was brilliantly talented, Leonardo was not a prolific painter and few of his artworks survive today – his writings and polymathic mind will perhaps prove to be more enduring than his painting of The Last Supper on the walls of the Santa Maria delle Grazie convent in Milan. Yet there is one work that has captured the public’s imagination like no other. The Mona Lisa is not only Leonardo’s most famous painting, it also holds clues to the theories he held about the intimate connection between nature and the human body. A keen botanist, moving to Le Clos Lucé in France confirmed Leonardo’s passion for the natural world and particularly for plants, which he studied closely at his home by the Loire, where he spent his final years.


[image: A historic brick and stone mansion, Château du Clos Lucé, surrounded by lush greenery and a winding path, bathed in warm sunlight.]
The Italian artist spent the last years of his life at the Château du Clos Lucé in the Loire valley at the invitation of King François I.





EARLY PATRONS

Leonardo da Vinci took his name from the commune of Vinci, where he was born in the village of Anchiano, not far from Florence. The son of Piero da Vinci, a successful notary, Leonardo was born illegitimately to Caterina, a servant in his father’s house. When Leonardo was five years old, his mother was no longer able to support him and placed him permanently with the da Vinci family. He was raised by his paternal grandparents and an uncle, who took the boy horse riding around the Tuscan countryside. It was there, among the Montalbano hills, that Leonardo discovered the natural world and grew to believe that every part of man corresponded with every part of nature.



Taught to paint in Florence by Verrocchio, Leonardo’s career never followed a straight path. At the age of twenty-four he, along with several other members of Verrocchio’s household, was prosecuted for homosexuality, although the charges were later dropped. By the time he was thirty, he was receiving commissions for large religious works and, in 1482, he won the patronage of Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan. In a famous letter to the Duke, Leonardo claimed that he could ‘construct bridges which are light and can be easily transported … drain water from moats … contrive catapults and weapons for firing arrows … and carry out sculpture in marble, bronze and clay.’ This confidence was not arrogance; he was a skilled practical engineer with a fantastically inventive mind.

Leaving Milan when the French invaded in 1499, he went on to sell his services to Cesare Borgia – the infamous politician and commander of the Papal armies. In 1503, Leonardo was commissioned by the Florentine minister of justice Piero Soderina to paint one of two wall paintings for the Palazzo Vecchio, the city hall in Florence – the other was by Michelangelo. The paintings celebrated famous Florentine victories; Leonardo’s was the Battle of Anghiari, fought in 1440, and on the opposite wall Michelangelo worked on the Battle of Cascina.

Michelangelo was the younger and, by all accounts, the more efficient artist and there were rumours of rivalry and jealousy. In the end, neither artist finished their commissions: Michelangelo was called away to paint the Sistine Chapel in Rome, while Leonardo’s painting failed when he experimented with a paint and plaster mix, which melted when he tried to dry it out more quickly using braziers. Nevertheless, the years between 1500 and 1505 were Leonardo’s most productive for painting, and it was during this time that he painted a portrait of a Florentine official’s wife, known as La Gioconda or Mona Lisa. He never sold the painting and kept it for the rest of his life.


[image: A portrait painting of The Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci, with a serene expression, seated against a hazy landscape background.]
The Mona Lisa or La Gioconda (1503–05) is Leonardo’s painting of Lisa Gherardini, the wife of a Florentine official.





Restoring Leonardo’s Vineyard

In 1498, Leonardo’s patron, the Duke of Milan, gave the artist a small vineyard, close to where he was working on his troublesome masterpiece, The Last Supper, in the convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie. Every morning and evening, while walking across the vineyard to and from his work, Leonardo would check on his sixteen rows of vines. A year later, when his patron was captured by the French, Leonardo managed to reclaim the lease and subsequently kept the vineyard for the rest of his life.

The rectangular vineyard, measuring 60 by 175 metres/197 by 574 feet, miraculously survived 500 years of development and has been restored and replanted with the original vine stock. The aim is to preserve the historic grape varieties, especially the Malvasia aromatica grape which, following DNA testing, proved to be the one grown here in the late fifteenth century. The vineyard, gardens of the neighbouring house and orchard opened to the public in 2015, and wine is once again produced in the traditional way using grapes from La Vigna di Leonardo.

On his deathbed, Leonardo would not forget his own small patch of Italian soil, dividing it between two servants, one of them his long-time pupil, Salaì (Gian Giacomo Caprotti da Oreno), who had lived with Leonardo for twenty-five years in Milan and Rome, before the artist’s departure for the Loire valley in France.


[image: A lush garden, La Vigna di Leonardo in Milan, has trees, flowers, and a historic building in the background.]
La Vigna di Leonardo in Milan





[image: A small garden with Malvasia aromatica vines supported by a wire trellis, surrounded by trees and buildings.]
Malvasia aromatica vines






BY ROYAL INVITATION

A decade later, Leonardo’s star was falling in his home country. While he was no longer able to do the physical work of a military engineer, his paintings were being surpassed by those of Raphael and Michelangelo. He was attracting less patronage and few commissions. In contrast, the French were just discovering Renaissance artists and they were highly sought-after, particularly by the nobility and royal family. Leonardo probably met the young King François I of France in 1515, and the following year, the King invited him to live in France, appointing him peintre et ingénieur, with a pension of 1,000 golden écus per year – a fortune, which Leonardo was not in a position to refuse.



In August 1516, aged sixty-four, Leonardo set off across the Alps to France, travelling by mule with his companions, Batista Vilanus, his cook, and Francesco Melzi, his long-time pupil, who also received a pension from the King of 300 écus. With them went Leonardo’s most treasured possessions: his notebooks, drawings and three paintings – The Virgin and Child with Saint Anne, the unfinished Saint John the Baptist, considered to be his last masterpiece, and Mona Lisa, the one painting he never let out of his sight.


Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519)

The Chateau du Clos Lucé in the town of Amboise was Leonardo da Vinci’s final home and the last place he worked. Aged sixty-four and almost forgotten in his home country of Italy, he was invited to live in the chateau by King François I. He brought with him three of his most important paintings and worked on his botanic drawings with the intention of creating a herbal, as well as running a workshop for other artists. When he died, Leonardo probably left the enigmatic Mona Lisa to one of his assistants, who possibly sold it to the King, which is why to this day the Mona Lisa remains at the Louvre in Paris.

Five hundred years after his death, his genius and legacy to art, architecture, anatomy, science and engineering, is immeasurable. More and more of his ideas, drawings, sketches and his leaps of imagination are proving to be workable in the twenty-first century.


[image: A chalk drawing of Leonardo da Vinci, with long, wavy hair and a beard, rendered in a detailed and expressive style.]
Portrait of a Man in Red Chalk (circa 1510) in the Royal Library, Turin, is thought to be a self-portrait of Leonardo da Vinci, aged about sixty.





The King accommodated Leonardo within view of his castle at Amboise on the River Loire, in a handsome brick and stone fifteenth-century chateau owned by his mother. By placing Leonardo in his mother’s home, François, who had only recently taken the throne, was clearly looking to the older and wiser man for guidance and paternal advice. Aged just twenty-two and with no father of his own – Charles Count of Angoulême had died when François was just two years old – he wanted Leonardo close at hand.

Leonardo and his companions set up home at the chateau, renaming it Le Clos Lucé (enclosure of light) and one of his first works after arriving there in October 1516 was a drawing of the view across the river to the King’s spectacular castle. Leonardo continued the same workshop or bottega system that he had used in Italy, setting up studios in the downstairs rooms for assistants and pupils and encouraging a multi-disciplinary approach. It was essentially a workshop of apprentices, each learning different trades, including painting, sculpture, theatre design, and iron-, silver- and goldsmithing. The pupils had access to painting and drawing materials, and were able to draw directly from nature in the gardens.

The type of garden at the chateau at that time is not known, but it would probably have included kitchen and formal gardens, pastureland, vineyards (Leonardo had left behind his own vineyard in Milan), fishponds, pigeon lofts and beehives. The pigeonnier, which still exists, has one thousand roosts, suggesting that Le Clos Lucé was a large estate, as each pigeon needed a hectare/2.5 acres of land for gleaning (feeding). Pigeons were valued not only as meat, but also for their eggs, feathers and manure.


LEONARDO’S GARDEN LEGACY

The Château du Clos Lucé came into the ownership of the Saint Bris family in 1855, who enhanced the parkland with plantings of plane, oak and ash trees, sequoias, and conifers. The chateau and grounds were opened to the public one hundred years later, in 1954. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first century, the current co-owner, François Saint Bris, with his brother and sisters, have overseen a regeneration of the gardens that aims to capture Leonardo’s spirit and energy. This includes a terrace, potager and water garden, as well as the ongoing conservation of the nineteenth-century park.




[image: Leonardo’s spacious bedroom at Le Clos Lucé was on the first floor, with a canopy bed, ornate furniture, and a large stone fireplace.]
Leonardo’s spacious bedroom at Le Clos Lucé was on the first floor.





[image: A historical artist’s studio with paintings, tools, and a large fireplace, evoking a Renaissance-era setting.]
The artist operated a studio system at the chateau, with his assistants and pupils sharing the downstairs rooms.





[image: A water garden at Le Clos Lucé, a wooden bridge with a gazebo spans a small stream surrounded by lush trees.]
The water garden at Le Clos Lucé, designed in 2008, includes a two-level bridge built to an original Leonardo design.




“The air moves like a river and carries the clouds with it.”
LEONARDO DA VINCI (1482–1519)

On the terrace, a Renaissance-style parterre has been executed by Bernard Vitry, an architect of historical monuments and landscaper, with a water feature made up of geometrical shapes. Box- and yew-edged compartments are filled with the red Rosa Mona Lisa, which was developed in 2000 by rose breeders Meilland and trialled at Château du Clos Lucé before being released worldwide. The rose is disease resistant and repeat flowers from late spring until autumn.

The water garden is a fresh interpretation of Leonardo’s place in history. Designed in 2008 by landscape architect, Olivier van der Vynckt, it was inspired by some of the 120 architectural and engineering plans that Leonardo drew – most of which were never realized. One was for a two-level bridge, a design developed in response to the plague that ravaged Europe in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Leonardo saw the filth and squalor in the cities and thought that people’s health would be improved if they walked on the upper bridge, well away from the animals and carts, which would use the lower bridge, with the sewers running below that. The wooden construction at Le Clos Lucé is the first time Leonardo’s bridge idea has been put into practice and it serves as a good lookout point over the water, with its whirlpools, or tourbillons.


[image: The replica of Leonardo’s Golden Horn Bridge that spans a calm stream in a forested area, surrounded by trees with sunlight filtering through.]
The replica of Leonardo’s Golden Horn Bridge.





[image: Yellow flower spikes of Ligularia plants surrounded by leaves and trees in the background.]
Ligularia przewalskii growing in the water garden.





[image: A cluster of vibrant red roses in full bloom surrounded by lush green leaves.]
Rosa  Mona Lisa.





[image: A photograph of a metal spherical sculpture standing in a tranquil pond surrounded by lush green trees.]
The lower water gardens.





[image: A photograph of the Renaissance-style parterre, symmetrical garden with hedges, flowers, and a central fountain, surrounded by tall trees and a building in the background.]
The Renaissance-style parterre.





[image: A photograph of the pigeonnier, a small, square brick building with a steep, pyramid-shaped roof surrounded by greenery.]
The pigeonnier, containing a thousand pigeon roosts.





[image: A photograph of the ancient mill, a charming cottage with a pointed slate roof surrounded by lush greenery and tall trees.]
The ancient mill in the grounds of the chateau.




The philosophy of Le Clos Lucé is evolutionary and organic – no chemicals are used anywhere – but it is also about adapting what nature provides rather than imposing a gardener’s will on the land. This was also a key tenet of Leonardo’s thinking: the idea that nature must be studied for what it can teach us rather than trying to ‘domesticate’ it.

The Clos Lucé park is, in part, laid out on clay marshland and it is still prone to flooding from the Amasse – a tributary of the Loire. A bridge has been built at the lowest point, following the design of Leonardo’s Golden Horn Bridge of 1502. One of his many ingenious designs, it was drawn for the Sultan of Istanbul and intended to span the Bosporus river, which runs through the Turkish capital. The bridge was brilliant in architectural terms, using two parabolic arches to combat the problem of crosswinds, and tall enough to allow a ship in full sail to pass beneath it. Sadly, like many of Leonardo’s visionary ideas, it was never built. However, in 2016, Clos Lucé, with Norwegian artist Vebjørn Sand and a team of thirty carpenters and craftspeople, constructed the bridge in wood for the first time at one-tenth of its planned original size (Leonardo intended it to measure 10 metres wide by approximately 360 metres long/33 by 1,180 feet), proving that the design was workable and perfectly in scale.


THE SELF-TAUGHT BOTANIST

Leonardo had an extensive knowledge of botany, as shown in the sketchbooks he brought with him from Italy, which were filled with detailed botanical drawings. While at Clos Lucé, he hoped to produce a herbal, and the forty existing drawings of wild plants that would presumably have been in the book show that it was another of his great schemes that never quite made it to completion. Had it done so, the herbal would have ranked among the first in western Europe. Among his sketches are many of the trees and shrubs he would have found on the marshy ground in the chateau’s park, such as alders (Alnus glutinosa), guelder roses (Viburnum opulus), arum lilies (Zantedeschia), yellow flag irises (Iris pseudacorus), ferns and violets, as well as Cyclamen repandum and the Madonna lily, Lilium candidum.




[image: An Annunciation (circa 1472–75) by Leonardo da Vinci, created in collaboration with Verrocchio, depicts the Angel Gabriel kneeling before the Virgin Mary in a garden setting. Gabriel holds a Madonna lily (Lilium candidum).]
In the Annunciation (circa 1472–75) Leonardo, working with Verrocchio, shows his botanical knowledge in the bed of flowers and Madonna lily (Lilium candidum) held by the angel.




The Madonna lily appears in his painting, Annunciation (circa 1472–75) that hangs in the Uffizi gallery in Florence. The first version of The Virgin of the Rocks, painted around 1480, also features several clearly visible plants, including the tufted pansy (Viola cornata) where the child’s hand lies, aquilegias and yellow flag irises (Iris pseudacorus). These are all botanically accurate and would have been copied from the preparatory drawings of the plants made in his sketchbooks.


[image: A detailed sketch of various plants, including a dense tuft of grass with small flowers and other botanical elements, drawn in red and brown ink.]
Star-of-Bethlehem (Ornithogalum umbellatum), and wood anemone were among the drawings Leonardo intended to compile into a herbal while he was living at Clos Lucé.





[image: A historical botanical sketch featuring two detailed plant studies with handwritten mirror-script annotations. The upper drawing depicts a delicate flowering plant with umbrella-like blooms and feathery foliage, while the lower illustration shows a single stem with a fuller, more compact flower head. Both sketches are accompanied by extensive reversed text notes typical of Renaissance-era scientific documentation.]
Leonardo does not name the two types of rush or sedge drawn here, but he depicts them in fine botanical detail.





THE MONA LISA STORY

According to Don Antonio de Beatis, Secretary to the Cardinal of Aragon, who visited Leonardo at Clos Lucé, the artist had three paintings in his possession, and one of these was Mona Lisa. Research in 2016 showed that Leonardo made sketches for one of the other paintings he brought with him – The Virgin and Child with Saint Anne – and altered it while at the chateau, so it seems that the artist never wanted to finish his paintings and perhaps also contemplated changes to Mona Lisa in his final years.



The identity of the woman in Leonardo’s famous painting is not really a mystery – she was Lisa Gherardini, the wife of a wealthy Florentine official, Francesco del Giocondo – but who or what the painting represented to Leonardo is something we will probably never know. The outer dress the woman is wearing has been identified as a guarnello – sometimes worn in pregnancy – and, as Leonardo was separated from his own mother at the age of five, this adds another layer of poignancy to the portrait.


[image: A historical painting Leonardo da Vinci and King Francis I of France leaning over a woman on her deathbed, surrounded by onlookers in a richly decorated room.]
The story of Leonardo’s close bond with the French king is encapsulated in a much later painting, Francis I Receives the Last Breath of Leonardo da Vinci (1818) by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres – a copy of which hangs in the bedroom of the chateau.





REFERENCES TO NATURE

In his painting of Mona Lisa, Leonardo embedded symbols representing all his theories on how nature reflects the way the human body works. These include the tree in the Tuscan landscape, which celebrates his belief in the way sap rises through a plant or a tree, just as blood flows through the veins of a human body; the rocky, eroded landscape suggesting physical decay; and the flowing water evoking the passage of time.



Ten days before his death at the chateau, it is thought that Leonardo bequeathed Mona Lisa to his assistant, Francesco Melzi, indicating the closeness of their bond. Subsequently, King François I bought it from Melzi and the painting has remained in France for 500 years. In 1911, it was stolen from the Louvre in Paris and offered to an antique dealer in Florence, who alerted the authorities. Mona Lisa has since been returned to her former home in Paris, where millions of people go to see her every year.

Back at Le Clos Lucé, in the bedroom of the chateau, hangs a later painting, depicting a distraught François I at the bedside of the dying Leonardo da Vinci. The sentiment was accurate, if not the image, as François was not in Amboise when the artist passed away on 2 May 1519. Leonardo was buried in the Royal Chapel of Amboise across the river, close to the gardens that had, in a small way, inspired his last works.


LEONARDO’S TIMELINE





	1452




	Leonardo born, the illegitimate son of Piero da Vinci, near Florence




	|




	1482-99




	Works in Milan for Duke Ludovici ‘Il Moro’; in 1494 starts work on The Last Supper




	|


	

	1499




	Flees Milan with his assistant Gian Giacomo Caprotti (Salaì); works as a military architect and engineer




	|


	

	1502




	Employed by Cesare Borgia as his military architect; travels throughout Italy




	|


	

	1503




	Begins the Mona Lisa in Florence and works on one of a pair of wall paintings at the Palazzo Vecchio




	|


	

	1516




	Accepts invitation of King François I of France to take up residence at Château du Clos Lucé at Amboise




	|


	

	1519




	Dies on 2 May at Château du Clos Lucé




	

[image: A translucent banner featuring the face of the Mona Lisa, partially obscured by sunlight and tree foliage in a forest setting.]
This screen print of the Mona Lisa hangs in the gardens at Le Clos Lucé; Leonardo never parted with his most famous painting.




Peter Paul Rubens

Antwerp, Belgium


[image: A self-portrait of Peter Paul Rubens.]
Rubens’ Self Portrait (circa 1628–30).




PETER PAUL RUBENS was the undisputed master artist of his age.
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