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p refaCe by Jean Cabanel
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In the 1960s France had a strong policy of town
and country planning, but the developments of
that era neglected the quality of the landscape.
The profession of architect/landscape architect,
which was still in its infancy, hardly had the clout
to soften the trend as it had few practitioners, little
organisation and a poorly defined mission. The Art
of Landscape was just an annexe to horticulture
and few books were published on the subject.

To carve out his path in this context, Provost
cultivated himself. He read the works of town
planners such as Gaston Barbet. He was one of
the first to understand the works of lan Mac Harg,
who he met. Above all, he immersed himself in
the art of Italian gardens, then Japanese gardens
during a long stay in Kyoto. By firelessly copying
their plans, he gained an intimate knowledge of
their creators' expertise. Besides this, Provost is a
talented draftsman whose work has been shown in
exhibitionsin prestigious museums such as the Musée
de la Marine in Paris. In Great Britain, he discovered
a European interpretation of the Chinese art of
landscape. This almost ascetic training strongly
contributed to his landscape culture.

His quietly ironic professional persona, where he
sees himself as exclusively concrete, refusing to take
part inintellectual debate, cannot be taken at face
value. His writings, in an admirably concise style
but punctuated with expressions that hit the bull's
eye, reveal his assimilation of the preoccupations
of the various players of his era. Through this, he
proposes a modern approach to projects, which
is both rigorous and sensitive. His thought process,
his search for beauty, his poetics reveal themselves
through a modesty that hides a great sensibility.
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This culture allows him to define his projects quickly,
and typically to commit himself with great clarity to
the context in which they are situated. His colleagues
recognise and even envy this promptness. Considering
the disparate types of urban planning, a simple writing
of the space is what appears most pertinent to him.
Provost is an engineer as well as an architect/landscape
architect. His gardens have a remarkable strength
thanks to his technical mastery, his fastidious attention
to the work in progress and his preoccupation from the
outset with the management of projects over time.

Provost has played an essential role in the revival of
the profession in France, by establishing and twice
presiding over the French Federation of Landscape
Architects. He has also trained generations of students
over ten years at the National School of Landscape of
Architecture in Versailles and, afterwards, as director
of the National School of the Art of Gardens in Paris.

The gardens presented in this book are evidence
enough of his talent. Aninformed reader will detect the
influence of the great Japanese, Tuscan, French and
English masters of garden design. It isn't imitation, but
a kind of osmosis between cultures that has created
gardens that respond fo today's society's needs.

What the photographs in this book don't show is the
proven way in which millions of users appropriate his
gardens (established over 40 years of practising) for
moments of shared enjoyment. Far more than long
prefaces, itis these thousands of moments of joy that
confirm that Provost is one of the most important
architect/landscape architects of our era.

Jean Cabanel, former director of the landscape team of the
Ministry of the Environment.
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Capital gardens because they are recognised as
emblematic of the end of the 20" century in London
as much as in Paris.

Gardens of clarity because Allain Provost thinks that
only ordered lines can contradict the cacophony of
ectoplasmic cifies.

Confetti gardens to show that interstitial spaces can
impose a great serenity among the towers of business
districts.

Inaccessible gardens of sub-Saharan Africa and the
Middle East, where Allain Provost has only been able
to convey fragments of the finished gardens that
nevertheless convey their importance.

Historic gardens because they have been created
in exceptional places where Allain Provost takes us
back to the past in a personal way.

Pharaonic gardens whose huge surface areas required
work beyond the normal scale of the landscape
architect.

Wild gardens because through this example Allain
Provost “"settles up" with the negationists of the Art
of gardens.

Sculpted gardens where Allain Provost shows that he is
an excellent sculptor, as shown by the pure forms of the
minerals and plants that often accompany his works.

Workaday gardens because they provide a suitable
frame for workplaces that thus become — almost —
places for leisure and fun.

A red bullet point in front of the name of a project
indicates that it was designed and/or implemented
in collaboration with Alain Cousseran and the Signes
group.

The blue dot indicates projects worked on with Patel
Taylor Architects.
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“I'm not one of those people who consider their
life to be a theatfre of major importance and is
constantly regaling people with the details." But
there's no harm in saying a few words...!

On Fourth Nature...

“What are we, landscape architects, in the context of
the types of nature described by Cicero? Nothing. So
it is rather pretentious to describe us as ‘architects of
the landscape'. According to Cicero first nature is the
earth in its ‘unadulterated state': God the landscape
architect and geographical artist. Second nature is
that cultivated by man, the frue cultural landscape
where the references are forcibly agrarian: peasant
artists, Inuit epidermists, who invented symphonies
whose mastery (rice paddies for instance) leave us
breathless. Third nature is the garden as a source
of creation, but these are nature's confetti, even
if some, such as those found in China, can cover
thousands of hectares. With the help of globalisation
and ‘urban spread' we are heading towards a fourth
nature. A new eco-museographic picturesque on a
grand scale, ruled by scientists. Let's hope that its the
artistic approach of landscape architects will be able
to open up a fourth nature that is rewarding, or at
least a halfway house between science and art."”

On Theory

“The application of theories that are too elitist,
leaning on the supposed and often forced genius
of place - constfructivist, post-modernist or neo-
Arcadian theories, in other words negationist —is not
necessarily the best conceptual route.”

"l am not a theoretician, but an artisan/artist/engineer,
more urban designer than fashionable gardener. On
none of my projects have | constructed a theory after
the event to explain why | did something."”

"Symbolism, whether it is imposed or circumstantial,
is not my cup of tea. My works are therefore not
charged with meaning. | let my gardens be read
more for their appreciated qualities than for the
hermetic argument that accompanies many of
today's gardens."

Page left

1. First nature - Husafell waterfall (Iceland) / 2. Second nature -
Terraces (Madeira) / 3. Third nature—- Canal and parterres (Villandry)
/ 4. Fourth nature — Broom-covered hiliside (Massif Central)
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On Sites

“The landscape architect must always try o get the
best from the site in which he intervenes. Some sites
have an obvious soul, a being, that is immediately
clear. Others have no interest, and in this case one
should not be the frenzied tracker of remote traces
of the past (morphological, agrarian, cadastral,
vegetable, topographical, geographical, historical...).
Neither should we be obsessed by the smallest ditch
that for some people becomes a ‘canyon’, the
slightest molehill that becomes a ‘'mountain’, the
slightest scrapheap that becomes a ‘forge’, the
slightest bush that becomes a ‘forest'."

"l am an intuitive person. That's why the phase of
analysing what the site is composed of is very short.
A synthesis that is too sophisticated often results in
places that are like many others, banalities, ‘trendy’
gardens, or unappealing propositions.”

“When the site has something that is ‘already there'
| respect it, | work with it. But if it's a desert, often
post-industrial, | impose my own lines. Like in the
film Les Tontons flingueurs: ‘I gun down, | dynamite,
| disperse, | pulverise like a puzzle', without a
misplaced sentimentality.”

On Drawing and Beauty

“I love the virgin page and | am forever drawing
hundreds of lines on it. It is the hand that forges
the music of the project. But a hand that, while
marking the paper, infegrates what is expected: the
functions, the technical, social, inancial and artistic
suggestions.”

“A project is an idea. It can be there immediately,
or rise up from a jumble of sketches and working
drawings."”

“I' love drawing, the black wounds of the ink, its
caresses or its rages, lightly brushing or scratching
the paper with a multitude of strokes."

"Drawing is the guardrail of ideas. Without it, they go
wherever they wanft, all too often never to return.”

13
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“Like Picasso, ‘I draw first and think afterwards’.
Whatever the site, | claim intuition (which is elitist of
coursel) as a means of functioning."

“| am a reader of Plato where the Beautiful and the
True are two facets of the same reality. That way
the aesthetic is a methodological practice. The
elegance of a plan remains the best pledge of its
aptness. As long as the drawing is beautiful, the
question of how well it answers the commission is
obvious. Beauty always prevails. Some people see
this position as anachronistic, and not tenable... To
each his own."

On Modernity

“Spurred on by globalisation, there is a worrying excess
of garden styles. Few, however, make any reference
to their roots where these exist (Chinese, Japanese,
Mongolian, ltalian, French, English...). In Shanghai, it is
striking to note that the Chinese have not been able
to invent a neo-classical style in relation to their past.
Except perhaps Pei for the gardens of the museum of
his native city, Suzhou..."

"Modernity is the reinvention of the tradifion of each
country with a contemporary eye. Classicism a la
francaise is harmony, clarity, balance, repetition,
serenity. One must be inspired by this to avoid
today's excess of crazy contexts. For that matter,
who has noticed that Parc Citroén, reputed to be
contemporary, is largely inspired by the major lines
of the park of Marly-le-Roi? Modernity consists of
the circumstance expropriated, a reinvention of
the great classical themes of sweeping lines. It is in
no way a question of pastiche, of going back to
the past, but of true foundations. In this way, no
contortions, no feverish innovations, misplaced
picturesqueness, no untimely works that could
distract but then rapidly become tedious."

"I bring tradition and modernity together. | love the
line, the concern for the correct dimension, and this
rigour has served me well. The recourse to guiding
lines does not for a minute prevent me from putting
conception into the garden, and on every scale.”

"I am a ‘stapler’ between the inside and outside
of projects, and within projects themselves. | love
staples.”
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