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INTRODUCTION

&) ITALIAN AND FRENCH GARDENS ™
A CENTURY OF HISTORICAL STUDY (1900-2000)

MIirkA BENES

This anthology originated in a small symposium held in February 1995 at Dum-
barton Oaks, a research institute of Harvard University in Washington, D.C. The
symposium honored Elisabeth Blair MacDougall, retiring Director of Studies in
Landscape Architecture (1972-88) at Dumbarton Oaks, and the theme was Italian
gardens from antiquity to the baroque period.1 Three of the contributors to this
volume (Ehrlich, Harris, and Lazzaro) read papers, and I moderated. After the
event, Dumbarton Oaks suggested a publication and generously consented to my
eventual plan, in which Dianne Harris soon joined me, to develop a larger anthol-
ogy of essays out of the symposium.

As comparative, intercultural studies in the history of western European gar-
dens appeared to be a particularly fruitful avenue to pursue for the future of the
field, I decided to structure the anthology as a collection of essays on the gardens
and designed landscapes of both early modern Italy and France — that is, from
about the mid-fifteenth century to the French Revolution.? For reasons discussed
in the historiography below, I felt that it was an apt time to look at these two gar-
den cultures, Italian and French, side by side and to take a methodological reading
of the scholarly literature on these two historically related subjects of study, and
that this might best be done by commissioning essays from the current generation
of scholars, both younger ones and those whose work has reached full maturity —
with the exception of one model from the preceding generation, in this case the
work of Elisabeth B. MacDougall. The volume that resulted is thus essentially a
commissioned anthology and not the acts of a symposium.

The scholarly formation of the authors spans a generation, some twenty-five
years, from doctoral dissertations written in the mid-1970s to those produced just
recently. All were trained in American universities, and as a scholarly group they
come to the material from an Anglo-American perspective. Although, as editors,
we would have preferred to have an international representation of the scholar-
ship, in particular French scholarship on French gardens and Italian and German
scholarship on Italian gardens, not only the technical complexities of translation
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but also the historiographical wish to investigate the paths of an integral genera-
tion formed in the increasingly interdisciplinary culture of American universities
of the 1980s and 1990s precluded the richer, international option.3

Of the eleven authors in our anthology, all except two were trained as histo-
rians of Italian and French art and architecture; the other two are a sociologist and
a historian of early modern France. Nearly all focused on gardens from the start
of their doctoral studies, and two of the authors teach history in graduate depart-
ments of professional landscape architecture. The measure of shared interdiscipli-
narity in all their approaches is apparent from the fact that, while the art/architec-
tural historians in this volume study gardens with an intellectual framework as
much structured by social and cultural concerns as artistic ones, the historian and
the sociologist, like an increasing number of their peers, are keen to bring their
particular scholarly training to study the artistic forms and culture of gardens, for-
merly the subjects of art history alone. A common language is the discipline of
history, social and cultural above all.

This anthology concentrates on Italy and France, because these are the areas
in which Renaissance and baroque gardens, primary products of European court
culture, developed first and centrally, and because these are also the areas in which
the most innovative scholarship on early modern European gardens, including
their relationship to court culture, has been done in recent decades. A correspond-
ingly rich arena of scholarship is only now developing for such gardens outside
of Italy and France, while the new methodological (especially geographical) ap-
proaches to English gardens have concerned mainly the eighteenth-century land-
scape gardens. In bringing together studies on the gardens of two court cultures,
this book can further a methodological direction for the next phases of intercul-
tural research on early modern Dutch, English, German, and Spanish gardens, as
well as those of Ottoman Turkey, among others.4

In social-historical terms, this anthology focuses on elite society in the period
from about 1550 to the French Revolution, the centuries when both architectural
gardens and parks were considered to be requisite components of aristocratic life.
The Italian and French gardens of the late fifteenth to early eighteenth centuries
(a slightly different periodization from that of our anthology) have become canons
of sorts in the literature, such that by “Italian gardens,” one means Italian R enais-
sance and baroque gardens, and by “French gardens,” similarly, those of the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries. In the scholarly literature as well as in common
usage, later eighteenth-century French gardens of irregular style are usually treated
as a separate development from the earlier so-called “formal” gardens. In this an-
thology, the more inclusive periodization refers to the historical and social phe-
nomenon of early modern elites and princely courts, rather than stylistic categories
such as formal-architectural and informal-irregular. Thus, throughout the essays,
whether set in Italy or in France, relevant garden types across these centuries in-
clude both parks and architectural gardens.

Patrician society and the court — monarchical, princely, or papal — and the
relations between urban aristocratic life in cities and its counterpart in suburbs



