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Introduction
In the heart of southern France lies Provence, a region long celebrated for its radiant
light, poetic landscapes, and distinctive way of life. The gardens of Provence evoke a
timeless magic—merging old-world charm with the enduring rhythms of the seasons
and the practical ingenuity of centuries past. Here, olive groves shimmer in golden
sunlight, the blue haze of lavender wafts across stony terraces, and water glimmers in
ancient fountains that have refreshed generations. To wander through a Provençal
garden is to step into a living tapestry where history, art, and nature intertwine.

Provence’s gardens are shaped by a unique confluence of geography and culture. The
Mediterranean climate—mild winters, sun-drenched summers, and long spells of
drought—dictates both the character and content of these landscapes. The rocky
terrain has given rise to terraced gardens supported by dry-stone walls, and the plant
life is a careful selection of hardy evergreens, aromatic herbs, and flowering
perennials, all chosen for their resilience as well as their sensory beauty. More than
mere retreats, these gardens are reflections of the Provençal spirit: rooted in
simplicity, resilience, and an appreciation for life’s small pleasures.

Throughout history, the gardens of Provence have been both a necessity and an
inspiration. Monks and farmers alike harnessed the land’s potential, using innovation
to make arid hillsides bloom. Over time, influences from Italy, Spain, and further afield
enriched local traditions, transforming utilitarian spaces into realms of artistry.
Today’s gardens echo this long evolution—rustic vineyard plots sit beside formal
parterres, ancient monasteries stand alongside painterly enclaves once tended by
artists such as Cézanne and Van Gogh.

Yet the story of Provençal gardens is not only one of history and beauty—it is also
about influence and legacy. These landscapes have shaped regional identity and
captivated travelers, inspiring writers, artists, architects, and gardeners from around
the world. The Provençal approach—valuing harmony with nature, sustainable
practices, and sensory experience—has become a model for Mediterranean and dry-
climate gardens everywhere, offering practical solutions to enduring environmental
challenges.

This book invites you on a journey through the past and present of Provence’s
legendary gardens. As we explore iconic sites and meet the visionaries who shaped
them, we will uncover both the universal and the unique: from the evolution of design
elements and the selection of signature plants, to the continued presence of these
gardens in art, literature, and contemporary life. Along the way, you’ll discover
practical guidance for crafting your own Provençal-inspired garden—no matter where
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you live—and learn how the lessons of southern France can foster both sustainability
and beauty.

Whether you are a passionate gardener, a history enthusiast, a lover of art and
culture, or simply seeking a window into the tranquil world of the South of France,
“Gardens of Provence” will transport you. Within these pages, the nuanced dance of
tradition and innovation, the fragrance of herbs, and the play of sunlight on stone
invite you to linger—and to imagine your own path through Provence’s enchanting,
ever-blooming landscapes.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Genesis of Green: From Roman
Villas to Medieval Courtyards
The story of Provençal gardens begins not with grand designs, but with necessity.
Long before pleasure gardens became a hallmark of the region, the very act of
cultivating the land in Provence demanded ingenuity, a characteristic deeply ingrained
in the landscape's DNA. The sloped, often rocky terrain and the hot, dry Mediterranean
climate necessitated practical solutions for growing food and managing precious
water. These early efforts laid the foundational elements that would define Provençal
gardens for centuries to come.

The first significant influence on the horticultural landscape of Provence arrived with
the Romans. As they expanded their empire, they brought with them not only their
sophisticated engineering and architectural prowess but also their advanced
agricultural and gardening techniques. Provence, then known as Gallia Narbonensis,
became a vital Roman province, dotted with villas and towns that echoed the
grandeur of Rome itself. Roman settlement introduced new crops, improved irrigation
methods, and the concept of the ornamental garden, a place for leisure and aesthetic
enjoyment.

While much of the archaeological evidence of Roman gardens in Provence consists of
remnants of villas and urban centers like Glanum, Arles, and Vaison-la-Romaine, we
can infer their design from contemporary Roman practices. Roman gardens, which
flourished from around 150 BC to 350 AD, were influenced by Egyptian, Persian, and
Greek traditions. They often served multiple purposes: kitchen gardens provided food,
while ornamental areas offered a peaceful refuge from urban life, often filled with
symbolic meaning. For the wealthy, these gardens became elaborate displays, with
features like rills (small channels of water), fountains, and carefully arranged
plantings. Even in urban dwellings, houses often included a hortus (garden) or a 
peristylium (an open courtyard), demonstrating the integral role of green spaces in
Roman daily life.

The Romans were masters of water management, a critical skill in the arid Provençal
landscape. They constructed aqueducts, cisterns, and irrigation systems to channel
water to their settlements and agricultural fields. This expertise in hydraulics would
have been crucial for sustaining their gardens, whether for practical cultivation or for
ornamental ponds and fountains. The notion of water as a central, refreshing element,
a staple of modern Provençal gardens, can be traced directly back to these Roman
innovations.
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The most enduring legacy of the Romans, however, might be their approach to taming
the terrain. Faced with the challenging slopes of Provence, Roman farmers, like their
local predecessors, likely employed terracing to create flat, cultivable areas. These
terraces, known as restanques in Provence, were supported by dry-stone walls—a
construction technique that uses stones fitted together without mortar. This ancestral
know-how was not only practical, preventing erosion and maximizing usable land for
crops like olive trees, grapevines, and vegetables, but also inherently artistic, shaping
the very contours of the landscape.

With the decline of the Roman Empire, Provence, like much of Europe, entered a
period of transition. The grand villas and their elaborate gardens receded, but the
agricultural practices and the fundamental understanding of working with the land
persisted. The focus shifted from ornamental displays to survival, and the garden
reverted to its most essential function: a source of sustenance.

The early medieval period saw the emergence of a new kind of garden, one deeply
intertwined with the spiritual and communal life of the time: the monastic garden. As
Christianity spread, monasteries became centers of learning, healing, and self-
sufficiency. The Rule of Saint Benedict, established in the sixth century, emphasized 
ora et labora—prayer and work—and manual labor in the garden was considered an
integral part of monastic life. Monks and nuns were enjoined to cultivate their own
food, making the garden an essential component of their cloistered existence.

These monastic gardens were far from mere utilitarian plots. While primarily
functional, growing vegetables and herbs for food and medicinal purposes, they were
also spaces of contemplation and spiritual reflection. The herbularium or herb garden,
filled with plants for remedies and culinary uses, was a vital part of every monastery.
Beyond the cloister walls, monasteries often maintained extensive orchards and
vineyards, providing fruit for the table and wine for communion, as well as offering
spaces for meditation and work.

A key feature of monastic gardens was their enclosed nature. Like other medieval
gardens, they were typically surrounded by walls, fences, or hedges to protect them
from wild animals. This enclosure not only provided practical security but also held
symbolic meaning, representing the hortus conclusus, or "enclosed garden," a
theological symbol of purity and spiritual cultivation. Within these walls, a sense of
peace and separation from the outside world fostered a meditative atmosphere.

Water features, though often simpler than their Roman predecessors, remained
important in monastic gardens. Fountains and cisterns ensured a steady supply of
water for both crops and for spiritual symbolism, with the cloister fountain often
representing the fountain of life. The sound of trickling water would have added to the
tranquil ambiance, encouraging reflection.
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The Medieval Garden in Uzès, recreated in 1995 using ancient illustrations, offers a
fascinating glimpse into what these spaces might have looked like. Tucked between
ancient towers, it features over 400 "wild" plants, the same varieties used by people in
the Middle Ages, grouped into sections like a Herbularium and Utilitary Plants.
Similarly, the Salagon Remarkable Gardens and Priory in Mane include a Medieval
Garden, showcasing plants used in historic times for food and medicinal purposes.

Monastic gardens played a crucial role in preserving horticultural knowledge through
the centuries. As centers of learning, monks meticulously documented their plant
knowledge and agricultural techniques. This continuous practice and record-keeping
ensured that valuable understanding of cultivation, particularly of medicinal herbs,
was not lost during periods of broader societal upheaval. They were the unsung heroes
of horticulture, quietly tilling the earth and nurturing both plants and knowledge.

The evolution from the Roman villa garden to the medieval monastic courtyard was a
significant step in the development of Provençal landscapes. It marked a shift from
ostentatious display to practical utility and spiritual contemplation, yet both periods
contributed foundational elements. The Roman legacy brought engineering prowess
and the concept of leisure gardens, while the medieval era reinforced the importance
of self-sufficiency, order, and the enduring power of dry-stone construction. These
early gardens, born of necessity and shaped by various influences, laid the
groundwork for the distinctive Provençal garden style that would flourish in later
centuries.
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