50

THE ART NEWSPAPER Number 252, December 2013

FEATURE

Restoration

Fountains dance again In
Versailles’s Théatre d’Eau

Historic choreography inspired the design for a new take on the Water Theatre Grove. By Claudia Barbieri Childs

he Théatre d’Eau was once the
most dramatic of the many groves
in André Le Notre’s extravagant
gardens for the Palace of
Versailles, an outdoor stage for
court spectacles in which the “Sun
King” Louis XIV himself often frolicked as a
lead dancer. Created between 1671 and 1674,
and demolished and grassed over by Louis XVI
a century later in 1775, it was finally aban-
doned and closed to the public for more than a
decade after the surrounding trees were
uprooted in two storms in 1990 and 1995. Now,
the opening of the restored Versailles Water
Theatre Grove promises to be a memorable
moment in next year’s arts calendar; the wood-
land and lake feature in the palace gardens is
due to open next September.

Created by the French landscape architect
Louis Benech and the glass sculptor Jean-Michel
Othoniel, and funded by the billionaire Korean
inventor and landscape photographer Ahae, the
grove will reimagine a space conceived by the
17th-century master gardener Le Notre and the
painter Charles Le Brun for Louis XIV.

Rather than trying to recreate the lost origi-
nal, Benech and Othoniel have designed a com-
pletely new space, but one that refers to its his-
tory in multiple ways. Their project was chosen
from 140 contenders in a competition launched
in 2011 by the former director of Versailles, Jean-
Jacques Aillagon. It was selected “because it is in
the direct lineage of the spirit of Le Notre and
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Louis XIV —both in its landscape and vegetation
as well as in the necessary presence of water
and fountains,” says Aillagon’s successor,
Catherine Pégard.

Versailles was built on marshland. Le Nétre
and Le Brun worked with Louis XIV, himself a
keen gardener, for more than 40 years to turn
the 2,000 acre park into a subtle landscape,

mixing classical formalism with Italian Baroque.

The garden was conceived as an extension of
the palace, in which a succession of woodland
groves masked clearings that played the role
of hidden outdoor rooms, linked and criss-
crossed by a geometrical network of paths,

“The fountains are placed
where Louis XIV and his
retinue danced”

terraces, ornamental lakes and ponds,
flowerbeds and perspectives.

“The Water Theatre Grove, situated in the
north of the garden, was originally the most
spectacular of the many groves,” Pégard says.
“Le Notre expressed all his genius in the cre-
ation of the scenography of a theatre.
Everything was grandiose and magnificent; a
profusion of fountains, water effects, vegetation
and sculptures.”

Benech’s overall design for the site incorpo-
rates the few remaining vestiges of the original
masonry, while feed pipes for the new water

Clockwise from
top: Jean Cotelle’s
Vues du Théatre
d'Eau, 1688; Jules
Hardouin-Mansart,
Gilded Children
Fountain, 1609,
and Louis Benech
(left) and Jean-
Michel Othoniel

features will make use, where possible, of the
original buried hydraulic systems, which are
still in place.

The perspectives of Le Notre’s layout will be
marked by variously coloured species of trees,
including beeches, holm oaks, Irish yews and
Catalpas, which will be restricted in height to
17m so that the space remains a secret, invisible
from the palace — part of Le Notre’s original
concept. Benech’s plan transforms the stages
where the king danced into two ornamental
ponds, decorated by fountain sculptures to be
created by Othoniel. These will have the distinc-
tion of being the first permanent sculptures to
be placed in the palace gardens in three cen-
turies, according to Pégard.

When Benech, one of France’s leading con-
temporary garden designers, decided to tender
for the restoration project, he knew he needed
to work with an artist, he told The Art Newspaper,
to capture the spirit of the original partnership
between Le Notre and Le Brun. The childlike
quality of Othoniel’s brightly coloured glass ball
sculptures immediately appealed to him, echo-
ing the frolicking putti and cupids that once dec-
orated the space, and the Gilded Children Fountain
installed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart in 1709 on
the western edge of the site —which is still there
although it badly needs to be repaired.

“I knew of Othoniel’s sculpture at the
entrance of the Palais Royal-Musée du Louvre
metro station in Paris,” Benech says, referring to
Le Kiosque des Noctambules (the kiosk of the night

Loops of light
A new chandelier for the palace

The staircase in the
grand Neo-
Classical hall lead-
ing to the King's
Grand Apartment
In the Palace of
Versailles has
remained unfin-
Ished since its
design in 1772 by
Ange-Jacques
Gabriel, the archi-
tect behind the
Opéra Grand de
Versailles, which
was created to cel-
ebrate the mar-
riage of the future
Louis XVI and
Marie-Antoinette.

Although the staircase was essentially completed
in the 1980s, it has lacked a grand decoration to match
the extravagant effects elsewhere in the palace. But in
2011, Ronan & Erwan Bouroullec won a competition to
design a permanent work of art over the staircase.
Their 12m-high design, a loose illuminated chain featur-
ing three looping forms made of Swarovski crystals and
LED lights, was unveiled last month. B.L.

Fit for a king: Swarovski
crystals and LED lights
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