  THE AMERICAN RENAISSANCE GARDEN AT BELLEVUE HOUSE:
A  DESIGN COLLABORATION 
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DEFINITION

The architecture historian, Richard Guy Wilson, was among the first to define this period before World War I when American Patrons made manifest a renaissance vision in their houses and gardens.  They sought to integrate the skills of designers, artists and craftsmen in architecture and garden projects that echoed and sometimes embellished the experience of an earlier age when the arts had both flourished and lent metaphorical authority.

Alas, today most of the private gardens from this period have vanished; they were more fragile than the houses they embraced.  Still a few have survived or have been restored.   The new water garden at Bellevue House, (1910) an Ogden Codman Jr. designed estate on Bellevue Avenue in Newport, Rhode Island, seeks to learn from them as well as from the garden design of  Englishmen like Harold Peto at Buscot and Ilford Manors and Edwin Lutyens at Hestcombe, but at a reduced scale.  For the water garden is compressed in a narrow corridor on the eastern edge of this federal revival style house.  Like the 17th century Italian gardens which inspired the late 19th and early 20th century American and English works, this garden provides both a comprehensive and formal composition in stone pavement and sculpture, strong green hedge forms and water works as well as an iconography of familial meaning.
DESCRIPTION

At the northern end, adjacent to the brick wall enclosing the property, a lattice exedra frames the view southwards.  The lattice reinterprets a motif that Ogden Codman appropriated from the Huguenot designer Daniel Marot at Het Loo in Holland.  It contains a central alcove where Pomona, the goddess of the orchard, stands in voluptuous drapery, flanked by niches and tapered volutes.  She carries a cornucopia of fruits in a cloth sack and looks out at a long stone table that projects in front of her.  At her feet a grapefruit has fallen from a tear in her sack and spills its juices into a fountain basin which in turn overflows into a narrow pool.  From there the water is pumped up onto the adjacent table which has a narrow runnel coursing its center.  Like the water table at the Villa Lante in Bagnia, it can be used as a banquet site, but it can also serve as a fountain head.  Small jets that flank it can spurt water over the stone chairs that line the table and splash into the central channel.  This might surprise summer guests as will the small, glassy eyed monkey grasping a wine bottle and looking up from under the base of the table toward the goddess Pomona’s unclothed leg.
At the end of the table facing the garden to the south, the head of the proprietor in grotesque style spews water into another basin, and from there the water pours down from the terrace where the table rests, past some adjacent steps into a pool and thence under a stone bridge which connects the steps from the house into the garden.  The water under the bridge continues for sixty feet thus forming the central axis of the garden space.  The rill is lined with a design abstracted from the pattern of the front gate of the house.  The granite panels that frame the mosaic design are pegged with stone plugs reflecting detail that the garden designer Achille Duchene once employed.  They may remind the cognoscenti that he designed the French garden of pollarded trees and hedges to the south east of the house.  Framing the stone water works elements are grass paths that lead past the adjacent herbaceous borders of apricot and blue toned flowers.  To the east a stone caped brick wall with high gate posts demarks the edge of the adjacent yew garden with its ancient and massive evergreens, two of the largest in the country.  On the west side of the waterworks and plantings a rolling topiary hedge rises in successive layers against the clapboard walls of the house.  It is a tribute in micro scale to the artistry of Belgian designer Jacques Wurtz.
The rill terminates in another small matching pool, similar to the ones on either side of the bridge to the north. At the foot of the rill, standing independently, is a bubbling fountain with a wide stone rim that contains six plugs.  Three are carved in intaglio relief with the images that the three Fleming children chose to represent their interests and passions; three remain blank and will be carved later when as children may gain new perspective on their lives.  Behind this fountain, and immediately to the south, a pair of high curved stone benches which like the lattice at the north extend there outer edges in carved volutes.   They are echoed in clipped yew with roundels matching the lattice openings of the exedrah.  With a central axis between them provides a frame leading the eye back to the rill, water table and sculpture in its latticed exedra on the terrace to the north  

MESSAGE

As a metaphor, the water garden can be read as an evolution of family life over time.  First the bounty of California is bestowed upon the family who are nourished at the table at the feet of the goddess, and that rivulet of energy flows through the fathers head at the end of the table into the rill. This represents the passage of life and experience to the children, who then shape their own lives at the other end.  
On the bench framing the view back to Pomona’s flowing waters is carved a Fleming motto; “let the deed shew”.  We hope that it does, and that it provides a direction toward a new classicism respectful of the old craft but imbuing it with fresh content and imagination.
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Design team: Ronald Lee Fleming, FAICP, JP Couture, architect, Marl Mennin, sculptor, Catherine,  Tupelo Gardens, Parker Thompson, construction, Derek Kosciuszko, woodworker
Waterworks: 
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