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The nympheum at the castle of Le Grand-Pressigny (Indre-et-Loire, France) – an example of late
Renaissance hydraulic engineering.
Simon BRYANT (Ingénieur de Recherches, INRAP, Orléans)
1. Introduction
1.1. Situation and topography
Le Grand-Pressigny is better known for its
prehistoric flint production and the ruined but still
imposing keep which dominates the remains of
the castle. Situated in the south western part of the
Touraine, close to the frontier with the Poitou, the
castle is on a promontory overlooking the north slope
of the Claise valley (fig. 1). A large plateau extends
towards the west, delimited by the valley of a small
stream, les Ferrus, whilst the eastern flank of the
enclosure is defined by the steep slope of the valley of
the river Aigronne.
The geology is composed of sedimentary
rocks, chalks and tender limestones with flints from
the upper Turonian period – the white and yellow
tufeau which have made the reputation of the
Renaissance period châteaux of the Val de Loire. The
geology goes hand in hand with a complex hydrology
with many springs and resurgences. These probably
contributed to the exploitation of the landscape from
prehistoric times and were certainly used during the
Middle Ages.
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The plateau which spreads out to the northwest and the north-east was the weak point of the
defensive system. Towers were built and large ditches
dug during the Middle Ages to compensate. These
were filled in between 1560 and 1565 when the
gardens were laid out. They were based on a circle
centred on the church and in which the major elements
were disposed symmetrically1 (fig. 2). Despite several
phases of remodelling, the principal axes were
preserved up to and including the last major changes
in the middle of the 18th century2. The creation of
the gardens included a system of water management
– drainage ditches on the plateau and the canalisation
of the stream les Ferrus in the valley to the north.
Some 400 m to the north-east, a captured spring, la
fontaine des Ferrus, can be seen at the northern edge
of the park, just inside the enclosure wall. It consists
of a large circular pond which feeds a waterhole on
the other side of the enclosure whilst the other leads
the water to the stream les Ferrus via a narrow canal
cut into the bedrock.
The castle’s origins go back to the 9th or
10 centuries and the donjon was one of the earliest
Fig. 1 : Le Grand-Pressigny – map of the department of
rectangular keeps in the region3. However, we are the Indre-et-Loire and extract from the IGN survey map (1:
more concerned with the layout of the park and 25.000).
th

p. 2

3

the

Cl
ais
e

2

ne

on

lle
va

yo

igr
eA

f th

1

boundary wall for the park (16th c.)

alley or line of orientation inside the park

water course or pond visible on the 19th century cadastre
1 - castle, 2 - nympheum, 3 - spring "La Fontaine des Ferrus"

water course or pond visible today
railway line (2nd half of 19th c.)

Fig. 2 : Simplified plan of the park and gardens transposed onto an aerial photo of the site (IGN 1993).

gardens from the middle of the 16th century to the
middle of the 18th century.
1.2. The nympheum
The park contained an important architectural
feature, the nympheum4 implanted at the foot of the
slope due north from the castle. It consists of a stone
pavilion facing north onto an esplanade or terrace
partly cut into the hillside (fig. 3, 4). The northern edge
of this space and the associated hydraulic features
were partly destroyed by the construction of a railway
line during the middle of the 19th century. To the east,
a narrow track rises up the slope to a small quarry cut
into the hillside. In the north-east angle of the terrace
there is a small round masonry pond or basin which is
continually fed by a spring.
The building itself is a square construction
centred on a single room with an octagonal plan
(fig. 5). The façade forms an incurved screen with a

central portal flanked by two niches (fig. 6). These
possess scallop-shells and are surmounted by sculpted
cartridges or medallions. The façade is given a vertical
rhythm by pilasters sculpted with vegetal decorations
whilst an entablature with vegetal decoration gives a
horizontal division. The summit was probably crowned
with a cornice. The portal leads to a single octagonal
room covered by a cupola. The three remaining large
sides each have an alcove with a three centred arch and
a bench which allowed the visitor to sit down (fig. 7).
The four corner walls have a niche identical to those
on the façade.
The construction techniques are typical for
quality buildings of the period. The side walls are
composed of ashlar facings with rubble infilling, the
heights of each course being defined by the pilasters
on each angle of the façade. The stone used may well
have come from the quarry nearby. The toolmarks
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6 - canal or partially buried conduit ?, 7 - basin and pond, 8 - actual course of the stream "des Ferrus"

Fig. 3 : The topography of the site - landscape features of today, especially the watercourses, have been transposed onto those
visible on the 19th century cadastre (Section B.2, 1812).

show the use of flat toothed axes and chisels for
shaping the blocks. These marks were carefully erased
on the facings by the use of fine toothed scrapers.
The mouldings and structural elements of the façade
and the inner facings are all of standardised modules
and their assemblies show a high level of precision.
The original building had a painted décor applied to
a whitewash base. Probably composed of floral and
vegetal motifs, it was largely masked by a later phase
of repainting. This consisted of a poorly executed and
rather garish colour scheme in red and yellow5.
The state of near ruin has prompted emergency
consolidation with a long term restoration project in
mind. Preliminary archaeological work in June 20076
discovered the existence of a technically advanced
system of piping which fed a number of fountains
and ponds inside the nympheum and on the terrace.

Though the excavation was incomplete and the study
of the overall hydraulic system was abandoned by
the developer, at least for the time being, the results
do allow us to reconstitute the system of water
management with a reasonable degree of confidence.
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Fig. 4 : Plan of the building and the terrace with the principal features brought to light by excavation work.
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Fig. 5 : The northern façade of the nympheum during
excavation. The metal roof is a temporary structure to
protect the extrados of the cupola.

Fig. 6 : Detail of the right hand niche on the
façade.

Fig. 8 : Detail of the lead pipe at the foot of the south-est
niche.

Fig. 9 : General view of the northern half of the inside of the nympheum
with the remains of the stone and slate flooring.

Fig. 7 : The back (southern) wall inside the
nympheum. The ledge of the central recess
acts as a bench. The niches on either side
housed statues or basins equipped with
fountains.
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2. The archaeological evidence
2.1. The hydraulic system inside the nympheum
Each of the corner niches was equipped with
a fountain or other sort of water jet fed by lead piping.
The study of the elevations showed the presence of a
vertical recess under the ledge of each niche to house
the piping whilst excavation showed up the stumps of
lead pipes fixed into the mortar and masonry under
the flooring (fig. 8). Most of this had been removed
but the ghosts left by the paving and a small surface
preserved in the northern part of the room allowed
us to observe alternating bands of cut stone slabs and
slates, some 30 cm wide (fig. 9). The juxtaposition
of slate and limestone is a common feature of Val de
Loire Renaissance architecture, directly inspired by
Italian styles.
The bands of paving follow the geometry
of the octagonal floor plan with the joints following
lines traced from the corners to the centre of the room.
The outer band of paving is actually a shallow flatbottomed gutter which collected the water from the
fountains, forming a thin film of water all the way
round the perimeter of the room. The north-eastern
niche had preserved the slab which contained the
collector for the water from each fountain (fig. 10).
Those of the other niches had all been removed. The
same gutter directed the water outside via the portal.
The centre of the room was occupied by a
circular depression some 0,80 m deep with a diameter
of 1,20 m, cut directly into the rock (fig. 11). This was
joined by a linear trench which followed the axis of the
portal. At the bottom, excavation exposed the remains
of a terracotta pipe some 4 cm in diameter, embedded
in a mass of pale pink hydraulic mortar (fig. 12).

Fig. 11 : General view of the basin cut into the rock in the
centre of the nympheum.

pipe. A robber trench, or rather a tunnel, was followed
under the floor drain where it led to the lead pipe under
the north-eastern niche and continued on to the northwestern niche.
On the southern side, a larger diameter (10
cm) ceramic pipe had been embedded in the rubble
backfill and mortar of the floor levels and led off to
the two niches in the southern corners of the room
(fig. 13). The diameter of this pipe and the use of an
ordinary lime mortar to embed it suggest that it had
been intended as a protective sheathing for the lead

Though the pipe sloped down towards the outside,
there is reason to believe that it was a pressurised feed

Fig. 10 : The niche in the north-east corner of the
nympheum. Detail of the stone slab designed to collect
water from the fountain in the niche.

Fig. 12 : Detail of the terracotta inlet pipe in the bottom of
the central basin.
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pipes which were under pressure. This feature would
have protected the piping from direct contact with the
masonry of the floor levels and made for easier access
in the event of repairs or recovery – a defective pipe
could be removed and replaced without having to dig
up the whole floor.
The system supposes some form of connection
between the terracotta feed pipe and the lead pipes
used to bring water to the fountains. It would be
logical to suppose that the central basin housed some
form of fountain or artificial spring as a central feature
of the nympheum (see note 4). At any event, the inner
sides of the central depression preserved traces of pink
hydraulic mortar denoting either a waterproof lining or
a masonry structures inside. It is interesting to note the
presence of small holes near the top of the basin, at the
interface between the rock substratum and the mortar
used to bond the paving (fig. 14). Their function
remains uncertain – a form of drain or the negative left
by small bore piping or a simple soak-away to stop the
central basin from overflowing ?

2.2. The hydraulic system outside
The excavation of the terrace immediately in
front of the façade and test trenches in other parts of
the site brought to light the remains of a complicated
water management system outside (fig. 4, 15). The
niches on either side of the portal were equipped
with water pipes whilst locating holes drilled in the
stones at the back of each niche indicate the presence
of statues. These fountains were fed by lead pipes
housed in a sheathing of terracotta pipes embedded
in a mass of masonry (fig. 16). In fact, the ground had
been stripped down to the rock in order to found the
nympheum and the rock had been dug down to create
a sunken space in which to house the piping and other
structures. Just in front of the left hand niche, a square
masonry manhole was observed (fig. 17). It contained
an inlet pipe coming from the north-east and an outlet
leading off to the niche on the façade to the left of
the portal. A “T” shaped junction in bronze (fig. 18)
suggests the existence of a tap to regulate the flow
and of other piping deeper down to feed the left hand
niche. These remains were left in place.
The inlet pipe was associated with a linear
masonry which was followed back to the circular basin
in the north-east corner of the site (fig. 19). It had been
built in a construction trench cut into the rock and the
domed profile of the extrados indicates the presence
of a conduit. Though the structure had not been
tested, it is safe to suppose that the masonry contains
a terracotta pipe embedded in a mass of pale pink
hydraulic mortar, a construction similar to that of the
inlet pipe observed in the entrance of the nympheum.
The slope shows that the water flowed uphill and was
therefore under pressure7.

Fig. 13 : Detail of the clay piping embedded in the floor on
the west side of the central basin. It would have contained
a lead pipe which fed the two niches on the west (right) side
of the nympheum.

Fig. 14 : Detail of holes between the bedrock and the
mortar floor levels. The remains of an overflow or ghosts
left by wooden structures such as wedges used during the
construction ?

This conduit also cut an earlier masonry
structure to the north-east of the nympheum (fig. 20).
This appeared to come from the steep hillside behind
the nympheum and lead off to the pond in front of the
façade (see below).
For technical and safety reasons, the relations
between the circular basin and this conduit could not
be observed. The northern end of the conduit ran up
to the basin and then turned to run at a tangent to it.
The excavation of the basin showed it to be a perfectly
watertight masonry cylinder some 1,60 m in diameter
and 0,80 m deep with a mortar bottom (fig. 21). The
water level was maintained constant by the continual
flow of an inlet in the bottom of the north-eastern side
of the lining. Though the original mouth had been
replaced by a concrete pipe, the remains of a pottery or
cast iron pipe further behind shows that the inlet was
an original feature (fig. 22).
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INRAP).

d

n
co

fountains in niches
on the façade

Fig. 16 : Detail of the traces left by terracotta
piping embedded in the masonry in front of the
façade. The pipes served as sheathing for lead
pipes which fed the fountains in the niches.

Fig. 17 : Detail of the «manhole» in front of the left hand
niche of the façade.

Fig. 18 : Detail of the bronze «T» junction in the «manhole».
It would have contained the conical insert or “carrotte” of
a spigot used to regulate the flow and thus the pressure
between two fountains. This way, the water jets could be
set to the same height.
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Fig. 21 : The circular basin during excavation work, looking
towards the north.

Fig. 19 : General view of the masonry conduit between
the nympheum and the circular basin, looking towards the
south-west.

Fig. 22 : Detail of the inlet pipe of the circular basin. Behind
the concrete pipe the remains of an earlier (original ?) cast
iron pipe may be seen.

Fig. 20 : Detail of the main conduit leading from the circular
basin to the nympheum. View taken from the roof, looking
to the north. which cuts an earlier masonry leading off to
the hillside behind the nympheum.

Opposite the inlet, and near the top of the
masonry lining, one of the stones possesses a groove
suggesting an overflow outlet (fig. 23). This worked
as part of the feed system for a large pond in the
middle of the terrace. The maximum water level in the
basin being much lower than that of the fountains in
the nympheum, it could not have provided the water
necessary for their operation. The masonry conduit
described above therefore brought in pressurised
water from elsewhere and it is probable that it also
fed the circular basin via a simple take-off. This would
have needed some form of connection and a means to
regulate the flow.

Fig. 23 : Detail of the overflow spout in the south-west side
of the circular basin.
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Test trenching allowed the partial
investigation of a large pond in the middle
of the terrace, in front of the façade of the
nympheum. Though the early 19th century
cadastre shows a circular pond (fig. 24), it
was in actual fact a ten sided construction
similar to the plan of the nympheum. Though
severely damaged, the preserved remains
show a masonry base composed of small
blocs and rubble in an orange mortar with
sides some 40 cm thick. This was surrounded
by a band of grey plastic clay, presumably to
keep the structure watertight. The elevations
and the surrounds, probably of cut stone,
had been removed but traces of a dark pink
hydraulic mortar show that the inner lining
had also been made watertight.
Fig. 25 : The north-east corner of the pond during excavation, looking
south-east. The edges of the octagonal pond are visible to the right

Two systems may have operated whilst the line of rubble covers the remains of an open drain which led
to feed the pond. A robber trench between from the circular basin to the pond.
the latter and the circular basin showed the
existence of an open masonry drain which must have does not necessarily mean that the piping had been put
led water from the overflow of the basin to the pond out of action.
(fig. 25). In this case, the basin served as a device to
Technically, nothing can prove that both
regulate the level of the pond, avoiding the problems
systems didn’t exist together or that the earlier
of a direct supply from the main conduit.
system hadn’t been fed by the new conduit via a
Another source may have existed on the simple connexion, sealed in the masonry. Again, the
east side of the pond. The main conduit described fact that the later conduit follows a curve around the
above had been cut through an earlier construction pond does not necessarily mean that it was built as an
which passed under the masonry base of the pond, afterthought or as a replacement added to an existing
presumably to feed a central fountain for example. structure – it may well have been laid out in provision
It may have been a conduit designed to bring water for the pond. Only the complete dismantling, and
from the hillside behind the nympheum. Though the therefore destruction of the remains could answer this
masonry had been cut by that of the other conduit, this question. At any event, the system may well still be
operational since a test pit dug in the supposed centre
of the pond had to be abandoned due to an upwelling
of water at a depth of some 60 cm.
Finally, a third source of water must also be
considered – that of the stone gutter which collected
the water from the fountains inside the nympheum
and from those on the façade. If it is possible to
reconstitute the system for the incoming water, it is
unclear as to how it was directed away from the site.
Given the overall symmetry of the constructions, it is
reasonable to suppose the existence of a drain on the
north-western corner of the pond and of another basin
in the north-west corner of the site. No such remains
have been found for the moment and the hypothetical
second basin would be on what is now private property
outside the site.

Fig. 24 : Extract from the 19th century cadastre (Section
B.2, 1812) showing the nympheum and the pond in front.
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Fig. 26 : A «flow chart» for a hypothetical reconstitution of the water management system inside and around the nympheum.
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2.3. The water supply
The hydraulic system of the nympheum with its
fountains and a conduit which brought water uphill
supposes a source of water with a certain amount
of pressure. If we exclude the use of pumps or other
machines, the only solution is that of a source of water
at a higher level than the site. There are two possible
origins : springs or reservoirs on the plateau to the
south of the site or the spring at la fontaine des Ferrus
some 400 m to the north-east. The first hypothesis is
supported by the possibility of a conduit leading off
to the hillside behind the nympheum. The 19th century
cadastre does show the existence of small ponds or
reservoirs on the plateau, near to the castle though
these have since been filled in. Further investigations
and test trenching would be needed to test this
hypothesis.
In the light of existing data, the second option
does seem more likely. The water level of the captured
spring is over 7 m higher than that of the circular basin
in the north-east corner of the terrace, which gives
an average gradient of 1,5 to 1,75 % between it and
the nympheum. The 19th century cadastre shows a
watercourse which leads from the spring of la fontaine
des Ferrus towards the nympheum and then on down
the valley, parallel to the stream les Ferrus which runs
down the bottom of the valley (fig. 3). The straight
paths led by these streams indicate that both have been
canalised and that the former is completely artificial
course. Unfortunately, this structure seems to have
been destroyed or masked by the construction of the
railway line during the second half of the 19th century.
In order that water may flow uphill with the
siphon effect, the main conduit must be both airtight
and watertight and fed by a reservoir with sufficient
capacity to absorb any fluctuations in the flow. No
such feature figures on the old plan. However, near the
spring, on the other side of the track which follows the
foot of the southern slope of the valley, there is a large
pond overgrown by vegetation. Absent from the old
cadastre, this feature may well have been created by
the earthworks associated with the railway. The fact
that the nympheum is still fed by piped water suggests
that the original hydraulic system was not totally
destroyed – the stream marked on the 19th century
plan could it mark the line of a covered masonry
conduit similar to that discovered on the site ? In
this case, it means the construction and maintenance
of over 400 m of watertight masonry piping. Such a
distance would also need a system to keep the water
free of sediments (masonry decantation tanks ?) and
some means to allow inspection and maintenance. The
use of a large diameter pipe would reduce the risk of
clogging and the transition to smaller bore pipes on the

site would help to increase the pressure where it was
needed. For the time being, only further test trenching
along the supposed route of this conduit could answer
these questions.
3. Dating
The archaeological and architectural evidence
point to a coherent and well thought out project
which seems to have been built in one campaign.
The only hesitation visible in the construction is that
of the conduit which fed the pond in the centre of
the terrace. There seem to be no major modifications
or reconstructions so, in spite of the work needed
to prepare the terrain and put in the necessary
canalisations, the construction itself would have been
quite rapid.
In the absence of clear texts such as accounts
or notarial contracts, dating the structure with precision
is rather hazardous. The family arms belonging to the
Savoie-Villars appear on the keystone of the cupola and
on the medallions on the façade. They give a terminus
ante quem for the construction – the last heir to the
family sold the domain in 1627. Up until recently, the
construction has been attributed to Henrye de Savoie
and dated to the very end of the 16th century or even
the beginning of the 17th century8. However, an earlier
date cannot be entirely ruled out.
From a historical point of view, the father of
Henrye, Honorat de Savoie9, is a likely candidate.
He was present in the Touraine from 1556 onwards10
and undertook major rebuilding work of the Grand
Pressigny from 1560 to c. 156511. This included the
initial layout and preliminary earth moving for the
gardens12. From the end of the 1560’s, his presence
must have been sporadic since, from 1562 to 1570, he
fought alongside the royal armies during key episodes
of the wars of Religion in the Touraine and the Poitou.
The Protestants commanded by the admiral Coligny
occupied the Grand Pressigny in 1569 before Honorat
de Savoie took part in the campaigns against them in
the south-west of France from 1572 to 1578. Though
the advancement of building work was not necessarily
tied in to his presence13, the end of the 1560’s and the
1570’s may well have seen a break or at least a slowing
down in building activity.
From an archaeological point of view, nothing
in the excavation allows us to propose a precise date.
The construction techniques and the toolmarks on
the stones are all typical of those from the late 15th
century and 16th century monuments14. They can be
observed on many tufeau based constructions of the
Loire valley or the Touraine. The rustic vegetal decors
on the pilasters were used by architects such as Serlio
and Primaticcio before the middle of the 16th century.
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The fashion for ornamental grottos and complex water
systems had already started in Italy towards the end
of the 15th century and the first examples of such
buildings may be seen in palaces such as Ecouen15,
Fontainbleau16 and Meudon17 in the Ile-de-France
region.
It is therefore tempting to place the
construction of the nympheum of the Grand Pressigny
in the early second half of the 16th century, perhaps
as one of the major elements of an ambitious garden
project which remained largely incomplete. Most of
the nympheums or grottos of this period were part
of major projects undertaken by the King himself or
by his key officers. The positions held by Honorat de
Savoie and the contacts that he must have had with the
latest artistic and architectural fashions meant that he
would have had the means and the inspiration to have
such a monument built. The period towards the end of
his life seems less propitious for the undertaking of
such a project.
The arguments aginst a construction date
after the 1570’s or 1580 are also convincing. From
a stylistic point of view, the precision of the stone
cutting and assembly plead for a later date, as do the
two medallions above the niches on the façade - their
form and the presence of volutes are more in keeping
with the period of Louis XIII, towards the end of the
16th century or early 17th century. The same may be
said for the rather flattened scallop shells which crown
the inside of each niche.
The historical evidence may also be
interpreted in order to suggest a later date. Honorats’
daughter took on the domaine at his death in 1580. She
was then married to Charles of Lorraine, another very
important officer whose list of title and honours had
little to envy that of Honorat de Savoye. At his death
in 1611, the domaine passed onto Philibert Emmanuel
de Prez, seigneur de Montpezat and one of the children
from Henrye de Savoie’s first marriage. The same
year, he sold off a certain number of lands and fiefs18.
This may be a ign of financial difficulties since, at his
death during the siege of Montauban in 1621 he left
very high debts. These led to the sale of the baronny
of the Grand-Pressigny in 1627. Was this a result of
high spending by Philibert Emmanuel or did he simply
try to cover the expenses of his predecessor, Charles
of Lorraine ? What brought on such a sudden decline
in the family fortune ? a taste for expensive buildings
or a simple decline of the estate due to the economic
disruption caused by the wars of Religion ?

4. Conclusion
Though limited to simple evaluation work,
this excavation has shed a new light on the nympheum
of the Grand Pressigny. Far from being a simple
curiosity, it is an important part of a park and gardens
which were designed to recreate an entirely artificial
“nature” through the use of architectural and technical
means in a geometrically organised space. The
creation of this man-made “nature” called upon highly
developed technical skills, especially in the field of
water management. The study of the potential of the
water resources needed precise surveying methods and
a solid understanding of hydraulics in order to create a
feasible project19. An extensive preparation of the site
– levelling of the foot of the hillside, cutting trenches
and canals, etc, was a prelude to the construction
itself.
The builders were able to exploit the
possibilities offered by local materials - stone for most
of the walls from the nearby quarry, flint nodules for
the extrados of the cupola and clay for the watertight
surroundings of the pond. Imported materials were
also used for esthetical or technical reasons, such as
slate from the Anjou for the floors inside the building.
The precision of the stonecutting and assembly shows
a very high level of building skills as does the use of
fairly sophisticated materials for specific applications,
such as the hydraulic mortars or the lead and bronze
piping. The inter-connexion of pipes of different
materials also called for specific skills. It should also
be remembered that this high quality building and the
technical know-how had all been used for the simple
distraction of a cultivated elite.
Geographically speaking, the Grand Pressigny
is on the very outskirts of the Renaissance architecture
of the Val de Loire and the Ile-de-France regions.
However, the architecture of the nympheum and its
use of state of the art technology put it alongside the
better known renaissance monuments of the same
period, albeit on a small scale compared to many of
the royal palaces.
Though the nympheum has yet to be
accurately dated, it is reasonable to consider it as
being a construction from the first two decades of the
second half of the 16th century. As such, it is therefore
one of the earliest sites of this type to have been partly
excavated in the region Centre. The discovery of the
well preserved remains of a complicated water system
show the potential for a promising field of research in
the future.
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(Endnotes)
1
Allimant 2000 : 19-20 and fig. 18, 19. Though the towers
of the castle, especially the keep, would have been a more
logical choice, the parish church to the south, at the foot of
the castle enclosure, seems to have been used, probably for
symbolic reasons. The organisation of the elements which
compose the garden divide the circle into thirty-four parts,
probably related to an application of the “Golden Number”.
The geometrical organisation of gardens was a subject dear
to Renaissance architects, as illustrated by the gardens at
Meaulnes castle in northern Burgundy, near Tonnerre.
2
A comprehensive study of the gardens was carried out by
Anne Allimant in 1999-2000, including a morphological
study of the park landscape, historical research, excavation
and an ethno-botanical study of the major elements which
structure the gardens (Allimant 2000).
3
Bardisa et al. 1997. See also the various notes by Malardier
in the Buuletin de la Société Archéologique de Touraine
tomes III, IV, VI and VIII.

According to Greek and Roman legends, the nympheum
was the abode of the nymph which guarded the spring and
the term should be used for structures built over a spring or
other source of running water. During the Renaissance, they
were designed as resting places along the itineraries laid
out in parks or gardens. The presence of running water was
essential so that the visitors could refresh themselves from
the heat outside and even bathe in the pools created to this
effect. The intimacy conferred by the bucolic surroundings,
the architecture and the presence of fountains and ponds
made the nympheum a favoured place for amorous
encounters.
4

5

Legoux 2004.

Bryant 2007. At the time of writing, the excavation report
was still underway.
6

The principal was already used in some monasteries in the
Middle Ages in Germany. One of the first treaties which
describe the technique is Les forces mouvantes de l’eau by
Saloman de Caus, published at the start of the 17th century.
He takes many examples from the gardens of Heidelberg
castle in Germany.
7

Bardisa et al. 1997. One of the arguments was based on the
fact that Honorat would have been too busy putting down
the Huguenot revolts to have spent time on building.
8

Son of Réné de Savoie, the Great Bastard of Savoie, half
brother of Louise de Savoie, the mother of François 1st. Réné
bought the Grand Pressigny c. 1523. Honorat was still a
minor when Réné died as a result of wounds received at the
battle of Pavia in 1525 in which François 1st was captured.
Declared adult in 1531, he became one of the most powerful
nobles in the Agenais (south-west France) when he married
Jeanne de Foix in 1540. He accumulated an impressive list
of titles and honours starting with that of lieutenant-general
of the Languedoc under Henry 2nd in 1547. He became
Marshall of France in 1570 and Grand Admiral in 1572
before his death in 1580. His extraordinary career covered
the reigns of five monarchs of which François 1st (died
1547) and Henry 2nd (died 1559) were the most influential in
bringing Italian Renaissance art and architecture to France.
He would therefore have seen or at least been up to date
with the key monuments of the day and the architects which
built them.
9

He was appointed lieutenant-governor of the castle of
Loches in 1556.
10

11

Allimant 2000 : 13-14, annexes p. 7; Bardisa et al. 1997.

The medieval ditches were filled in between 1560 and
1565 (Allimant 2000 : 27-28). The floor joists of one of the
new pavilions of the castle have been dated to 1559-1560
(Bardisa 1992 : 121).
12

During the nineteen years between the start of foundation
work in 1519 and the gilding on the roof of the donjon of
Chambord in 1538, François 1st had spent only 72 days on
site !.
13

A detailed chronological study of building techniques and
the tools used remains to be undertaken though it would
seem that the tools used and the marks they leave do not
14

p. 15
change very much before the middle of the 19th century.
Built between 1538 and 1555. The later phases were
ordered by the Constable of France, Anne de Montmorency
who happens to be Honorat de Savoie’s brother in-law
through marriage with the latter’s sister !
15

A palace built by François 1st. The grotto of the Pine
Gardens was built c. 1543 in the framework of a project
started in 1530.
16

The Renaissance castle of Meudon was built before 1540
by the Duchess of Etampes, a favourite of François 1st. It
was the passed on to Charles of Lorraine in 1552 and the
construction of the grotto under the terraces was carried out
by Primaticcio between 1552 and 1554.
17

18

Departmental archives of the Indre-et-Loire (Tours),
document D.8.
19

The ultimat expression of these arts may be seen at
Versailles, the construction of which led to the creation
of the Academy of Sciences in 1666, five years after
building had started, and the development of precise survey
techniques. The author wishes to thank Jean-Yves Dufour
(INRAP) and the personnel of the Water and Fountain
Service at Versailles for their observations concerning the
technical side of water management.

