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Lecture summary:

This lecture will present the water lily garden that Claude Monet made at his rural home in Giverny,
Normandy during the 1890s, as a consciously mythical construction, conceived and cultivated to
enchant the outside world. It will show how the design of Monet’s garden at Giverny embodied
many contemporary notions of secluded and exotic gardens current in fin-de-siécle literature and
also contained many of the most sensational and costly botanical novelties of his day. But this was
not simply ‘art for art’s sake’. The stakes for Monet — who had experienced penury, and who
needed to succeed in an ever more competitive and commercialised art world — were very high.
Couched in terms of nature, art and beauty, the commercial objectives underlying Monet’s
botanical project are easily overlooked. Monet’s determination to establish a monopoly among his
generation over his artistic motifs and to remain at the forefront of impressionist practice are
revealed in the way he set about creating and sustaining the ‘Giverny myth’. This lecture will
examine the iconography of the garden, its pan-European promotion through published
description, and the tight control that Monet exercised over access to his garden as aspects of this
ultimate strategy. In the process Claude Monet will be celebrated not only as a painter of great
talent, but also as one of the great mythmakers and marketing entrepreneurs of his age.
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