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Splendid Garden  

 
A Lengthy Controversy Ends in Triumph 
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 BY JOHN MARTIN 
     PARIS — Protest 
vanished in praise 
when the 2019 French 
Open matches began 
in May here at the 
edge of the Bois de 
Boulogne.  
     A sunken tennis 
court named in honor 
of Simonne Mathieu, a 
20th Century French 
women’s champion 
and war heroine, sat 
surrounded by four 
splendid greenhouses 
filled with plants from 
four continents. 
       “Africa to the south, Asia to the east, Oceana 
to the north, and the Americas to the west,” Gar-
den Director Paul 
Guillou told Christo-
pher Clarey of The 
New York Times. 
     On opening day, 
thousands of tennis 
spectators assembled 
and strolled at the 
core, walking beneath 
glass archways that 
funneled them to their 
seats.  
     Beside them, en-
cased in glass, were 
some of the 500 spe-
cies of flora and fau-
na imported from 
Earth’s gardens. A 
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fine mist bathed the 
plants in moisture. 
     On court, as match-
es started, a sense of 
spectacle taking place 
in a sanctuary began to 
take hold. It was possi-
ble for a few moments 
to forget the strife and 
turmoil that preceded 
this day. 
     “We are not barbari-
ans,” insisted Alain Ri-
ou, a top French Open 
official, as we spoke 
three years ago.   
      Horticultural histori-
ans had attacked the 

project as profane, an attack on nature, a dese-
cration of the sacred. 

     Begun as a botani-
cal shrine nearly 250 
years ago under King 
Louis XV, the Jardin 
des Serres commands 
considerable respect 
from historians and 
horticulturalists. It also 
serves as a source of 
plants used to adorn 
the city’s municipal 
buildings  
     Fearful of losing 
public support, French 
Tennis Federation offi-

Roland Garros Expands to Create a Tennis Paradise Amid Floral Gems 

GLASS MENAGERIE: On the path to matches, 
fans walked beneath glass ceilings beside tilt-
ed walls. The new court drew wide acclaim. 
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SACRED PLACE: Some see court as sanctuary. 
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Mathieu Won 1938 French Crown in Singles, Doubles, Mixed Doubles   

cials mounted a billboard campaign. 
Roland Garros’s fences sprouted 
signs disputing arguments that his-
tory was under attack. 
     “Not a single flower will die,” 
promised one tennis federation 
poster.  
     Now, as this year’s matches un-
folded and spectators grew accus-
tomed to the new surroundings, it 
was impossible to say if any flowers 
had died because of a wonderful 
fact: Many glorious new flowers had 
arrived and been planted in a magi-
cally wonderful manner. 
     Naming the court in honor of 

Mathieu 
placed  a 
special bou-
quet beside 
her name in 
French histo-
ry. During its 
World War II fight 
against German occupa-
tion, she led women in 
the Free French Forces, 
the government in exile, 
and earned the Legion 
of Honor.  
     Earlier, between 

1929 and 1939, she won 13 major international 
titles in singles and doubles, including the 1938 
and 1939 French singles crowns. She reached 
the French women’s singles final no less than 
eight times in the decade before war.  
     Photo plaques along a path leading to the 
Mathieu Court describe her life and identify the 
regions from which 
the plant life was 
imported.  
      The French 
Tennis Federa-
tion’s long-time re-
solve has paid divi-
dends, drawing 
praise for Tourna-

ment Director Guy Forget and Federation Presi-
dent Bernard Giudicelli. 
     The Mathieu Court “would not exist without the 
persistence of the federation, which funded the 
project and now has the extra space and extra 
showplace it felt it needed to keep pace” with the 
three other grand slam tournaments, said The 
New York Times. 
     The aesthetic reviews are positive, too: The 
New Yorker Magazine declared the effect of sit-
ting in the garden “sublime.” The controversy had 
ended well, suggested writer Gerald Marzorati, 
because “In the end, Paris got another green-
house, one that ingeniously surrounds a five-
thousand-seat tennis area.”  

     In a preview, The 
Telegraph’s Simon 
Briggs called it “a 
quirky idea, brilliantly 
executed,” and “a show 
stopper. “ 
     Architectural Digest 
chimed in by calling it 
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GREENHOUSE EFFECT: Bathed in mist, plants flourish be-
side interior walkways.  The Mathieu Court lies beyond. 
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Tennis Reviewers Praised the Court, a Footnote Revived History 

the “Most Spectacular 
New Stadium in Ten-
nis.” 
     But the most spec-
tacular footnote came 
from Tennis Maga-
zine’s Richard Evans. 
He found the sunken 
court “beautiful” and 
“unique.” Ordinary 
praise for sure. 
     But then, Evans, a 
widely respected au-
thor and tennis histori-
an, added this note: 
      “When war broke 
out, she (Mathieu) was in New York, ready to 
compete at Forest Hills in the U.S. Champi-
onships. On hearing the news, she scratched 
her name from the draw and sailed for home.     
     Not long after, she was to be found in 
Bournemouth on the south coast of England, 
having joined the Auxiliary Territorial Force. 
When General de Gaulle arrived to rally the 
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Free French Forces in 
England, he quickly 
asked the tennis 
champion to organize 
a women’s division–
the first such force in 
the history of the 
French Army.  
     “Lieutenant 
Mathieu promptly 
gathered about a hun-
dred French female 
exiles who provided 
logistical support for 
de Gaulle’s forces. 
Later, promoted to 
Captain, she joined 

the future President of France in Algiers. She 
spoke little of her war time activities although 
many were presumed to be clandestine.  
     “Strange to think that Alice Marble, who 
had beaten Mathieu in both doubles finals at 
Wimbledon and Forest Hills in 1938, was op-
erating as a spy on the Continent for the 
American Secret Service at the same time.” 

GARDEN DELIGHT: Red clay sits at center 
stage. One writer called this a sanctuary. 

 

GARDEN PATH: Surrounded by floral wonders, tennis fans take a walk.  


