KNOW HOW

hen I was starting out as

a young designer, I spent

a marvellous study tour

in Italy, meandering for
six lovely weeks, seeking out the gardens
that I had read about. A lot of these
gardens were very old — some Roman and
many Renaissance gardens. There are
certain gardens that have stuck with me
and have left an indelible impression on
the way I understand both the formal
principles of garden design and the
wonderful fecund romance evident in
the Italian approach. Recently, I spent
a short holiday in the south of Italy with
a dear gardening friend and discovered
a few more. Here are my favourites.

MNP located in Bagnaia outside

Rome, is, to me, the most fascinating little
jewel of a Renaissance garden — small and
perfect. Work began in about 1566 — the
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designer was the famous Giacomo Barozzi
da Vignola. It was conceived as a summer
retreat for Cardinal Gambara, and it still
has a lovely, intimate bosky feel — with its
beautiful details taking centre stage and
the little square buildings being played
down. The best feature is the long stone
picnic table with a gush of ice-cold water off
the mountain running down the centre.

VILLA DONA DALLE ROSA JRTER S

Euganean Hills of the Veneto at Valsanzibio
is uncommonly well preserved, originally
laid out in 1669 for Antonio Barbarigo
and subsequently passing into the Dona
dalle Rose family: It has a truly remarkable
site and its unusual planning consists of a
wonderful ochre-painted house standing
sideways in an amphitheatre of hills, with
the most incredible axis of cypresses leading
the eye up the hill behind the house. Access
used to be via the river and there is a grand

watergate still extant. It’s a really riveting
example of a great Venetian garden.

o] D15 BB on Lake Maggiore was

originally an arid rock that Count Carlo
Borromeo began levelling in about 1630,
importing topsoil and other materials
to create a garden around a house. The
gardens were finished by 1670 but the
house was only completed in the 1960s!
There are 10 terraces to the garden rising
highabove thelake, givingtheimpression
of a ship-like pleasure garden taking up
a full two thirds of the small island. It’s
a fabulous feat, sitting in the beautiful
lake opposite the town of Stresa. It
literally breathes enchantment.

PALACE OF CASERTA Bl 11 Wt

World Heritage Site — now marooned in
a suburb of greater Naples, is a fabulous
feast for the eyes, arguably the last great
baroque palace ever built. Started in 1752,
the gardens were completed around 1780
and stretch for 120 hectares. Inspired by
Versailles, the architect Luigi Vanvitelli
was responsible for the formal layout
and clever manipulation of water in vast
basins, which were stocked with fish for
the palace. It’'s a wonderful experience
despite some typical Italian loose-style
maintenance —the best is to rent a bicycle
at the palace and ride to the cascade at the
top where you can reward yourself with
a great gelato.

TN RS8P at Forio on the island

of Ischia is a modern garden which was
opened to the public in 1991. The garden
was designed by the inimitable Russell
Page for English composer William
‘Walton and his Argentinian wife Lady
Susanna, who made the garden her life’s
work. And a lot of work I believe it
was, as the virgin hillside was steep and
covered with enormous lava boulders
and evergreen Ilex. Page designed a series
of fountains on the valley floor and the
sheltered site offered the opportunity to
plant an exotic array of the bold textured
plants that Lady Walton favoured —
indeed the planting is very strong and
very beautiful. There are concerts in
the summer, so go early and enjoy a
ramble around this truly remarkable
achievement. = Franchesca Watson = 082
808 1287; 7 www.franchescawatson.com
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