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Foreword

this volume presents the proceedings of 
the thirty-second Dumbarton Oaks symposium 

in the history of landscape architecture, held in 

October 2007 and entitled “Recent Issues in Italian 

Garden Studies.” The symposium represented both 

the continuation of a tradition for which Dumbarton 

Oaks is deservedly celebrated—the sponsorship of 

advanced scholarship in the history of gardens and 

designed landscapes—and the capacity for innova-

tion that is essential to the survival and growth of any 

institution. Organized by Michel Conan during his 

final year as director of the Garden and Landscape 

Studies program at Dumbarton Oaks, the sym-

posium presented new directions in research on 

Italian gardens by an international group of schol-

ars.  The presentations have been edited for this 

publication by Mirka Beneš, an associate professor 

in the School of Architecture at the University of 

Texas at Austin and one of the participants in the 

symposium, and Michael G. Lee, a landscape his-

torian who is currently a postdoctoral associate in 

Garden and Landscape Studies at Dumbarton Oaks.

 The commitment of Dumbarton Oaks to the 

study of Italian gardens has been particularly pro-

nounced. In April 1971, the institution convened its 

first symposium in the history of landscape architec-

ture. Broadly titled “The Italian Garden,” it focused 

on sixteenth- and seventeenth-century creations, 

particularly in Rome, Florence, and the Veneto, and 

resulted in a 1972 publication of the same name 

edited by David R. Coffin. Six years later, Dumbarton 

Oaks reprised the subject, this time with attention 

to Renaissance garden fountains; the publication, 

edited by Elisabeth Blair MacDougall and titled Fons 

Sapientiae: Renaissance Garden Fountains, appeared 

in 1978. In the years since, Dumbarton Oaks sym-

posia have addressed a remarkable range of topics, 

from theme parks to environmentalism, but Italian 

garden topics have continued to be featured on a 

regular basis. The proceedings of the twenty-first 

symposium, for instance, published in 1999 as 

Perspectives on Garden Histories, featured two texts 

on the historiography of Italian gardens, by David 

R. Coffin and Mirka Beneš. Essays on Italian sub-

jects also appeared in the Dumbarton Oaks publica-

tions Bourgeois and Aristocratic Cultural Encounters 

in Garden Art, 1550–1850 (2002); Baroque Garden 

Cultures: Emulation, Sublimation, Subversion (2005); 

Botanical Progress, Horticultural inno vation, and Cul

tural Change (2007); Gardens, City Life, and Culture: 

A World Tour (2008); and Gardens and imagination: 

Cultural History and Agency (2008). More over, Ital-

ian garden scholars have been frequent fellows at 

the institution. This is all as it should be: Italianate 

traditions cast a long shadow over the gardens at 

Dumbarton Oaks. Their chief designer, Beatrix 

Farrand, was the niece of Edith Wharton, author of 

italian Villas and Their Gardens. Farrand was partially 

educated on trips abroad, sometimes in the company 

of her aunt. A grand tour to Italy, Germany, England, 

and France in 1895 left particularly strong impres-

sions on her; she visited some twenty Italian gar-

dens, including the Villa Aldobrandini at Frascati, 

the Villa Lante at Bagnaia, and the Boboli Gardens 

in Florence, on that trip.

 In their excellent introduction to this volume, 

Mirka Beneš and Michael G. Lee make plain that 

while Dumbarton Oaks has been steadfast in its 
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attention to Italian gardens, the field has changed 

dramatically over the past generation. Studies in gar-

den history and landscape architecture have become 

increasingly interdisciplinary, drawing on methods 

from the social sciences, literature, and philoso-

phy, among other fields; at the same time, schol-

ars are giving greater attention to gardens in their 

larger political, geographical, and productive con-

texts. Challenging the notion of uniform national 

or cultural traditions, historians are also sorting out 

regional and chronological variations and examin-

ing the changing intellectual conceptions of gar-

dens and nature over time. These transformations 

are as evident in the study of Italian gardens at 

Dumbarton Oaks as they are in the field at large; 

a review of the essays on Italian subjects published 

by Dumbarton Oaks over the years reveals a steady 

widening of geographical, chronological, and social 

focus, as well as a proliferation of methodologi-

cal approaches. Mapping these changes motivated 

Michel Conan to organize a symposium dedicated 

once again to Italian gardens in 2007. 

 For this volume, we have followed the struc-

ture that Michel Conan created for the symposium; 

we are grateful to him both for selecting the topic 

and for assembling a distinguished international 

group of scholars to examine it. The editors wish 

to extend their personal thanks to him, to Shannon 

Leahy, former assistant to the director of Garden 

and Landscape Studies, and to all the other mem-

bers of the staff of Dumbarton Oaks who worked 

tirelessly to bring the 2007 symposium to fruition. 

Jane Padelford, current assistant to the director of 

Garden and Landscape Studies, coordinated many 

of the practical matters required to assemble this 

volume. We are also grateful for the insights of the 

two anonymous reviewers of the manuscript; their 

careful attention to the task improved the volume 

immeasurably. Special thanks and gratitude are 

due to the publications staff at Dumbarton Oaks, 

especially Kathy Sparkes, publications manager, 

and Sara Taylor, art and archaeology editor. Finally, 

but most emphatically, we wish to thank the direc-

tor of Dumbarton Oaks, Jan Ziolkowski, for his 

steadfast support of research in the humanities 

and the intellectual life of the institution, of which 

these symposium publications are among the most 

enduring parts.

John Beardsley

Director of Garden and Landscape Studies

Dumbarton Oaks Research Library  

and Collection
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Introduction

The Study of Italian Gardens:  
A Newly Expanding Field

Mirka Beneš and Michael G. Lee

I
this volume contains the papers pre-
sented in the symposium, “Recent Issues in Ital-

ian Garden Studies,” held at Dumbarton Oaks in 

October 2007. The symposium was organized by 

Michel Conan, who from 1998 to 2008 was direc-

tor of Garden and Landscape Studies at Dumbarton 

Oaks; we are very thankful to him for focusing on 

historical methodologies and theoretical perspec-

tives and for advocating a current assessment of a 

time-honored field of study. As editors of the resul-

tant volume, we inherited the structure he gave 

to the symposium, and are pleased to situate that 

structure intellectually in two broad fields: first, in 

the wide-ranging concerns he brought to a decade 

of symposia at Dumbarton Oaks, and second, in 

the larger perspectives of the field of studies on 

Italian gardens.1

 The 2007 meeting has a prehistory. In June 

2005, Conan sent out a call for papers for a sym-

posium, “Recent Issues in Italian Garden Studies: 

Sources, Methods, and Theoretical Per spectives,” to 

be jointly sponsored by Dum barton Oaks and the 

Accademia delle Arti del Disegno and held in June 

2006 in Florence, Italy.2 Conan noted that, since 

the first Dum barton Oaks symposium devoted to 

the Italian garden in 1971, “a large body of research 

on Italian gardens has been developed by scholars 

working on both sides of the Atlantic. Many new 

directions of research have been put to the test, 

accepted versions of garden history have been 

revised, and many archives have been brought to 

life.” Working in conjunction with the noted Italian 

garden historians Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi and Luigi 

Zangheri, Conan sought to bring Italian, American, 

and French scholars together to discuss the key 

issues, advances, and methodological debates found 

in the research on Italian gardens during the previ-

ous ten years.3 At the same time, Tongiorgi Tomasi 

and Zangheri planned to prepare a new compre-

hensive bibliography of research on Italian gardens 

since 1980; the bibliography was published in 2008 

on a CD-ROM, and was accompanied by a book of 

historiographical essays by Italian scholars.4 This 

bibliography and book constitute an extraordinary 

contribution and research tool for the field. 

 The Florence meeting did not occur as origi-

nally planned, but Conan organized a symposium 

with a smaller number of participants, namely the 
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authors represented in this volume, in October 2007 

at Dumbarton Oaks. The symposium was an inter-

national event, and the resultant publication—which 

is published by an American institution—showcases 

mostly European scholars (including seven Italians, 

one Frenchman, and one American), thus providing 

a window onto the new geography of scholarship on 

Italian gardens. Margherita Azzi Visentini was part 

of the original 2007 symposium. Regrettably, her 

excellent contribution could not be included here 

in time for the publishing deadline. The title of her 

presentation was “The Gardens of the Veneto and 

Friuli, Thirty Years of Studies: State of the Question, 

New Critical Perspectives, and New Methodological 

Approaches”; she plans to publish it in English in an 

Anglo-American venue so as to continue the kind of 

international bridging currently of interest for schol-

arship on Italian gardens, art, and architecture.

 Italian gardens have been the subject of two 

prior symposia at Dumbarton Oaks: “The Italian 

Garden” (1971) and “Fons Sapientiae: Renaissance 

Garden Fountains” (1977).5 The speakers of the first 

symposium included the Briton Georgina Masson, 

the Italians Lionello Puppi and Eugenio Battisti, and 

the American Elisabeth Blair Mac Dougall, as well 

as the organizer, David R. Coffin, who at that time 

was one of the few specialists on Italian Renaissance 

gardens.6 Their methodologies were quite diverse, 

ranging from the iconographical ap  proach of Erwin 

Panofsky to Marxism. Following the symposium, 

MacDougall was appointed the first director of the 

Studies in Landscape Archi tecture program. She 

later organized a second symposium on Italian 

gardens that focused on fountains—a topic that 

had received little previous attention. “Fons Sapien

tiae: Renaissance Garden Fountains” featured five 

Map of Italy. 

Reprinted from Philipp 
Clüver, Introductio in 

universam geographiam 
(Guelferbyti, 1667). 

Rare Book Collection, 
Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library  

and Collection, 
Washington, D.C.
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speakers (four Americans and one German) who 

used research methods drawn from several fields, 

including archaeology, literary criticism, and art 

history. MacDougall’s collected essays on Italian 

gardens, fountains, and plants were published in 

Fountains, Statues, and Flowers: Studies in italian 

Gardens of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries 

(1994). The other symposia held during her tenure 

(1972–88) covered mostly other historical periods 

and geographical areas.

 MacDougall’s successors, among them John 

Dixon Hunt (1988–91) and Joachim Wolschke-

Bulmahn (1991–96), organized many symposia— 

but not on Ital   ian gardens. They promoted inter-

disciplinary ap proaches to the study of gardens, 

and went be yond the study of garden typologies to 

consider topics debated in the social sciences and 

of contemporary social relevance, such as the ver-

nacular, ideology, political engagement, memory, 

and identity.7 Hunt, a garden historian with a back-

ground in literature and criticism, advanced the 

study of Italian gardens through his own research 

and produced a number of key publications on the 

subject.8 Wolschke-Bulmahn, a German landscape 

architect and currently professor of garden history 

at Leibniz Universität Hannover, did not focus on 

Italian gardens in his personal research. However, 

his interest in methodological issues and the social 

dimensions of garden design led him to pursue 

projects that included this topic. In March 1996, 

he organized “Evolution and Per spectives of the 

Study of Garden History,” the first colloquium at 

Dumbarton Oaks to consider the historiography of 

gardens and designed landscapes.9 This colloquium, 

which included a discussion of Italian gardens, was 

followed by the 1997 symposium “Perspectives on 

Garden Histories,” which featured two historio-

graphical assessments of Italian garden studies.10 In 

these years, as well, the directors welcomed noted 

scholars from Italy—for example, the historian of 

Veneto gardens Margherita Azzi Visentini of the 

Politecnico di Milano and the historian of botani-

cal gardens and illustration Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi 

of the Università di Pisa—to conduct research at  

Dumbarton Oaks.

 The subsequent director of Garden and Land   -

scape Studies, Michel Conan, brought new perspec-

tives that left a firm imprint on the expanding field 

of Italian garden studies. As a French sociologist and 

a professor of sociology and urban and landscape 

studies in France before coming to Dumbarton 

Oaks, he had long focused his scholarship on the 

history of gardens, on their social and literary con-

texts, and, above all, on the theoretical approaches 

to their study. He had also been interested in the 

world of contemporary landscape architecture, and 

had published several studies on the French land-

scape architect Bernard Lassus, with whom he 

had also collaborated on research.11 Based on this 

experience, and during his time as director, he was 

able to bring together at Dumbarton Oaks several 

worlds that had previously existed mostly separate 

from each other in garden studies. See, for example, 

the symposia acts he edited and published, includ-

ing Perspectives on Garden Histories (1999), Baroque 

Garden Cultures: Emulation, Sublimation, Subversion 

(2005), and Gardens and imagination: Cultural 

History and Agency (2008). He connected, quite 

concretely, the worlds of universities and architec-

ture schools in France with those in Italy, Turkey, 

England, Germany, and the United States. He also 

amplified the methodological and historiographical 

direction in garden studies already started by Hunt 

and Wolschke-Bulmahn, and he really made that 

direction flourish. All of this came to bear on his 

selection of the topics and participants for the 2007 

symposium on Italian gardens.

 Conan’s methodological models came from 

new interdisciplinary research that united the study 

of gardens with literary theory and the social sci-

ences. His milieu consisted of scholars and prac-

titioners (e.g., landscape architects), especially in 

France and Italy, where the study of gardens and 

landscapes was reconfigured as a new field in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s.12 Geographers, philoso-

phers, sociologists, art historians, architects, and lit-

erary critics began to join forces in considering the 

garden as both an object of historical study and a 

medium through which questions of contemporary 

societal interest could be discussed.13 During his 

tenure as director of Garden and Landscape Studies 

at Dumbarton Oaks, Conan collaborated (as he still 

does) on publications—many of them involving 

Italian gardens—with other scholars in Europe and 

the United States and with professional landscape 

architects and preservationists.14
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 Conan brought these interests to bear on the 

symposia he organized, and worked closely with 

symposia participants to develop and elaborate 

the common themes linking their papers. For 

example, his concept of “the social reception of 

gardens,” which was based on ideas about recep-

tion theory in literature and art,15 was woven into 

the themes of many of his symposia, including 

Baroque Garden Cultures: Emulation, Sublimation, 

Subversion (2005) and Gardens and imagination: 

Cultural History and Agency (2008). A number 

of the concepts underlying his symposia derive 

from his own immersion in French philosophy 

and critical theory, whether phenomenology, lit-

erary theory—for example, Louis Marin’s use 

of Jacques Lacan’s notion of three “orders” (i.e., 

the real, the symbolic, and the imaginary) in Le 

portrait du roi (1981)—or the notion of agency in 

Lacan and others. These concepts provided stim-

uli and vehicles for the dialogue that Conan had 

with prospective symposia participants, attracting 

at times “like minds,” and this is evident in the 

acts of the symposia he organized, including this 

volume. It is seen, for example, in his selection 

of Antonella Pietrogrande and Denis Ribouillault 

as participants. Both of their essays, especially 

Ribouillault’s, are situated within this intellectual 

tradition of French theoretical approaches, lead-

ing us to title the section of this volume contain-

ing their essays “Ways of Seeing the Landscape: 

Reconstructing Horizons of Perception and the 

Imaginary.” Moreover, the contributions of many 

symposia participants (such as Lionella Scazzosi) 

reflect in specific ways the panorama of the new 

European theoretical approaches to landscape  

and gardens. 

 During Conan’s tenure at Dumbarton Oaks, 

from 1998 to 2008, single studies of Italian gar-

dens were incorporated into broadly defined sympo-

sia and symposia volumes that considered gardens 

from many different countries and periods. For 

example, Lauro Magnani discussed the social back-

ground of Genoese villa gardens from the sixteenth 

through nineteenth centuries in Bourgeois and 

Aristocratic Cultural Encounters in Garden Art, 1550–

1850 (2002). In Baroque Garden Cultures: Emulation, 

Sublimation, Sub version (2005), Margherita Azzi 

Visentini looked at the design and travelers’ 

perceptions of the Borromean island gardens on 

Lake Maggiore, while Tracy L. Ehrlich considered 

the social competition among papal and aristocratic 

families in Baroque Rome as expressed through 

villa garden design, as well as issues of social emu-

lation, perception, and misunderstanding by later 

visitors to these gardens. Mauro Ambrosoli studied 

the conservation and diffusion of species diversity 

in Renaissance peasant gardens of northern Italy, 

a topic that stems from his research as a historian 

of Italian agrarian life and practices, in Botanical 

Progress, Horticultural innovation, and Cultural 

Change (2007). And in Gardens and imagination: 

Cultural History and Agency (2008), Kathleen Chris-

tian considered poetical inscriptions and gatherings 

in early Renaissance sculpture gardens in Rome as 

repeated reenactments of an imagined connection 

to the world of ancient Rome and its culture by 

using the Renaissance’s own “concept of the imagi-

nation as a cultural construct.”16 Christian’s essay 

on Renaissance Rome was placed alongside stud-

ies of gardens in medieval and early modern Persia, 

Turkey, Japan, China, Russia, and Spain. 

II
The essays in this volume are presented in four the-

matic groupings: Historiography of Italian Gardens 

and Landscapes, The Notion of Territorial Systems in 

Italian Villa Gardens, Agents of Landscape Transfor-

mation: From Microstoria to Policies of Stewardship, 

and Ways of Seeing the Landscape: Reconstructing 

Horizons of Perception and the Imaginary. Our 

organization largely reflects the one established by 

Conan for the symposium in 2007.

Historiography of Italian Gardens  
and Landscapes
The first two essays—“Methodological Changes in 

the Study of Italian Gardens from the 1970s to the 

1990s: A Personal Itinerary” by Mirka Beneš and 

“‘Grafting the Edelweiss on Cactus Plants’: The 

1931 Italian Garden Exhibition and Its Legacy” by 

Raffaella Fabiani Giannetto—sketch out some of 

the major issues that have emerged during the past 

decades in the historiography of Italian gardens. 

Working from complementary perspectives, they 

each propose that developments at the macrolevel of 



 Introduction 5

historical study, such as the establishment of widely 

used analytic categories and periodizations, are best 

explained in relation to exemplary case studies.

 Beneš approaches this task by focusing on an 

important strand of Italian garden scholarship since 

the 1970s: the convergence of traditional art histori-

cal methods with those derived from the social sci-

ences. At the same time, she traces the emergence 

of the Italian garden as a distinct field of study from 

its origins as a branch of architectural history. Beneš 

shows that the past and present contours of the field 

have assumed their various shapes according to 

global and individual forces—from the profound, 

culture-wide shifts associated with the year 1968 

to the particular intellectual trends that are more 

directly the result of pedagogical lineages, scholarly 

networks, and even individual biographies. The lat-

ter is underscored by Beneš’s account of her own 

intellectual formation, which, when seen against 

this broader backdrop, shows how seemingly dispa-

rate factors can converge in the solution of specific 

problems, such as the development of a framework 

to explain the creation of Roman villa parks during 

the seventeenth century. The synthetic picture of the 

field that emerges from her analysis, then, is that 

of a layered accumulation of contributions whose 

research agendas are not always closely aligned.

 In contrast, Fabiani Giannetto looks to one his-

torical moment to draw lessons about the field as 

a whole. Taking as her point of departure the first 

Italian garden exhibition, held in Florence in 1931, 

she demonstrates how political-ideological impera-

tives that have impinged on the scholarly endeavors 

of one period—or even one event—can have lasting, 

distorting effects on subsequent scholarship. Her 

object of inquiry is no less than the category of the 

Italian garden, which for much of the twentieth cen-

tury denoted primarily the Roman and Florentine 

villa gardens of the fifteenth through eighteenth 

centuries. Such gardens were narrowly construed 

as quintessentially architectonic designs composed 

of terraces, axially arranged paths, evergreen vegeta-

tion, fountains, and sculptures. Fabiani Giannetto 

argues that this stereotype was constructed through 

the fascist appropriation of late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century scholarship, which was pro-

duced primarily by Anglo-American and German 

expatriate historians whose celebration of the 

Italian Renaissance stemmed from their own cul-

tural agendas. After tracing this history, she casts a 

critical eye on the characterization of Italian gardens 

since World War II, and calls for a more compre-

hensive history that embraces broader temporal and 

geographic frames and formal types.

The Notion of Territorial Systems in Italian 
Villa Gardens
The next two essays explore the interpretive possi-

bilities that are afforded by villa gardens that occur 

in clusters, and propose that we analyze these gar-

dens as components of landscape “systems” rather 

than as isolated objects or units. Drawing upon 

methods that have been in development since the 

early 1970s, Marcello Fagiolo and Vincenzo Cazzato 

look comparatively at a series of representative situ-

ations, many of which occur in geographical areas 

of Italy that are underrepresented in the main-

stream literature.

 In “Systems of Gardens in Italy: Princely Res-

idences and Villas in Rome and Latium, Savoy 

Piedmont, Royal Bourbon Naples, and Bagheria, 

Sicily,” Fagiolo explains his conceptualization of 

villa systems through “ideograms,” which map the 

physical, symbolic, and visual relations between villa 

properties and other points of interest. Radiating or 

crossing axes, usually drawn in plan view, trace the 

linkages between villas and historical and mytho-

logical sites, routes of movement (such as royal 

roads and hunting allées), and sight lines that frame 

views to built structures and topographical features. 

The resulting diagrams, although perhaps at first 

glance appearing to denote merely formal relation-

ships, in fact show what Fagiolo refers to as “lines of 

force”—the vectors of social practices and territorial 

economies that shape the landscape but otherwise 

remain imperceptible. Fagiolo further demonstrates 

that regional variations in the territorial organiza-

tion of villa systems in early modern Italy typically 

arose from a complex intersection of the symbolic 

requirements of court life and the economic reali-

ties of landscape management. This was particu-

larly true of courts that favored hunting rituals, as 

their large-scale territorial configurations tended 

to reflect the exacting requirements of the chase 

rather than agricultural or pastoral patterns of land 
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use. Such regional specificity assumes added sig-

nificance when Fagiolo situates Italy’s villa systems 

within a pan-European context, where he notes con-

current territorial formations in France and Austria.

 Vincenzo Cazzato takes a similar approach in 

“Residences of the Emergent Classes in Two Areas 

of Southern Italy,” where he analyzes two major villa 

systems, one in the Salento region of Puglia and 

another along the “Golden Mile” between Naples 

and Torre del Greco. Whereas the latter—which 

was centered on a strong court culture—closely 

resembled the villa systems examined by Fagiolo, 

the villa system in the Salento region was formed in 

the absence of a centralizing political force. Cazzato 

traces how the Salento villa gardens drew upon 

local agricultural traditions and typologies, such as 

the masseria (farm compound), for their basic ele-

ments and formal vocabulary. He also shows how 

these ties to agriculture embedded the villa gardens 

within broader territorial systems. This dual link 

with agriculture, both typological and territorial, 

contributed significantly to the popular image of 

the Italian countryside as a “gardened” landscape—

a major historiographical theme that is elaborated 

on by several contributors to this volume.

Agents of Landscape Transformation:  
From Microstoria to Policies of Stewardship
Through the sheer force of multiplication, the 

notion of villa systems expands our traditional 

understanding of agency in the landscape and 

invites a reappraisal of design as a privileged cat-

egory for understanding human alterations of land-

scape. Mauro Ambrosoli and Lionella Scazzosi push 

the field of inquiry even further with essays that 

deal with highly diffuse and jointly shared forms of 

agency: for Ambrosoli, a mode of landscape trans-

formation distributed across multiple social strata 

and marked by both cooperation and conflict; and 

for Scazzosi, an accumulation of traces left behind 

by actors whose work spans centuries and must 

be evaluated anew by each succeeding generation. 

The issues raised by the authors have forced each 

of them to refine, and sometimes to reframe, their 

object of study and, by implication, the object of 

study for the field as a whole.

 For Ambrosoli, this frame of reference is the 

agricultural landscape of Italy, which was collectively 

designed and managed by both villa owners and 

peasant farmers. It was this cultural landscape, far 

more than formal gardens per se, that was admired 

and copied by European, and especially English, 

travelers during the early modern period. In “From 

the Italian Countryside to the Italianate Landscape: 

Peasants as Gardeners and Foreign Obser vers in 

Italy, 1500–1850,” Ambro soli reconstructs the evo-

lution of the Italian countryside through a com-

bination of methods, including a close reading of 

travel literature, an analysis of the representations 

of peasant labor in landscape painting, and an exten-

sive use of archivally based microhistories of Italian 

agriculture. A significant result is that the essay not 

only expands the frame of analysis to admit a com-

posite “gardened” landscape, viewed as a synthesis 

of aristocratic and peasant activities, but also subtly 

shifts the depiction of agency in the landscape by 

foregrounding largely anonymous, repetitive acts 

occurring over long periods of time rather than 

singular interventions of individual, well-known 

designers. This result could be seen as one exam-

ple of the convergence of the formal and the social 

traced by Beneš. 

 Writing from a perspective deeply in  formed 

by the practical concerns of stewardship, Scaz zosi 

recounts how conceptual developments in Italian 

garden historiography have become increasingly 

intertwined with the technical problems and policy 

decisions faced by administrators of historical sites. 

In “Gardens and Landscapes as ‘Open-Ended Works’ 

be tween Continuity and Transformation: Notes on 

the Role of Historical Studies,” she revisits two 

concepts—“vegetal architectures” and “open-ended 

artifacts”—from her previous work to contextualize 

these notions in relation to the broader field of his-

toric preservation and to ask whether they remain 

relevant for the management of historical gardens 

and landscapes today. Her analysis, which shows 

how conservation has gradually come to encom-

pass an array of landscape situations (not just gar-

dens) and to value the contributions of actors across 

broad stretches of time, underscores the degree to 

which these concepts parallel recent developments 

in other disciplinary branches of garden history. 

Most of Scazzosi’s critical discussion is reserved for 

the complexities of open-ended artifacts, and she 

acknowledges that the term has sometimes been 
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abused to justify changes in historical landscapes 

that should be considered inappropriate. Following 

Alois Riegl, Scazzosi argues that the open-ended-

ness of her approach does not mean openness to 

innovations of any kind but only those that preserve 

the existing character of a site and enhance its func-

tion as a vehicle of collective identity. She maintains 

that historical scholarship is one of the most effec-

tive tools for guiding decisions that will preserve this 

identity, as it both informs operational choices made 

by officials and technicians and shapes public opin-

ion. The commitment to openness acknowledges 

that landscapes are dynamic and change over time, 

sometimes rapidly, and echoes Ambrosoli’s empha-

sis on the longue durée of landscape transformation.

Ways of Seeing the Landscape: Reconstructing 
Horizons of Perception and the Imaginary
Antonella Pietrogrande and Denis Ribouillault 

address a central issue raised in both Ambro soli’s 

and Scazzosi’s work by exploring how scholarship 

itself functions as an agent in the landscape. What 

roles did antiquarian scholarship play in the cre-

ation of Renaissance gardens and in the decisions 

regarding their conservation in the twenty-first 

century? How has this knowledge informed the 

perceptions of sophisticated audiences and condi-

tioned how they see these gardens? This final sec-

tion can also stand for the entire symposium and 

publication, as it effectively refocuses the broadened 

perspectives of current scholarship onto a few well-

known Renaissance gardens, coming full circle, as 

it were, in dialogue with the state of the field as it 

stood in 1971.

 In “The Imaginary of Generative Nature in 

Ital ian Mannerist Gardens,” Pietrogrande seeks to 

uncover the motivations that led many creators of 

Renaissance and Mannerist villa gardens to include 

representations of pre-Olympian female deities in 

their decorative programs. Drawing upon studies 

in anthropology and the history of religion, she 

interprets this proliferation of images not only 

as a manifestation of the intellectual curiosity of 

antiquarian scholars but also as a more emotional 

desire to sacralize nature, to reawaken “the spirit 

of the place,” and to experience imaginatively the 

generative capacity of nature. Focusing primarily 

on images of the Great Mother in the Villa d’Este at 

Tivoli, Pietrogrande expands the scope of the major 

iconographical studies of this garden, such as 

those of David R. Coffin, by invoking Lacan’s sense 

of the imaginary as a “horizon of perception,” that 

is, as the unconscious emotional, intellectual, and 

behavioral structures shared by particular social 

cohorts that condition their expectations prior to 

any actual phenomenal experience (such as stroll-

ing in a garden). By reconstructing the sixteenth-

century emotional and intellectual nexus associated 

with the Great Mother, Pietrogrande asks her audi-

ence to step inside the perceptual world that the 

garden’s creators intended to conjure through the 

deity’s image.

 Like Pietrogrande, Ribouillault works with  in 

an intellectual framework that includes the notion 

of horizons of perception, but he more specifi-

cally links physical artifacts with habituated forms 

of visual perception—a strategy that he terms an 

“archaeology of the gaze.” Analyzing the represen-

tational strategies and uses of painted garden views 

within the architectural structures of Renaissance 

villas, particularly those of the Medici villas sur-

rounding Florence, the Villa d’Este at Tivoli, and 

the Palazzo Farnese at Caprarola, he proposes that 

these views be understood as ideal ways of seeing 

the gardens rather than as artifacts documenting 

their actual state. In “Toward an Archaeology of 

the Gaze: The Perception and Function of Garden 

Views in Italian Renaissance Villas,” Ribouillault 

demonstrates that, in most cases, the images, 

with regard to both their content and their loca-

tion, are in complex dialogue with the gardens 

and their surrounding territories. Whether their 

visual strategies juxtapose painted views of garden 

scenery against actual views through windows, 

distill the mental geography of a landscape into 

a three-dimensional self-referential environment, 

or visually supplant a garden’s present reality with 

its projected state, such virtuosic displays reveal a 

cultural imagination fascinated by the liminal qual-

ities of re presentation. Ribouillault grounds this 

perceptual analysis within the broader Renaissance 

culture of image-making, and shows that garden 

views functioned historically as didactic and mne-

monic devices, closely connected with Renaissance 

understandings of memory and place. His synthetic 

approach proposes a model for future studies that 
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seeks to expand traditional iconographic methods 

with more recent cultural analyses of imagination, 

and in doing so highlights the unique possibilities 

that are offered to such endeavors by the field of 

garden studies.

III
The essays in this volume should be seen against 

the changing picture of scholarship today on Italian 

gardens. In terms of broad developments, we have 

seen over the last decade a growing diversity in the 

professional training of those writing on Italian gar-

dens, an increasing collaboration among scholars 

(especially in Europe), a shift in interest from gar-

dens to larger landscape systems, an expansion of 

methodologies, a change in the canon of exemplary 

Italian gardens, and a new interest in taking stock 

of it all through historiographical writing.

 Behind these changes, we can see the im  pact of 

two driving forces, institutional and intellectual. At 

the institutional level in Europe, research on gar-

dens and landscapes is increasingly done by large 

teams in targeted documentary campaigns and in 

research institutions, such as the Centre National de 

la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) in France or the 

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR) in Italy. 

Their work is usually supported by grants from gov-

ernmental institutions at the municipal, national, 

or European Union level, and is manifest in exhi-

bitions, conferences, and other activities engaging 

the public, such as garden tours, agro-tourism, and 

preservation campaigns. Recent decades have seen 

a huge expansion of this kind of re  search. But while 

European scholars emphasize teamwork, their 

American colleagues tend to work as individuals. At 

the intellectual level on both sides of the Atlantic, an 

equally strong driving force has been the growing 

interest in interdisciplinarity.17 In Europe, the insti-

tutional model undoubtedly reinforces this interest, 

which is also rooted in deeper methodological shifts 

within intellec  tual life.

 Italian and French researchers on Italian gar-

dens became much more professionally diversified 

in the 1980s.18 Besides art historians, they include 

important philosophers (such as Rosario Assunto 

and Massimo Venturi Ferriolo), landscape archi-

tects, ecologists, and policymakers directly involved 

in the preservation, restoration, and redesign of 

Italian gardens. This trend—which resulted in an 

expansion in the number of Italian publications 

on garden design—would continue in the 1990s  

and 2000s.19

 The growth of collaboration across Europe can be 

seen in the recent volumes edited by Laura Sabrina 

Pelissetti and Lionella Scazzosi, Sabine Frommel, 

Monique Chatenet, and Francesco Ceccarelli and 

Gianni Venturi.20 For example, Frommel is a Ger-

man art and architectural historian who teaches at 

the École Pratique des Hautes Études en Sciences 

Sociales (Paris) and conducts research in both Italy 

and France. Her recent edited books, Villa Lante a 

Bagnaia (2005) and Bomarzo: il sacro bosco (2009), 

include essays by Italian, German, French, and 

English scholars. The other collaborative volumes 

just mentioned include the same range.

 Both in the history of Italian gardens and in the 

public service of land stewardship and historic pres-

ervation, attention has shifted from the microunit 

of the individual garden to the macroscale of larger, 

often regional, landscape systems, as is discussed 

in this volume by Mirka Beneš, Marcello Fagiolo, 

Vincenzo Cazzato, Mauro Ambrosoli, and Lionella 

Scazzosi. From a garden historian’s perspective, 

this shift may be motivated by a desire to interpret 

the meanings of the large parklands that appeared 

in early seventeenth-century Rome or the large-

scale territorial organizations that were required 

for royal hunting rituals in Baroque Piedmont or 

Bourbon Naples. From the viewpoint of a historian 

of the Italian landscape, the “gardened” agrarian 

landscape of Italy forms a larger system of practices 

based on the maintenance of myriad properties. 

From the perspective of a historic preservation-

ist, this shift is driven by the need to deal with the 

changing landscape around historical gardens dur-

ing conditions of rapid urban expansion.

 New scholarship on Italian gardens emerged in 

France in the late 1990s. Although it was partially 

influenced by the wealth of Italian research, it had 

its own theoretical frameworks deriving from André 

Chastel and his disciples, and from the major French 

contribution to philosophy and theory that began in 

the 1960s.21 Philosophers, geographers, and soci-

ologists—including Alain Roger, Augustin Berque, 

Jean-Marc Besse, and Michel Conan—are interested 
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in theoretical topics involving landscape and vision, 

reception theory, philosophical concepts of the gar-

den, and representation and the garden, specifically 

in landscape painting of the Italian Renaissance.22 

At the same time, Italian scholars of gardens, such 

as Antonella Pietrogrande, turn in multidisciplinary 

ways to French and Italian anthropologists in order 

to forge new understandings of Renaissance gar-

dens, such as the Villa d’Este at Tivoli.23

 Working more independently, the American 

art historians concerned with Italian gardens have 

introduced distinctive intellectual frameworks to 

the field.24 For example, they have been interested 

in appropriating theoretical perspectives from lit-

erary theory, history, and geography to the study of 

gardens. The themes of geographical structures, 

representation, and landscape and vision have 

been repeatedly addressed in their writings.25 Their 

work has been particularly strong in its extensive 

use of a new body of historical literature, namely 

the social, economic, and cultural history of the 

Italian medieval and early modern states, as well 

as regional studies.26

 The possibilities for study in the field of Italian 

gardens are much richer and larger today than they 

were several decades ago, not only in the thematic 

realm, but also in the geographical and chronologi-

cal ones. The Dumbarton Oaks symposium of 1971 

reflected a consensus that there existed, since the 

Renaissance, a unified stylistic and cultural con-

cept—“the Italian garden,” tied to a single ideal 

construct, likely represented by a Florentine or a 

Roman garden. Thirty-five years later, scholars on 

both sides of the Atlantic have come to view the 

material reality of gardens in Italy as a highly var-

ied group of historical typologies grounded in the 

entire Italian peninsula. Nearly ten years ago, in 

“Italy is a Garden: The Idea of Italy and the Italian 

Garden” (2001), Claudia Lazzaro had already begun 

to question the construct of the Italian garden, 

arguing that Italy did not politically and physi-

cally exist as a unified country until 1861, before 

which it comprised several republics and states, 

each with its own agricultural landscapes, econo-

mies, and political structures. The issue of how the 

Italian garden came to be constructed in the late 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries is taken up in 

several of the essays in this volume.

 From the 1980s on, and especially in the 1990s, 

a broader geographical coverage developed in the 

study of Italian gardens. Here, again, both insti-

tutional and intellectual forces were responsible. 

Institutionally, Italian scholars and garden preser-

vationists needed to deal with gardens and designed 

landscapes in every corner of their country.27 Intel-

lectually, following their colleagues in history and 

art history, garden historians expanded their focus 

from Florence and Rome to all of the Italian states.28 

This volume considers many of these regions, from 

the Po Valley in the north to the southern realms of 

Naples and Sicily.

 This broader geographical inclusiveness is 

linked to a new historical periodization for Italian 

gardens that reaches far beyond the Renaissance. 

In contrast to even two decades ago, studies today 

investigate Italian gardens in diachronic ways, over 

the longue durée, leading to a revision of previ-

ous chronological delimitations of research. The 

study of Italian gardens is no longer limited to 

Renaissance and Baroque examples, but includes 

medieval and modern ones as well. Recent histori-

cal research on the Mediterranean world, its port 

cities, trade routes, political embassies, and migra-

tions provides evidence of the impact of interna-

tional exchanges on the conceptualization, design, 

and plant materials of gardens in a wide range of 

Mediterranean and adjacent regions—from Spain 

and Italy to Ottoman Turkey and Safavid Persia.29 

As a result, Italian gardens are now seen in a contin-

uum of developments from late antiquity onward—

for example, the gardens at the Villa Rufolo and 

other villas at Ravello south of Naples are recon-

structed in their intermingled Byzantine, Islamic, 

and Italian contexts.30 

 Partly because of this new literature, recent stud-

ies also upend the view that Italian Renais sance gar-

dens were historically and formally derived solely 

from the great monuments of Roman antiquity, 

such as Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli, or from surviving 

texts, such as Pliny the Younger’s description of his 

two villas in central Italy. New research reveals that 

Italian ambassadors and travelers, such as Andrea 

Navagero at the Alhambra in Granada, Spain, in 

1526, brought plant specimens, hydraulic knowl-

edge, and concepts of palace gardens back to Italy. 

These elements became defining features of Italian 
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gardens such as the Villa Madama in Rome and the 

Villa d’Este at Tivoli, which were previously thought 

to be purely the result of the study of Roman antiq-

uity on Italian soil.31 Additionally, scholars now con-

sider the influence of Persian garden design on the 

conceptualization of the Villa d’Este at Tivoli and 

other Renaissance gardens in and near Rome.32 

Thus, we see that the field of Italian garden history 

is undergoing striking transformations, both quan-

titative and methodological. This volume is a reflex-

ive and historiographical meditation on some of 

those transformations, and is part of the current 

desire of both historians and practitioners of land-

scape architecture to situate their work in today’s 

rapidly changing fields of intellectual life and pro-

fessional design practice.
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southern italy (the mezzogiorno)—with 

the Sicilian exceptions of Piana dei Colli near Pal-

ermo and the Bagheria area—presents two main 

clusters of villas in the form of systems. They were 

consolidated during the eighteenth century and 

show many points in common, albeit with certain 

diff erences. On the one hand are the residences of 

the Neapolitan area, where the court aristocracy, fol-

lowing the construction of the royal palace at Portici 

by Carlo di Borbone, formed a veritable “city of vil-

las” between Mount Vesuvius and the sea. This clus-

ter extends along the “Golden Mile” as it was called, 

above the stretch of the royal highway of the Calabrias 

that runs between Naples and Torre del Greco, now 

called the Via Nazionale. On the other hand are the 

residences of the Salento region in Puglia, which 

took shape in some of the most fertile portions of 

the territory in less stately forms and at the initiative 

of members of the emerging classes (fi g. 4.1). This 

network was reshaped between the nineteenth and 

the twentieth centuries in the period of eclecticism. 

 Both systems are distributed across large ter-

ritories and are characterized by a long, gradual, 

and coherent stratifi cation of groups of villas, 

documented from the sixteenth to the eighteenth 

centuries. In their disposition, a perfect harmony 

is established between art, architecture, and land-

scape; beauty, healthfulness, and fertility are its 

main attributes. For example, the fi rst monograph 

dedicated to the royal villa of Portici, by Nicola 

Nocerino, praised the salubriousness of the site: “at 

the edge of the perfumed sea, gracefully placed in a 

slightly dominant location three miles from Naples, 

above the delightful slopes of Mount Vesuvius, 

crossed by a good mile of the Royal road (Strada 

Regia) straight, smooth, comfortable and spacious.” 

As noted in ancient times by Galen, Procopius, and 

Strabo, the site is healthy because it lies “between 

the sea and Mont Vesuvius, the former with its salts 

mostly evaporated on the waves of the sea, the latter 

with its fi re and sulfur,” where “the climate is always 

and in every hour perfect all the year long. So you 

can come and live here in winter and in summer, in 

autumn and in spring time.” The beauty of the site 

is undeniable, and “to the purity and healthiness of 

the air you should add the delight and the beauty 

of the sight of a calm and pleasant sea, and that of 

the near and bright hills of the neighboring town of 

Naples and of all the homes, villas and mounts that 

crown our crater.”1

CHaptEr 4

Residences of the Emergent Classes 
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 Both systems of villas combined the function of 

agricultural production with otium.2 An eighteenth-

century Neapolitan chronicler affirmed that noble 

sites should signify their status and that villas should 

coexist harmoniously with the rustic residences of 

the farmer and with agricultural buildings “follow-

ing the idea described by Columella.”3 Both the 

Bourbon residences and the Vesuvian villas adopted 

this concept, following the principles of classical 

treatises, but modified it in accordance with enlight-

ened theories of agriculture and new agricultural 

techniques. In the Salento region, the spread of the 

country casino expressed the attitude of the emerg-

ing bourgeoisie that agriculture was not only the 

centerpiece of the kingdom’s economy but also the 

basis for transforming the countryside into a healthy 

retreat where one could pursue pleasures. Unlike 

the Vesuvian villas, which were expressions of the 

aristocratic and ruling classes of a country devoted 

to a sovereign, the Salento residences issued from 

the economic power of noble families, landowners, 

merchants, and new professionals.

Vesuvian Villas
In 1959, the volume Ville vesuviane del Settecento 

was published with contributions by Roberto Pane 

and other scholars. “Few places in the world,” wrote 

Pane, “can boast of such a favorable climate as that 

chosen by the Neapolitan aristocracy in the eigh-

teenth century for their summer residence, between 

the slopes of Vesuvius and the sea. The alignment 

of the avenues, in axis with the villas, seems to have 

been spontaneously suggested by the gentle slope 

of the land down to the beaches; and likewise also 

the arrangement of the trees, so that, above the 

green slopes, one could glimpse on one side Mount 

Vesuvius, and on the other an uninterrupted clear 

blue line on the horizon.”4 Already in this excerpt, 

one sees the emphasis placed on the landscape 

figure 4.1. 
The kingdom  
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value of these residences; this value was based on 

their spectacular views toward both the sea and the 

volcano (fig. 4.2).

 Twenty-one years separated the Ville vesuviane 

del Settecento and the careful survey of these vil-

las by Cesare de Seta, Leonardo di Mauro, and 

Maria Perone. De Seta wrote that “the system of 

villas that have been built in the course of many 

centuries in the shadow of what Giacomo Leopardi 

termed the sterminator Vesevo is an example, nei-

ther unique nor rare, of historical, social, economic 

and productive continuity.”5 The uniqueness of this 

figure 4.2. 
Saverio Xavier 
della Gatta, 
Naples, vue du port 
de Portici and Vue 
du Palais Royal 
de Portici, avec le 
Vésuve en éruption, 
1784, engravings. 
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system, compared with other famous residential 

and productive clusters, lies in the nature of its 

patrons—mainly members of the aristocratic and 

ruling classes that were linked to the sovereign—

and in its wholly unusual concentration—about 

one hundred and thirty villas in an extremely lim-

ited expanse of territory.6

 This set of conditions, for which de Seta correctly 

uses the term “system,” stretched over a time span 

which, starting in the period of the viceroyalty—but 

stemming from a more ancient tradition—reached 

its peak around the middle of the eighteenth cen-

tury. In fact, the second half of the sixteenth century 

saw, on the one hand, the building of new urban 

residences by the feudatories, and, on the other 

hand, the conquest of the Vesuvian area by the vice-

roy, nobles, and members of the upper hierarchies 

of the state through the construction of sumptuous 

houses in the vicinity of the areas chosen for the 

summer residences of the court (i.e., in the plain 

to the east of the city overlooking Posillipo and the 

Riviera di Chiaia). But only in the first half of the 

eighteenth century—thanks to a positive economic 

situation brought about by the increase in prices of 

agricultural products, the growth of the population, 

and a succession of years of abundance (interrupted 

from 1759 to 1764 by five years of epidemics and 

famine)—did conditions foster the building of resi-

dences and villas on the Vesuvian slopes. During 

the same years, the policies of Carlo di Borbone 

opened the way for the creation of the “royal sites” 

(“siti reali”), public works, and productive commer-

cial structures (fig. 4.3).7

 Mount Vesuvius was the absolute protagonist 

of the region,8 and not just in terms of landscape. 

“It is quite clear,” wrote de Seta, “that the diversity 

and distribution of the settlements, their develop-

ment or their crisis, the fortune of one center or area 

figure 4.3.
Giovanni Carafa, 

Duke of Noja, 
detail of the Mappa 

topografica della  
città di Napoli e 
de’ suoi contorni 
(Naples, 1775).
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compared with another, depend in the long term on 

the structure that is geographically and topographi-

cally dominant. But in this case the structure is not 

a class, or an economic or political system, or all 

three of these put together, but a volcano, namely the 

Vesuvius.”9 Near the volcano, a terrifying instrument 

of destruction, was the sea and a lava terrain that was 

rich in vineyards and orchards. “These are essential 

elements for understanding the established rela-

tionship between nature and architecture,” wrote de 

Seta. “The unsettling charm of these villas is entirely 

in the skill with which the relationship between arti

fice and nature is achieved in them . . .”10 This rela-

tionship between the villas, the countryside, and 

Vesuvius is also—it might be added—that between 

hell and paradise, earth, water, air, and fire: that is, 

the hell and fire threatened by the active Vesuvius 

and the paradise of the villa landscapes, consisting 

of the earth of the fertile Vesuvian slopes and the 

balmy air and clear waters of the seaside.

 According to Gerard Labrot, the nobility and 

the aristocracy vied with each other in seeking a 

direct, less rapacious relationship with nature. What 

makes these villas one of the great expressions of 

the Enlightenment is the breadth of cultural knowl-

edge utilized by patrons and artists and the degree 

to which they synthesized architecture and nature 

in the landscape.11

 The concentration of residences on the coastal 

side, where connections with the city, both by sea 

and by land, were more convenient, coincided with 

the decision of Carlo di Borbone to erect a royal pal-

ace at Portici in 1738 (figs. 4.4 and 4.5).12 But there 

were, indeed, some villas completed before the 

royal palace, including the Villa d’Elboeuf and Villa 

Meola at Portici in 1711 and 1724, respectively; the 

Villa Pignatelli di Monteleone at Barra after 1728; 

the Villa Caravita at Portici in 1730; and the Villa San 

Gennariello at Torre del Greco around 1730. Together 

with the mild climate and the natural beauty of the 

site, it was the presence of the court as well as the 

granting of tax exemptions and other incentives to 

the entire “royal site” that fostered, above all from 

1740 to 1770, the increase in the number of casini di 

delizia (villa palaces of delight).13 In the istoria gene

rale del reame di Napoli (1750), Placido Troyli observed 

that the residence at Portici was surrounded by  

“a hundred other villas of princes, gentlemen, 

figure 4.4. 
Giovanni Gravier, 
view of the royal 
palace of Portici, 
n.d., engraving. 
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ministers, merchants, lawyers and other persons of 

good taste, which have been built here heedless of 

the expense, and with proper architecture.”14

 Preexisting structures were enlarged, restruc-

tured, or rebuilt ex novo by some of the best archi-

tects, painters, and decorators following the tastes 

and requirements of a cultured class that moved to 

the site to live in leisure, to follow the sovereign, 

and to enjoy a climate and a tranquility that a city 

like Naples—with three hundred thousand inhabit-

ants in the mid-eighteenth century—was no longer 

able to guarantee. The site was also well situated 

for exercising control over the surrounding coun-

tryside, which was particularly fertile.15 The lands, 

when not cultivated, were wooded, and hunting and 

fishing constituted one of the underlying reasons 

for the establishment of the royal palace of Portici 

and other residences.16 

 Among the architects who should be mentioned 

are Domenico Antonio Vaccaro with the Villa Maltese, 

Ferdinando Sanfelice with the Villa d’Elboeuf and 

the courtyard of the Villa Pignatelli di Monteleone, 

Luigi Vanvitelli with the Villa Campo lieto at Ercolano 

(after 1762) and the Villa de Gregorio at Barra (1761), 

Ferdinando Fuga with the Villa Favorita at Ercolano 

(until 1768) and the Villa Pignatelli di Monteleone 

(until 1766), and further, Mario Gioffredo, Michelan-

gelo Giustiniani, Giovan Battista Nauclerio, Giuseppe 

Astarita, and Pompeo Schiantarelli.

 The splitting up of many vast and much older 

properties in the area and the intensive exploitation 

of the resulting smaller parcels reduced their pro-

ductive character, as much of the previously culti-

vated land was covered with pleasure gardens and 

ornamental plantings. Goethe, who was in Naples 

in 1787 (when a large number of the villas built 

with the intention of creating a small court around 

Portici were already in existence), described in his 

italienische Reise (Viaggio in italia) the Neapolitan 

landscape as one of “verdant hills, sweet pastures, 

fertile lands and pleasure gardens.”17

 The highway from Naples to Portici carried out 

the function performed by the navigli (canals) in 

Lombardy or the river Brenta in the Veneto.18 “The 

mildness of the climate,” stated Giuseppe Maria 

Galanti, “the beauty of the situation and the sojourn 

of the court have made Portici the center of the vaca-

tions of Neapolitans. In October, particularly on 

figure 4.5. 
Louis Chays,  

view of the  
royal palace of 

Portici, ca. 1770, 
engraving. 
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feast days, the road from Naples to Portici presents 

a continuous passage of carriages and persons on 

foot. All the luxury of Naples is transported here 

during that month.”19

 The proliferation of villas is evident on a map 

made by the Duke of Noja that shows the Vesuvian 

area in 1775—nearly four decades after construction 

on the royal palace commenced.20 See, for example, 

the area of Portici in figure 4.3. De Seta, di Mauro, 

and Perone described how “the villas do not appear 

scattered over the territory, but [are] spaced out and 

distributed in the agricultural area, according to an 

endless succession along the main highway and its 

main branches, becoming gradually denser as they 

approach the Royal palace, which acts in the same 

way as a pole of attraction in a magnetic field.”21 As 

Canon Carlo Celano wrote: “Here start the dwell-

ings, which without any interruption reach as far as 

Portici and are called by three names: San Giovanni 

a Teduccio, Pietrabianca and Portici, which together 

resemble a magnificent and extremely beautiful 

city.”22 These words echo those of Annibale Caro, 

who, when writing to his friend Torquato Conti in 

1563, hoped for the establishment of “a borough of 

villas from Poli to Rome.”23

 The road is, therefore, the backbone of this sys-

tem. The royal residence of Portici itself is pierced 

by the “Strada delle Calabrie,” its courtyard acting as 

a palatine piazza (fig. 4.6). The villas directly over-

look the road, with their grounds or the surround-

ing countryside at their backs. There are some cases 

in which the main building, like the backdrop to a 

figure 4.6. 
Plan of the ground 
floor of the royal 
palace of Portici. 

Private collection.
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perspective, is simply announced by a portal—for 

example, in the Villa Prota at Torre del Greco, the 

drive starts from the monumental portal, which 

faces the road and consists of an arch flanked by 

two openwork balconies decorated with balustrades 

(an arrangement that is recalled in the loggia with 

a hanging arch in the foreground opening to a pan-

orama of Vesuvius), and passes through the main 

building to continue toward the sea.24

 De Seta proposed an exhaustive and convinc-

ing classification of the Vesuvian villas. Villas were 

classified by their location (i.e., in the vicinity of 

Mount Vesuvius or the sea) and their function (i.e., 

agricultural or recreational). (Already in Roman 

times there was a distinction between rustic vil-

las in the foothills and maritime villas along the 

coast.)25 The first group includes villas in which 

a productive function prevailed—for example, 

villa-farms, in which owners resided during cer-

tain periods of the year to manage the farm. Often 

isolated, these villas were situated on the slopes 

of the volcano. The various parts of the villa were 

distributed around a large courtyard in direct com-

munication with the vineyards and orchards: the 

owner’s premises were more refined and occupied 

multiple floors, while service wings and depen-

dencies were less distinguished architecturally 

and were confined to the lower floors. The chapel 

was usually located alongside the main entrance 

to the villa or beside the portal giving access to the 

drive, and was used by the entire neighborhood. 

Typical examples of villas in the center of flour-

ishing, extensive properties are the Villa Bifulco 

at Terzigno (with millstone, presses, and equip-

ment for distilling wine, as well as a spacious pan-

oramic terrace at the rear overlooking the slopes of 

Mount Vesuvius), Villa Figliola at San Sebastiano 

al Vesuvio, Villa Tufarelli di Sotto at San Giorgio a 

Cremano, and Villa Rota at Cercola.

 The second group includes villas that served as 

places of pleasure, either exclusively or in addition 

figure 4.7. 
Giovanni Carafa, Duke of Noja, Villa Favorita at 
Ercolano, detail of the Mappa topografica della città di 
Napoli e de’ suoi contorni (Naples, 1775). 
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to their productive functions. Because they resulted 

from the merger of the villa-farm with the city 

mansion, they combined the features of both struc-

tures. These villas are situated in the vicinity of the 

coastal area and form an unbroken chain along the 

“Golden Mile.” Only in rare cases are they located 

away from the road. De Seta makes a further dis-

tinction among these villas according to whether 

they are situated above or below the royal highway 

(fig. 4.7): “In the first case the facade overlooking 

the road faces the sea while the rear of the building 

looks beyond the garden toward the hill slopes; in 

the second case, the garden instead overlooks the 

sea and, therefore, the internal (private) facade of 

the building faces the sea while the public facade 

looks toward Vesuvius.”26 Two etchings of the Villa 

Favorita at Ercolano made by Francesco Sicuro in 

1775 are significant in this respect, as they present 

the villa as viewed from the road and from the sea 

(figs. 4.8 and 4.9).

 The salones (main halls) on the primi piani of 

these recreational villas permit views toward the sea 

and Mount Vesuvius. Typically stretching through 

the bodies of the buildings, the halls can be of dif-

ferent configurations. In the Villa Favorita and the 

Villa Pignatelli di Montecalvo, they are oval shaped; 

in the Villa del Cardinale at Torre del Greco, rect-

angular; and in the Villa Campolieto, as designed 

by Gioffredo and Vanvitelli, the alignment runs 

through the building from the Serlian balcony fac-

ing onto the road to the longitudinal salone, to a 

dome-vaulted hall that is brightly illuminated from 

above, and finally to the terrace overlooking the col-

onnade of the “rotunda.”27

 The relationship of the villa building’s central 

axis with the garden or with the park—which in 

some cases (the Villa de Gregorio at Barra and the 

Villa Campolieto) is located at the side so as not to 

interrupt the relationship with the countryside—is 

often common to the great royal palace and the less 

courtly noble residence; in short, the motif of the 

axis, which at Caserta runs through the royal palace 

and seemingly extends to infinity, occurs also in the 

Vesuvian villas.28

 Because it was also an architectural design, the 

garden was the natural continuation of the build-

ings of the Vesuvian villa. As Attanasio wrote: “The 

splendid, compact little courtyards of the villas  

help little to understand the spaces behind, and give 

no indication of the importance of the construction 

of the gardens; but when the portals are opened the 

effect is astonishing.”29 The garden architecture 

consists of hemicycles, rotundas, exedras, arcades, 

and coffee pavilions; the layout is regular with rect-

angular planting beds surrounded by hedges, thick-

ets of holm-oaks, kiosks, and basins at the crossings 

of the avenues.

 In the eighteenth-century Vesuvian villas, a 

close relationship was established between the form 

of the building and its immediate context. The con-

struction criteria of the villa buildings were also 

applied to the design of parterres, avenues, and gar-

dens, which mediated between Italian and French 

models. These outdoor elements were laid out in 

the same manner as the residential buildings, as 

may be evinced from the alignments, the disposi-

tion of the avenues, the markings of the flower beds, 

and the positions of the fountains and other decora-

tive elements.

 Radial structures were not lacking, as evi-

denced by the villa built by Giacomo d’Aquino of 

the Caramanico family in 1755 at San Giorgio a 

Cremano, which contained the largest park after 

that of the royal palace at Portici. Analogies are 

seen between the radial pattern at San Giorgio a 

Cremano and that of the hermitage in the upper 

park of the royal palace at Portici. The resemblance 

is not confined to their internal arrangements, for 

the symmetrical axis in Villa d’Aquino can be ide-

ally extended as far as Portici, connecting the cen-

ter of the two “suns.”30 One scholar considers that 

certain gardens are “veritable cultural and scientific 

manifestos, the sum of knowledge and expertise, in 

which spirituality and reason, magic and science, 

merge in a harmonious synthesis.”31

 It was noted already in the eighteenth century 

that the three traditional garden typologies of the 

region—flower gardens, fruit gardens (with grapes 

and citrus, in particular), and ornamental gardens—

blended into an organic composition in Neapolitan 

residences: “—And finally the crowning delight—” 

wrote Nocerino in 1787, “is the view of so many 

gardens, avenues, parterres, espaliers, made with 

majestic design, and skill, all well provided with all 

sorts of citrus and other fruits, botanical herbs and 

the rarest and loveliest of flowers.”32
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 Terraces, open galleries, and balconies—as in 

the examples of the Villa Pignatelli di Monteleone 

and the Villa Signorini at Ercolano—had the func-

tion of making the surrounding spaces more read-

able from a higher level. As Filippo Barbera wrote: 

“The construction of viewpoints in the articulation 

of the designs of the villas did not have as its aim 

just taking generic advantage of the natural land-

scape (Vesuvius and the gulf), but the actual enjoy-

ment of the rich geometries of the gardens annexed 

to the villas.”33

 The compositional axis of the villa commenced 

at the portal and—by means of a complex sequence 

of spaces constituted by the hall, the vestibule, 

figure 4.8.
Francesco 

Sicuro, view 
of the Villa 
Favorita at 

Ercolano from 
the road, 1777, 

engraving. 

figure 4.9. 
Francesco 

Sicuro, view 
of the Villa 
Favorita at 

Ercolano from 
the sea, 1777, 

engraving. 
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and a loggia on the primo piano opening onto the 

landscape—crossed the courtyard, which is a spec-

tacular prelude to the garden from which it is sep-

arated by an exedra that acts as a filter. This axis 

then continued either toward the sea (as at the Villa 

Favorita at Ercolano, the Villa Menna at Portici, the 

Villa Campolieto at Ercolano, and the Villa Prota 

at Torre del Greco) or in the direction of Mount 

Vesuvius (as at the Villa Ruggiero at Ercolano, the 

Villa de la Ville at Ercolano, the Villa del Cardinale 

at Torre del Greco, and the Villa Bifulco at Terzigno) 

(fig. 4.10).34 Often the cultivated land was situated 

on the other side of the road and the axial alignment 

commenced at a portal in the center of an exedra (as 

at the Villa Meola at Portici, Villa del Cardinale at 

Torre del Greco, and Villa Pignatelli di Monteleone 

at Barra).

 The hall, one of the elements that contributes 

most to an architecture of vision and permeable 

use, takes on complex forms. Although the main 

axis of the ellipse is perpendicular to the alignment 

of the architectural layout in the Villa Cerbone 

at San Giorgio a Cremano, it coincides with it in 

the Villa Pignatelli di Montecalvo at San Giorgio a 

Cremano. In the Villa Menna at Portici, the main 

hall is a sequence of three sectors differentiated 

by the decoration of the vaults, and in the Villa 

Ruggiero at Ercolano the central space has a lobate 

layout. In the Villa del Cardinale at Torre del Greco, 

one passes from a small hall to a vestibule whose 

size coincides with that of the courtyard, which is 

visible through the big arches of the double arcade. 

This arrangement enables the visitor, shortly after 

crossing the hall, to have a full view of the articu-

lated, rich exedra in the background, which pro-

vides access to the garden.

 In the Villa Campolieto at Ercolano (figs. 4.11–

4.13), a deep entrance hall leads into a luminous 

vestibule; its luminosity is due to its proximity 

to the entrance that opens toward the sea and to 

the presence of a secondary cross alignment that, 

opening to the right onto the garden, provides 

light for the stairway on the left, whose position 

perpendicular to the main alignment recalls that 

of Caserta. After the entrance hall comes a por-

tico with three functions: delimiting the courtyard, 

providing a covered walk, and supporting a ter-

race-belvedere with access from the piano nobile. 

figure 4.10. 
Ground-floor plans of (a) the Villa Pignatelli di Montecalvo 
at San Giorgio a Cremano and (b) the Villa Favorita at 
Ercolano. Note the sequence of spaces along the central 
axis of each plan. 

Reproduced by permission from Cesare de Seta, Leonardo di Mauro, 
and Maria Perone, Ville vesuviane (Milan: Rusconi, 1980), 63 and 169.

The staircases are, therefore, positioned in such a 

way as not to interrupt the alignment of the com-

position and the view; they take on a great sce-

nographic value, whether constituted by a single 

block arranged laterally with respect to the axis 

of symmetry (with access from the entrance hall, 

from the vestibule, or directly from the courtyard) 

or by two symmetrical flights with respect to the 

longitudinal axis of the layout.35

a

b
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figure 4.11.
Exterior view 

of the Villa 
Campolieto  
at Ercolano.

Photograph  
by Vita Basile.

figure 4.12.
Portico of the Villa Campolieto at Ercolano. 

Photograph by Vita Basile.

figure 4.13. 
Staircase gallery of the Villa Campolieto at Ercolano. 

Photograph by Vita Basile.
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 In the Villa Pignatelli di Montecalvo, the open 

stairway, which commences at the sides of the 

large arch leading into the courtyard from the 

hall, flanks the internal facade with its symmet-

rical flights and then turns to the side wings at 

right angles. The twin flights of stairs in the Villa 

Signorini at Ercolano are in a singular position—

as in many Neapolitan palaces, they act as a back-

drop to the courtyard. With their double central 

archway, whose back side also serves as the inner 

edge of the second courtyard, the stairs frame the 

opening to the garden and hence the sea. In the 

Villa Meola at Portici, the inner side of the court-

yard contains two symmetrical stairways that act as 

a filter with respect to the park.

 The three large arches in the Villa Bisignano 

at Barra, which frame a long avenue toward the 

countryside and Mount Vesuvius, also act as filters 

between the courtyard and the garden—as do the 

sinuous exedra of the Villa Pignatelli di Montecalvo 

at San Giorgio a Cremano, the openwork exedra 

that defines the limits of the courtyard in the Villa 

del Cardinale at Torre del Greco, the triumphal arch 

with three barrel vaults that separates the internal 

courtyard and the rear garden in the Villa Letizia at 

Barra, and the three archways (two arcuate and one 

architraved) that open toward the sea in the Villa 

Renna (Consiglio) at Ercolano.

 These examples suggest the themes of perme-

ability, transparency, and tracery. These themes are 

also recurrent motifs in the fastigia of the Vesuvian 

villas. In addition to the large opening with the 

hanging arch at the Villa Prota (fig. 4.14), we may 

think of the fastigium with the statue of the Blessed 

Virgin in the Villa Salvatore at Torre del Greco or the 

fastigium in the Villa San Gennariello at Torre del 

Greco, which is mixtilinear with two round eyes and 

contains a niche with a bust of San Gennaro looking 

toward Mount Vesuvius.

 Because of past ravages and more recent degra-

dations, many villas have lost their original features. 

As a result, the relationship between their parts and 

the whole have been obscured, and—above all—

one no longer perceives how individual villas once 

belonged to a system. But already in 1829 Giuseppe 

Maria Galanti wrote: “Around a devastating volcano, 

a prodigious population clothes, through its industri-

ousness, with a lush vegetation places once charred 

and devastated, opulence erects palaces and delights, 

there where the danger of losing them seems immi-

nent, and a happy indifference becomes more pro-

ductive and effective than a wise foresight.”36

figure 4.14. 
Main elevation of the Villa Prota 
at Torre del Greco. 

Reproduced by permission from 
Cesare de Seta, Leonardo di Mauro, 
and Maria Perone, Ville vesuviane 
(Milan: Rusconi, 1980), 348.
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Residences in the Salento
In the Salento in the south of Puglia, the typology 

of the villa—known in its various forms as villa, 

casino, and casina37—led in the same years to the 

redesign of vast areas of the rural landscape through 

the formation of nuclei of suburban residences con-

centrated in specific parts of the territory, thereby 

giving rise to veritable systems.38 The following sec-

tion will analyze these different residential typolo-

gies; it is worthwhile to stress that in the Salento, as 

in the Neapolitan area, there were diversified typolo-

gies, ranging from the masseria (farm), of ancient 

origin and tradition, to the villa.

 The Salentine masseria, a basic center for agri-

cultural production and storage, was generally char-

acterized by a turret-shaped building that served as 

the living quarters of the farmer, but it was also a 

lookout point and a defensive structure intended 

to protect inhabitants against the seaborne Saracen 

incursions (fig. 4.15). In the sixteenth century, the 

need for defense led to the creation of a system of 

coastal towers and fortified masserias in the Salento; 

this was a moment of profound transformation in 

the rural environment (fig. 4.16). But in spite of the 

presence of fortification elements, these complexes 

already displayed certain architectural features typi-

cal of villas. Furthermore, the custom of living in 

villas, although impacted by defense requirements, 

manifested itself clearly in the course of the six-

teenth century. Consider, for example, the resi-

dences of a number of humanists around Lecce, 

from the villa of Scipione Ammirato to the villas of 

Fulgenzio and Giovanni Camillo della Monica.

 The masseria would characterize the region 

without interruption until the mid-eighteenth cen-

tury. Throughout the seventeenth and early eigh-

teenth centuries, in fact, the landscape, marked by 

an economy based mainly on animal husbandry, did 

not evolve in any significant way due to demographic 

crises, labor shortages, famines, droughts, plagues, 

and price fluctuations. All economic and political 

interests were focused on the city, and it was not by 

chance that the explosion of the so-called Barocco 

Leccese was typically an urban phenomenon.

 It was not until the second half of the eigh-

teenth century, when the Turkish threat was over 

figure 4.15.
Masseria di  

San Biagio at 
Salve Lecce. 

Photograph  
by the author.
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and brigandage had run its course, that casinos 

were built ex novo in the countryside and that the old 

structures of fortified masserias were enlarged and 

adapted to new functions. Many masserias assumed 

the dignity of villas as they were converted from for-

tified masserias to masseria-casinos or masseria- 

villas (i.e., places intended as holiday retreats or 

seasonal residences for noble landowning families, 

traders, and professional men). Among the many 

masserias transformed from defensive structures 

into magnificent residences—with the presence of 

those typical villa features, such as balconies and open 

galleries—are the Masseria Brusca in Nardò (fig. 

4.17), the Masseria Torre Pinta in Galatina, and the 

Masseria Lo Spagnulo in Ostuni. On the higher part 

of the Cupa, the Villa Mellone incorporated “court-

yards, houses and sheds” of an earlier farm complex 

called “Curti grandi,” and near its sheep pens were 

courtyards and enclosed gardens marked by avenues 

leading to a belvedere and a coffee pavilion.39 The 

Villa Cerulli Bozzicorso and the Casino de Virgilis are 

also organized on the remains of a masseria.40 And 

during the nineteenth century, it was not uncommon 

to find scenographic facades of villas masking earlier 

structures consisting of farm complexes.

 The rural casino bore witness to a process of 

agrarian renewal that produced changes in the 

form and structure of rural buildings. This process 

marked the passage from a cereal-growing, pasto-

ral economy to an economy based essentially on 

tree crops (e.g., olives, grapes, and almonds) and 

expressed the new relationship that was gradually 

established between landlords and peasant farm-

ers in the second half of the eighteenth and the 

early part of the nineteenth century. The crisis in 

olive production and the expansion of vineyards 

were to have a considerable impact on the typol-

ogy of the casino complex. The presence of a vine-

yard, which was more complex to run than an olive 

grove, required the construction of a permanent 

dwelling for the peasant farmer and the proprietor.

 The casino was the architectural expression 

of a particular type of reconciliatory relationship 

between owners, who resided primarily in urban 

areas, and the peasant farmers who lived in the 

country. The two-story building combined the work-

er’s house (along with the millstone, store, wine 

vault, and rooms for processing tobacco) on the 

figure 4.16. 
Distribution of 
masserias (in 
red) in relation to 
population centers 
in the province  
of Lecce. 

Reproduced by 
permission from 
Antonio Costantini, 
Le masserie del 
Salento: Dalla masseria 
fortificata alla masseria-
villa (Galatina: Mario 
Congedo, 1994).

ground floor and the owner’s house (his temporary 

residence) on the upper floor without any explicit 

separation of the two social classes (fig. 4.18). Many 

casinos were referred to as villas, even when they 

were the result of radical transformations or exten-

sions of more modest rural dwellings.

 The process of agrarian renewal was particu-

larly evident near a number of important urban 

centers and in places where the land was more 

fertile (an analogous situation can be found in 

Naples).41 This was where wealthy families built 

elegant country houses, which, in the eighteenth 

century, simultaneously bore witness to the dis-

semination of the Baroque taste in rural areas and 

marked the decline of this style. The most sig-

nificant examples of these villa clusters are found 

around Lecce (in the area known as the Cupa), near 

Nardò (in the locality of Cenate), in the Presicce 

area,42 and in the Gallipoli hinterland.
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 The deep Cupa depression is an area of ancient 

population; its cultural patrimony includes prehis-

toric menhirs, the remains of two important Mes-

sapic cities (Rudiae and Cavallino), traces of the 

Roman centuriation, medieval street patterns, mas-

seria-type settlements, and Baroque rural dwell-

ings. Fertile land, abundant water, pure air, busy 

thoroughfares, and the proximity of the regional 

capital of Terra d’Otranto have all had an apprecia-

ble influence on the building of so many residences 

by owners intent on transferring urban qualities to 

a rural setting.43 The Cupa was the “Tivoli of the 

inhabitants of Lecce”—the profiles of the domes 

and bell towers of numerous inhabited centers 

surround this valley, while the fruit orchards “of 

light green color” are “interspersed between villas 

and farmhouses which stand out brightly in that 

ocean of greenery.” In the orchards—as we read 

in a nineteenth-century text—“Flora and Pomona, 

Bacchus and Minerva display oriental luxury” 

(fig. 4.19).44

 There were also reasons for constructing the 

summer-autumn residences in the area around 

figure 4.17. 
Masseria Brusca  

in Nardò. 

Photograph by  
Michele Onorato.

figure 4.18. 
Villa Spirito at 

Sannicola. Note 
the continuity 

of treatment 
between the 

upper and  
lower floors. 

Photograph by  
Michele Onorato.
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Nardò known as the Cenate (fig. 4.20). Among them 

were the healthy air, the nearby sea, the vegetation, 

and the “great plain with a hundred shades of green” 

in which were scattered vineyards and orchards with 

their fig, pear, peach, and apricot trees.45 The ety-

mology of the area’s name is uncertain, and perhaps 

derives from a type of grape (acenata or cenata) or the 

obligation of the cenaticum, the meal that the local 

populations had to guarantee for the Roman troops 

when they were stationed there. (The area was, in 

fact, crossed by the Via Sallentina, the continuation 

of the Via Appia.)46

 Villas were also concentrated in the hinterland 

of Gallipoli, the most dynamic center in the Salento 

region throughout the course of the eighteenth cen-

tury. Its port was, in fact, the main outlet for the oil 

produced in the province. Because of the impossi-

bility of expanding the urban center beyond its for-

tification walls and because the presence of a vast 

feudal estate reserved for civic use prevented the 

urban inhabitants from having immediate access to 

the countryside, the nobility and the wealthy bour-

geoisie were forced to build an appreciable number 

of small residences around the centers of the hinter-

land.47 One of these centers, Alezio (known as Villa 

Picciotti until 1873), has been described as “a lovely 

jewel set in a ring of emeralds”48 and as a “wonderful 

water lily amidst the green that crowns it on all sides” 

(fig. 4.21).49 If the Cupa was the “Tivoli of the inhab-

itants of Lecce,” then this was “the Schönbrunn of 

the inhabitants of Gallipoli” with its “white houses 

alternating with the greenery of its orchards, and 

its hundred villas, which are like voluptuous Naiads 

in that verdant ocean.”50 As Bartolomeo Ravenna 

wrote in 1836: “The people of Gallipoli more than 

all others in the Province have been and are more 

attached to and passionate about spending the best 

months of the year in enjoying the country air, and 

they stand out for the magnificence of their spacious 

casinos” (fig. 4.22).51

 The system of villas and casinos—as some of 

these residences were called—was linked not only 

to the introduction of complex crop practices, but 

also to a new interest in the pleasures of rural living, 

which involved many families of the landed nobility 

and the bourgeoisie in the mid-eighteenth century. 

A number of inscriptions offer an interpretative key 

to their understanding of villeggiatura: “Here one 

figure 4.19. 
Villa Cerulli Bozzicorso at Lecce. 

Photograph by Michele Onorato.

figure 4.20. 
Villa Vescovile at Cenate, near Nardò. 

Photograph by Michele Onorato.
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figure 4.21. 
Villa Prandico  

at Alezio. 

Photograph by 
Michele Onorato.

figure 4.22. 
Villa Pasca-Raeli  

at Sannicola. 

Photograph by 
Michele Onorato.
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lives honestly; here Pallas offers her gifts; here you 

will find peace, tranquility, fruits and health; 1770.” 

At the entrance to the Casino Mimmo, built in the 

latter half of the eighteenth century by the Tufo fam-

ily, is the inscription “Open to the good / closed to 

the bad,” while above the arch of the entry portal 

to the Casino Lazzarello, probably built in 1725 by 

Ferdinando Sanfelice, it is possible to read: “Fui vil 

capanna e rustica pendice / or d’alte moli adorna e 

d’opre colte / Fatta son del piacer valle felice . . .” (“I 

was a humble hut and a rustic slope / Now adorned 

with tall structures and refined works / I became a 

happy valley of pleasure.”52)

 The spread of the phenomenon of country vil-

las and casinos was aided also by the views of agri-

culturalists such as Giovanni Presta, philosophers 

and poets such as Tommaso Nicolò d’Aquino, and 

illustrious economists such as Giuseppe Palmieri.53 

As he celebrated the pleasures of country living, 

encouraged agricultural investment and mod-

ernization, and generally revived the myth of the 

country nobleman, Palmieri also insisted on the 

continuous presence of the owner to supervise agri-

cultural production—a concept taken up again a few 

decades later by Vincenzo Corrado in “Sul ritiro in 

campagna: Dialogo fra un Dottor Partenopeo ed un 

Filosofo Salentino.”54 Palmieri himself lived peri-

odically in “his grand villa de’Rocci” near Gallipoli, 

“where he used to linger and where his greatest 

pleasure was that of roaming about his spacious gar-

den, and enjoying those choice, abundant fruits, of 

seeing the olives being harvested on his lands: and 

at times, imitating the philosophers of yore, picking 

them with his own hands.”55

 The typological features of the gardens of the 

Salentine villas merit close examination and care-

ful description. Portals and fences (figs. 4.23) an -

nounce and introduce the extraurban residence; 

their triumphal arches, which can be compared to 

town gates, help to illustrate their patrons’ pres-

tige. There are also significant portals at the garden 

entrances that are near to the residences.56

 The residences have simple symmetrical fa -

cades—particularly in the area of Presicce—a sim-

plicity that is dictated by function but is also the 

result of a careful study of volume and form. Their 

front doors, in the center, lead to entrance halls that 

run through the houses to the gardener’s quarters 

(which included storerooms and sheds) and the 

enclosed gardens (fig. 4.24). The piani nobili often 

have alcove balconies, which sheltered the owner 

from the sun and enabled him to supervise the 

activity of the peasant farmers. Often the balconies 

run the entire length of the residence and become 

an external access corridor, but they occasionally 

remain broad terraces.

figure 4.23. 
Villa Ravenna  
at Sannicola. 

Photograph by  
Michele Onorato.
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 In some residences, the scenographic element 

that most ennobled the main prospect was the 

pincer-shaped external stairway, whose twin ramps 

ran a tenaglia (pincer-shaped), or parallel to the 

facade, in clear reference to Neapolitan architecture 

of the first half of the eighteenth century. In small 

casinos, these stairways are out of scale to the build-

ing and its facade (fig. 4.25).57

 Most residences have a salone in their central 

core (fig. 4.26) with one or more windows opening 

onto the balconies overlooking the enclosed garden 

and onto the semicircular-shaped piazzale in front, 

where the chapel is also located. (Such chapels are 

also present in the Vesuvian villas; they served as 

the place where the owner’s family, the peasants, 

and the gardener’s family crossed paths, as well as 

a sign of the increased religiosity of the latter half 

of the eighteenth century.) The formal repertory of 

these residences draws extensively on urban archi-

tecture with their elaborate fastigia, polylobate win-

dows, and elegant moldings.

 Articulated in the garden are the scenographic 

perspectives of the avenues, which are covered by 

pergolas and flanked by columns or pilasters and 

figure 4.24. 
Front elevations 

of four casinos at 
Presicce. Note the 
central entryways 

and balconies on the 
primi piani. 

Survey drawings by 
Patrizia Bovinelli 

and Luigi Nicolardi; 
reproduced by permission 

from Vincenzo Cazzato, 
ed., Paesaggi e sistemi di 

ville nel Salento (Galatina: 
Mario Congedo, 2006).

figure 4.25. 
Casino degli  

Angeli at Presicce. 

Photograph by  
Michele Onorato. 



 Residences of the Emergent Classes in Two Areas of Southern Italy 135

which often end with an aedicule located in an alcove 

(fig. 4.27). Elegant stone seats are arranged along 

the avenues, or adjacent to the residence, flanking 

a portal, or terminating a view. Elaborate wells and 

cisterns (figs. 4.28 and 4.29) provide boldly innova-

tive solutions to the problem of supplying water in 

a semi-arid climate. Ranging from canopy type to 

those with pergolas supported by columns, they are 

veritable hydraulic machines, with complex systems 

of stone ducts and channels leading off from them. 

The decorations on these wells frequently empha-

size not only their functional character but also their 

strongly symbolic value.58

 Salentine gardens—like their counterparts in 

the Neapolitan region—are generally productive.59 

But there are exceptions: the Garden of Statues in 

the Masseria Brusca at Nardò is divided into four 

parts by two perpendicular lines, at the crossing of 

which are twelve statues.60 Their arrangement into 

groups (i.e., three statues in each quarter circle) fol-

lows a logic, whereby statues of the continents are 

flanked by one female and one male bust: America 

by Pomona and Vertumnus; Africa by Diana and 

Sylvanus; Asia by Ceres and Bacchus; and Europe by 

figure 4.26. 
Plans of the 
ground floor  
and primo  
piano of  
the Casino 
Ceddhe at 
Presicce. Note 
the salone and 
balconies along 
the main axis. 

Reproduced by 
permission from 
Antonio Costantini, 
Le masserie del 
Salento: Dalla 
masseria fortificata 
alla masseria-villa 
(Galatina: Mario 
Congedo, 1994).

figure 4.27. 
Pergola, Villa 
d’Ambrosio at 
Cenate, near 
Nardò. 

Photograph by 
Michele Onorato.
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Flora and Faunus (Pan). The male busts in the quar-

ters on the left (Vertumnus and Sylvanus) are draped, 

while those in the quarters on the right (Bacchus 

and Pan) are naked or partly draped. The logic is 

reversed with the continents: America and Africa, 

on the left, are nude (or partly draped), while Asia 

and Europe, on the right, are wearing very elegant 

clothes (fig. 4.30).

 While the busts represent divinities often found 

in gardens, the four continents are more unusual, 

as other quaternary groups (such as the elements or 

the seasons) are usually preferred. Certain divinities 

seem, however, to substitute for them in mimetic 

form. The seasons, for example, are evoked by flow-

ers (and by Flora herself, who is often mistaken 

for Spring), by the ears of wheat forming a wreath 

crown for Ceres (Summer), by the grapes borne by 

Bacchus in his hand (Autumn), and by the old man 

in the guise of Pan (Winter). Agricultural themes 

are combined with pastoral ones: the figures of 

Flora, Ceres, Pomona, Bacchus, and Vertumnus are 

linked to agriculture, while those of Sylvanus, Pan, 

and Diana are connected with mainly pastoral 

themes. Also evident is an effort to portray nature in 

its various manifestations, which partially coincide 

with the four sculptural groupings: flower gardens 

(Flora), fruit gardens (Pomona), vegetable gardens 

and farmland (Vertumnus, Ceres, and Bacchus), and 

woods and groves (Pan, Sylvanus, and Diana).

 In the light of what is now known of the history 

and typology of Salentine villa systems, we may, in 

part, rectify what Cesare de Seta has written about 

the Vesuvian area: 

This region has profoundly different cultural 

features from the countryside of the Mezzo-

giorno: where, . . . the latifundium (large landed 

estate) system is dominant, the landowner uses 

archaic farming methods, and sometimes gives 

the land over to a basely parasitic use. The pro-

found crisis of the southern countryside is also 

caused by the fact that the owner has often 

figure 4.28. 
Well, Villa 

d’Ambrosio at 
Cenate, near 

Nardò. 

Photograph by 
Michele Onorato.
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figure 4.29. 
Wells, Villa 
Spirito at 
Sannicola. 

Photograph by 
Michele Onorato.

moved into the city . . . When instead the land-

lord remains on the farm—and this occurs 

with the long stays in the nearby Vesuvian vil-

las—the management of the land is very dif-

ferent: favored, moreover, by the absolutely 

exceptional fertility compared with the bare 

stretches of the large estates in Puglia, with the 

steep Calabrian hills, with the parched, meager 

plains of the South.61

This statement may, in fact, be valid in general, but it 

is not an absolute truth. The situation encountered 

in the Neapolitan countryside is not unique but 

occurred, even if in a situation of crisis for south-

ern Italian agriculture, in other peripheral areas of 

the Mezzogiorno. As we have seen, in the Salento, 

the typology of the villa led in those same years to 

the redesign of vast areas of the rural landscape.

 We are dealing with the recurrence of a phe-

nomenon that had already appeared during the six-

teenth century, as in the Neapolitan region, where 

the Vesuvian area began to prosper during the vice-

royalty of Don Pedro di Toledo. It was precisely at 

that time that sumptuous residences were built and 

figure 4.30.
Garden of Statues 
in the Masseria 
Brusca at Nardò. 

Photograph by  
Michele Onorato.
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an impressive agrarian transformation took hold 

with the birth of the masseria and the reclamation of 

territory through improved cultivation. It was also 

in this period that many Vesuvian towns became 

free communities or municipalities and enjoyed tax 

exemption if they were located within twelve miles 

of Naples.

 A variety of situations were present in eighteenth-

century Salento in analogous fashion to what took 

place in the vicinity of Naples, where many villas 

were the result of the enlargement and the restruc-

turing of older buildings.

 The systems of villas in the Salento in the 

eighteenth century had more than a few elements 

in common with those in the Vesuvian area. For 

example, both systems had similar productive func-

tions and shared the same formal arrangements— 

the axial perspectives, the circulation sequences, the 

pincer-shaped or twin-ramped external stairways, 

the porticos, and the double-facing salons—but 

of more limited and less stately dimensions in the 

Salento. But, as we have emphasized, the phenom-

enon in the Salento was an expression of local eco-

nomic and social conditions, which were different 

from those that gave rise to the Vesuvian villas, that 

were manifestations of the aristocratic and ruling 

classes of an entire state associated with the figure 

of the sovereign.

 Finally, in both areas, the nineteenth and twen-

tieth centuries generated a new, important system 

of eclectic villas, which superimposed itself on the 

preceding one. This new configuration was a testi-

mony to a bourgeois society that wished to imitate 

the eighteenth-century aristocracy in their construc-

tion of pleasure residences, inventing thereby the 

modern fashion of the out-of-town holiday.62

Conclusion
The methodological approach to these two areas of 

the Italian Mezzogiorno intentionally has not been 

of a monographic type dealing with single villas or 

groups of villas, nor has it intended to privilege spe-

cific aspects of architectural idioms and syntaxes. 

Rather it has aimed to analyze the villa as a signifying 

structure that reveals deep-seated and varied social 

and economic changes. From this standpoint, I have 

emphasized several points: first, systems of villas and 

gardens were brought about by economic, social, and 

political phenomena; second, the relations between 

the villa residence and its context consisted not only 

of connections with the garden but also with the 

broader landscape; and third, villa systems in minor 

geopolitical contexts or in geographical areas hitherto 

deemed less interesting by historians (such as the 

Salento) should be identified, because they can play 

a defining role in the creation of a new methodology 

for analyzing Italian villa and garden culture, and 

Italian villa systems in particular.

 The interpretation of landscape as a “system” 

should also be extended to other typologies of prop-

erties. In the case of the Salento, for instance, the 

structure of the territory was constituted by an infi-

nite history of polycentric systems connecting the 

sea, the city, and the countryside—from the sacral 

network of menhirs and dolmens to the orthogonal 

network of the Roman centuriation, and, in more 

recent times, from the system of coastal towers 

(together forming a defense network and a method 

of communication) to the masserias.

 Such an approach could be particularly sig-

nificant in territories not yet completely ruined by 

ongoing urbanization (such as the Salento) and in 

areas where the number of historical residential 

buildings has been reduced through systematic 

demolition (such as the Vesuvian countryside). In 

both cases, the identification of systems, or of their 

fragments, can provide opportunities for reflect-

ing on their future protection, restoration, and 

improvement. Past failures in understanding the 

system of villas in the Neapolitan area has resulted 

in far-reaching transformations—for example, the 

installation of railroads and the expansion of urban 

areas in the twentieth century caused the severing 

of the relationship between the elements of the sys-

tem (i.e., Vesuvius, the villas, the parks, the gardens, 

and the sea). Villas frequently have been separated 

from their gardens, most of which are then used as 

market gardens or divided into plots for intensive 

building. Now decontextualized, few of their origi-

nal elements can presently be identified. Only the 

more permanent features—such as boundary walls, 

gates and portals, scenic backdrops, belvederes, 

segments of paths and avenues, and fragments of 

green spaces—remain to give a partial sense of the 

villa systems that they once constituted.
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