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kind, and such as will present somewhat of 
the aspect, and fill the mind with somewhat 

of the sentiment, of those good old 
gardens of Italy 
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Renaissance architectural ideas had long been gracing the cities of Europe, including those of the British 
Isles. During the second half of the nineteenth century there was an outpouring of new art and 
architecture, particularly in the Midlands and north of England, with the new wealth of the industrialists 
used to construct and adorn impressive public buildings and private houses.  Public buildings in 
Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester were built in the Italian Renaissance style, sponsored by men who 
had been on the new Grand Tour, including Italy, and designed by architects who had spent some time in 
Italy. Although the external decorations and the interior, of the new Houses of Parliament are, famously 
Gothic by of Pugin, the main design is by Charles Barry, who worked in Italy in the 1830s and was 
therefore under the influence of the Renaissance architects.   

The first decade of the twentieth century was spent shaking itself free from the long reign of Victoria.  Her 
son, succeeding her in 1901 at the age of 59, was king for ten years only, but in that ten years there was 
sufficient change and progress for it to be called the óEdwardian eraô, as if his reign had lasted as long as 
that of his mother.   

The political changes within this period were to be profound.  Within twenty years the powerful countries 
of Britain, Germany and Russia went from being ruled by families with a connection through marriage to 
Queen Victoria, who had many daughters to dispose of, the radical disruptions to the rule of the monarchy 
brought about by war and revolution. The balance of power and wealth moved from church, hierarchical 
monarchy and patronage, variously towards personal dictatorship or elected governments, and towards 
the corporate businesses that would become central to the global economy to the late twentieth century.  
Little, if any, of this was apparent during the Edwardian era, but the reasons for the change that seemed 
to erupt suddenly as a result of the First World War were building as people who were not part of the 
establishment began to think, write and be heard. Charles Dickens, in the second half of the nineteenth 
century, wrote about the plight of ordinary people ï most of the population of the cities ï  and the dreadful 
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social conditions in which they lived.  William Morris was concerned to improve this situation politically  by 
joining a social conscience to art through being a prominent Socialist; the word then meant an 
appreciation of what needed to be done through education, sanitation, and the replacing of slums, rather 
than the harsher meaning it later gained through the Socialist Soviet Republics and several of the Arts 
and Craft  garden owners were Socialists, such as the Biddulphs at Rodmarten Manor, in the Cotswolds. 
This lead to many societies being formed, and to the formation of the Labour Party in 1906 with  26 MPôs. 
At the end of the decade Labour had 40 MPôs, one of which might have been the Countess of Warwick (of 
Easton Lodge) described in this book.  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the process of everything was literally speeding up.  Railways 
had been expanding through the second half of the nineteenth century. The laying of railway tracks 
provided transport to stations deliberately built near to the great country houses and the homes of the 
captains of industry. Thousands of miles of railtracks were laid and stations were built in their hundreds all 
across Europe allowing people to travel much more regularly and easily. Trains certainly were crucial to 
the designers in their professional lives. Thomas Mawson talks of travelling 20,000 miles in one year and 
claims that the train timetable was the best-used book in his office. Most of Lutyensôs letters to his wife 
were written on trains; he complained of having to travel so much and, in one case, decided to follow up a 
job because it was close to another project he was working on, as determined by the proximity of the two 
train stations. Large passenger ships across the Atlantic allowed the new wealth of America to travel 
abroad.  From 1900 onwards, the automobile was launched as a domestic product, and the first 12-
second flight of an aeroplane took place in 1902 in the United States of America.   

This was the also the time when womenôs place in society began to change, as they struggled for 
economic independence and freedom to make decisions about their own lives.  The suffragettes were 
formed and some women in factories took a stand, not always successfully, on their conditions and pay.  
A small number of women were admitted to Oxford and Cambridge, and, by 1910, women had begun to 
enter the professions of medicine, accountancy and banking.  The Countess of Warwick ensured that the 
girls in the local school she endowed studied gardening alongside the agricultural studies for the boys. 
She was also responsible for creating the Studley Castle Horticultural College for Woman in 1903. 
Gertrude Jekyll, as a young woman, studied art at the School of Art at the South Kensington Museum 
(now the V&A) in the 1860s as she wanted to become a painter, and went to Italy, where she worked at 
an artistôs studio, sketched the decorations in the Palazzo Borghese; and visited the gardens there 
including that of the Villa DôEste, later to be an influence on the gardens at Hestercombe . Thirty years 
later her writings show the impression these gardens made in her youth as she dreamt of her own Italian 
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garden. One of the photographers whose work is reproduced in this book, Mrs Aubrey le Blond (otherwise 
known as Elizabeth Main or Mrs Frederick Burnaby) was one of the first women mountaineers. 

The Edwardian clients commissioned architects such as Sir Reginald Blomfield, Ernest George and T.H. 
Mawson, Harold Peto, Mackay Hugh Baillie Scott and Edwin Lutyens to design new houses and gardens 
or to add gardens to their current houses. The kind of garden, usually attached to a country house, was 
important as an antidote to the London town houses owned by such clients and became important 
socially, as garden visits at home and abroad became the focus for tours and holidays.  The ambition was 
to have house and garden featured in Country Life magazine, which was founded in 1897; this was equal 
to being named in the society pages of The Times, and part of the celebrity culture of the Edwardian era.  
The gardens were to follow the principles set out in many garden books published in this period, relating 
the garden to the house and thence to woodlands and wilder landscape; a return to the principles of the 
sixteenth century gardens. 

Written texts thus became as important to the concept of the Edwardian garden as ancient texts were to 
the Renaissance garden. These texts, garden books, books on garden design, books on gardening, plant 
encyclopaedias, books of photographs of gardens at home and abroad were for home consumption and 
to encourage tourists. There were magazines as well: William Robinson a verbose gardener and writer, 
had founded two magazines, The Garden and Gardening Illustrated in the 1870s.  Gertrude Jekyll began 
publishing in 1899 with her book Wood and Garden and continued writing books and articles until the 
1930s.  Competition between writers and the urge to create bigger and better books has resulted in an 
enormous amount of material about this era for historians and designers, far more than from the sixteenth 
century. It is however, the Edwardian books and magazines which led to the re-discovery of the sixteenth  
century Italian gardens and a desire to imitate them. For the great technological invention of the time, 
equal to that of printing in the sixteenth century, was photography. The taking of photographs and the 
means to print them in the books and magazines was a most important development not just in tourist 
trade but in garden design itself, as it gave ideas to potential clients. Gertrude Jekyll took up the technique 
and most of the illustrations in her books are by her. Photographers arrived in Italy, if not in droves, then in 
goodly numbers and the writers were not far behind.  This technology increased the sales of magazines 
such as Country Life, which also gave great employment to photographers, even though the writers are 
the ones whose name appears in large letters on the cover. The remarkable photographer who illustrated 
Inigo Triggsôs book óThe Art of Garden Design in Italyô  was Audrey le Blond, whose photographs bring the 
villas and gardens to life. This book was a duet of writer and photographer, each of equal value,  the one 
complementing the other. The ascendance of the photographer, however, was demonstrated by two 
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volumes of photographs of Italian gardens by  Charles Latham, who worked for Country Life.                    
It is through these photographs that we can see the gardens as the late Victorians and Edwardians saw 
them in addition to the notes and drawings made by visitors, both professional and amateur, at the time.  
The photographs are, of course, black and white, which show up the shapes, the shadows and sunlit 
areas. Some have people in them, which show the scale of the features. Some concentrate on the 
houses, which often seem massive and forbidding without foliage around them, or dejected, in the case of 
the Villa Giulio deôMedici, which looks entirely unloved and unwanted. This is not the case with all of them.  
Baedeker mentions DôEste and Lante because they were open to the public and were kept fairly tidy so 
that visitors can walk through. Others, such as Villa Farnese at Caprarola, were by appointment only, and 
limited to the top terraces of the woodland garden.  

Garden tours throughout Britain were very popular and a trend promoted by books such as H. Inigo 
Triggsôs The Formal Garden in England and Scotland published in 1902, with photographs by Charles 
Latham, and books of gardens in the regions. A series of books called The Gardens of England including 
titles such as The Southern and Western Counties were collections of photographs edited by Charles 
Holmes was intended for the tourist. This contains an essay on the principles of garden making, in which 
Mr Holmes reiterates the desirability of connecting the house and the garden and the necessity for 
designing the garden to go with the style of the house.  óIn the stricter type of formal gardens enclosed 
frankly and definitely within boundary walls, there can be nothing left to happy accidentsé. The balancing 
and relating of lines, masses and accessory details must be carried out with just the same care and in the 
same spirit that are required in the construction of a judiciously elaborated piece of architecture.  As 
Holmes gave it, ómuch good has resulted from the entry of the architect into the ranks of garden designerô  
an interesting phrase in its use of the term ógarden designersô and its assumption that previous makers of  
gardens were other than architects, owners and gardeners working together? Or was he thinking of 
Capability Brown and Humfrey Repton as purely being concerned with the gardens and not the houses, 
even though this is certainly inaccurate in the case of Repton. Holmesôs book, published in 1907, was also 
published in New York, where books about English and Scottish gardens were written for the American 
tourist market.  One such was Wilhelm Millerôs The Charm of English Gardens, with a forward by Gertrude 
Jekyll.  There is an interesting chapter in it about how Americans perceive the Italian Garden as 
ósynonymousô with óthe Formal Gardenô and why the author thinks the English version is successful and 
the American version is not.  He contends that the óreal trouble with them (American formal gardens) is 
that they are characterised by self-indulgence. We crowd in every good thing we have seen in our 
travelsé One can hardly travel two months in England without perceiving that the dominate trait of the 
British character is self-restraintô.  
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It was well for garden-lovers that such books were available, as the entries for Italian gardens in the 
Baedeker of 1904 are somewhat sparse.  Under óExcursionsô (in Viterbo) we read  óthe charming Villa 
Lante, built in the 15th-16th century the summer residence of the ducal family of that name (visitors 
admitted; fee İ franc).ô  At Caprarola, again under óExcursionsô, there are several lines about the Palazzo 
Farnese ending with óThe beautiful gardens édesigned, by Vignola are not open to the public.ô  Thatôs 
that, then! (Edith Wharton obviously had special permission to visit, as did Sir George Sitwell, who is 
dismissive of the gardens except for the statues). It also mentions: óThe now-neglected Villa DôEste é 
contains terraces, grottos with cascades, denselyïshaded avenues, magnificent groups of cypresses and 
charming points of viewô. The guide book would prefer you to look at the frescos in the house, on which it 
spends several passages. Baedeker obviously did not see the charm of the gardens. 

The first book that focussed purely on garden design was that of Thomas Mawson who published the Art 
and Craft of Garden Making in 1901 and which by1926 had gone through five editions. The first edition 
was so successful that it was reprinted within six months. This has essays on design, with many plans 
and pictures as examples, and there is also a great deal about plants. Mawsonôs book becomes a starting 
point for the ónewô  Edwardian garden, for the drawings show formal gardens with neat beds, pointy trees, 
fountains and urns and plenty of planting in the style of William Robinson rather than the bedding beloved 
of the Victorians.   
The garden designs discussed here ï those of Mawson, Lutyens, Jekyll and Peto, were all made in the 
first decade of the twentieth century. Foots Cray in 1901, Easton Lodge in 1901/02, Hestercombe 1904-
1908. This was a decade which also saw a large number of books on the Italian garden, and large 
numbers of visitors to  the gardens of Italy. Edith Whartonôs conclusions from what she observed spell out 
one of the Edwardian designersô key concepts: óhis [the Renaissance architectôs] garden must be adapted 
to the architectural lines of the house it adjoined; it must be adapted to the requirements of the inmates of 
the house  . . . and lastly it must be adapted to the landscape around itô. She ascribes the enchanting 
effects (ógarden-magicô) and success of the Italian gardens to  óthe blending of the different elements, the 
subtle transition from the fixed and formal lines of art to the shifting and irregular lines of natureô. Books on 
Italian gardens by English writers rapidly followed; for example, Charles Lathamôs  Italian Gardens(1905), 
Inigo Triggsô The Art of Garden Design In Italy (1906) and George Elgoodôs Italian Gardens (1907). It is 
the photographs in the first two that allow us to see the gardens that they saw, as well as giving us an 
idea of their history. Triggs also gives plans and line-drawings of garden details. The illustrations to 
Elgoodôs book are watercolours, gracing the Italian garden with lush óEnglishô planting; planting which 
would not always have survived the Italian climate; thus creating a fantasy Anglo-Italian garden. What he 
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is illustrating is the current garden dream which people wanted in England with their Italianate layout and 
Jekyll planting. 

Fig. 56.  H. Inigo Triggsôs órestorationô of the Villa Giulio deôMedici gardens, as shown in The Art of Garden Design in Italy, 1906. An example 
of  how the Edwardian designer ótranslatedô an Italian garden. 


