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The First Garden Imitation of Ancient Rome?  

This villa, now called the Villa Madama, was commissioned from someone we would not now associate with 
gardens, Raphael Sanzio (1483ï1520), the great painter. It would have been on the itinerary of those Victorian and 
Edwardian tourists interested in Raphael, for them to see the paintings on the ceiling of the loggia, and maybe 
because of its romantic atmosphere: half a villa with the arches of the portico firmly boarded up, and a greatly 
overgrown and ruined courtyard garden and pool, while the terraces were then just lumpy scrub. It was Raphael that 
was the attraction; and maybe the elephant fountain. 

The villa was, however, probably the first to be based upon the description of his own gardens by the Roman writer 
Pliny the Younger in letters to friends as Edwardian designer and writer H. Inigo Triggs who reproduced  Plinyôs 
writing in his book The Art of Garden Design in Italy, published in 1906, was well aware. The sixteenthïcentury 
designers would have read Plinyôs words, allied them to the ruins of Rome and come to their own design 
conclusions. 

Pliny      

Plinyôs description includes many elements which are recognisable in the later Renaissance and Edwardian 
gardens. The layout is in three parts. The first part, around the house, includes a space for exercise, formal gardens 
and walk; the second is a labyrinth of walks; the third, a sacred grove of woodland with temples to the ancient gods. 
These three parts almost coincide with those given in an essay by Francis Bacon in England at the turn of the 
sixteenthïcentury, where he described the three parts as a green (the exercise space?) followed by gardens (the 
labyrinth?) followed by a woodland (the sacred grove?). These areas can be found in most Renaissance gardens 
and in Edwardian gardens. In the sixteenthïcentury there would be terraces next to the house, plus an exercise 
space for horses (the hippodrome). In the early twentiethïcentury, there were bowling greens or croquet lawns, 



 

 

formal gardens and then an entrance to woodland and fields or a view over them. The woodland or 
ósacred groveô is apparent in all of the gardens.  

Pliny described the elements of his garden in detail, with a  warmth which shows his delight and pleasure 
in it. The hippodrome was the place where horses could exercise, be admired, be mounted for rides 
elsewhere, was in immediate proximity to the house and surrounded by a double avenue of plane trees. 
Raphael imitates the location of such a feature at the Villa Giulio deôMedici. Pliny describes a portico of 
three arches that is spacious and well-proportioned, leading into the garden. Renaissance examples of 
these features can be seen at the Villa Farnesina (1511) designed by Peruzzi (the windows we see now 
were not originally there), and the Villa DôEste by Ligorio, where the foot of the double loggia of the house 
is on a wide terrace used by the Cardinal for tennis and entertainment. The Villa Lante has two pavilions 
facing the lower terrace, and the Villa Caprarola has a similar portico as a viewing platform on the second 
floor of a loggia designed by Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola.  We see similar proportions and design in the 
1907 orangery by Lutyens for Hestercombe, which faces a level green space as seen in drawings by 
Gertrude Jekyll for her own imaginary Italian Garden. (See later chapters for all fuller descriptions of all 
these.) 

Pliny describes terraces in front of the portico with ófiguresô (statuary?) and box cut into figures and 
shapes. There was a circular area with topiary in the centre and hedges all round it, and beyond were 
views to the meadows. Here we have several elements  imitated later including terraces (always a major 
element in Italian agriculture for centuries for farmers on rocky hillsides), statues, evergreen hedges and 
topiary (at which the Italians excel to this day). As to other foliage and topiary, he describes a labyrinth 
made of paths edged with low box, forming geometric patterns, that would later be translated  into 
parterres. The box was cut into a thousand forms, some in letters to form the names of the toparius 
(gardener) or Plinyôs own name, a nice touch of equality. There are shady groves of plane trees, with 
baytrees and evergreens with more edged paths.  Trees are described as intertwining their branches, or 
even pleached. Throughout the garden were pavilions, one covered with vines with couches inside, so as 
to make the person feel hidden within the foliage. Beds of acanthus are mentioned , and violets near the 
house.  

There were formal arrangements of buildings apparently away from the house. How far away is not 
explicit, suggesting the alcoves and summer house of later gardens. One such has a square building with 
plane trees at the corners and a fountain; elsewhere there is a marble alcove with seats and water 
spouts. Here, in Melmothôs translation, Pliny writes  óFrom this bench, the water, gushing though several 



 

 

little pipes, as if it were pressed out by the weight of persons who repose themselves upon it, falls into a 
stone cistern underneath from whence it is received into a fine polished marble basin so artfully contrived 
that it is always full without overflowingô. This description of the bench might have suggested the ójokeô 
fountains and automatons of later gardens. Certainly the basin full but not overflowing would have been a 
challenge for fountain makers then and still is for designers in the present day (the are now called óinfinityô 
pools). He continues óWhen I sup here the basin serves as a table, the larger sort of dishes being placed 
round the margin which the smaller ones swim about in the form of little vessels and waterfowlô. This is a 
delightful picture of alfresco dining under the shade of the vines of the alcove. We know that this was a 
common feature through the discoveries at Pompeii of marble dining couches around a pool. Pliny 
probably supped lying on similar couches. However, the sixteenthïcentury designers did not know of 
Pompeii, but would have found examples in the ruins of Rome. Villa Giulio deôMedici, for instance, has an 
area for alfresco dining near the water, and at the Villa Lante there is a long table with water following 
down a wide rill at its centre for use in dining: people would have sat on benches either side, the water 
cooling dishes of food and wine vessels, everyone surrounded by the sound of water. Water is 
everywhere in Plinyôs garden heard wherever people walk and sat, ónear each seat is a little fountain, and 
throughoutéseveral rills murmuring along, wheresoever the hand of art thought proper to conduct them. 
Watering here and there different spots of verdure, and in their progress, refreshing the whole necessary 
in the climate of Italy. Italian villas always had fountains for their cooling aspects but the idea of many 
fountains, jets and rills seems to have been taken by the sixteenthïcentury garden designers and their 
engineers from Plinyôs description  The garden at Villa DôEste has 700 fountains, rills and spouts; Plinyôs 
garden had a large fountain close to his ósuppingô alcove which threw water to a great height; gradient and 
gravity indeed, imitated in the giant jet at DôEste. The ancient Romans had a way with water: water 
engineering and the building of aqueducts were their forte. These were skills re-discovered and 
developed in the sixteenthïcentury to an astonishingly high degree, all done through gravity, gradients, 
size of pipes in a way that we, with our access to electricity can only marvel at. In the first decade of the 
twentiethïcentury electricity was a new technology, but not yet used in gardens; the Edwardian fountains 
depended upon the old techniques.  

Raphaelôs Villa 

Donato Bramante, who originally recommended the young artist Raphael Sanzio to the Pope, died in 
1514. Raphael was then appointed as Architect-in-Charge to replace him. He was an established figure; 
his projects embraced painting, architecture, archeology and the creation of archives on Ancient Rome, 
plus the design of theatrical scenery. Three years after his appointment to St Peterôs he bought the 



 

 

Palazzo Caprini, designed by Bramante, therefore living within a quintessential Renaissance design. To 
cope with all the work, he developed a team of many assistants and students, sometimes arriving for a 
consultation with twenty or thirty people attached.  Such a group today would be known as óRaphael and 
Associatesô and their working methods would be similar to those of a large twenty-first century practice 
such as the studio of Daniel Leibeskind, the architect, with his staff of both qualified architects and 
students.  It would have been prestigious to work with Raphael, to gain experience through his many and 
varied projects, to extend personal networks among artists and buyers, with the prospect of potential  
further work among Raphaelôs clientele and their friends. A huge project such as this, a villa and gardens 
for Cardinal Giulio deôMedici would need all of the associates to bring together the current ideas, desires, 
fashions, ómust havesô of the time with those of the client to create a brief. Raphaelôs associates knew his 
style and knew how he wanted things done, so the villa and its gardens would have been designed and 
drawn to Raphaelôs ideas and specification and under his supervision. This explains why extant plans and 
details for the villa and gardens are by many hands:  Sangallo (Antonio the Younger and Francesco/
Gianfrancesco), Giovanni di Udine, Guilio Romano, Giovan Francesco Penni, Baldassare Peruzzi, Baccio 
Bandinelli, all freelance artists in their own right, all contributed to the plans and the building of the villa 
under Raphaelôs direction. 

The client, Giulio deôMedici, was the cousin of Pope Leo X, Giovanni deôMedici. Giulio was brought up by 
his uncle Lorenzo deôMedici, the óMagnificentô in Florence after his father Giuliano deôMedici was 
murdered in the Florence Duomo by members of the Pazzi family in 1478, just a few months after Giulioôs 
birth.  (Lorenzo was also an intended victim but survived the attack.) Giulio followed his cousin to Rome 
when that cousin was made Pope Leo X in 1513 and Guilio a cardinal soon afterwards. A year later 
Raphael, brought to Rome by the cousins and the opportunities for work, took over the building of St 
Peterôs and was therefore the celebrity architect of the time to be commissioned for Giulioôs villa. They 
were men of a similar age, in their mid-thirties, sharing similar memories of Florence and the Medici court 
there; Giulio was secondïin-command to his brother Pope Leo and Raphael held the highest appointment 
for an artist/architect of the time.  

What was Raphael doing at this time? What was he thinking, drawing, talking about?  He was engaged 
on St Peterôs from 1514, although his association with Bramante meant that he had followed the project 
as an assistant, perhaps as a confidant and consultant. He was spending much time looking at 
Bramante's original plan, re-organizing it and re-drawing it.  He knew Bramanteôs gardens in the Cortile di 
Belvedere intimately, having passed through them day after day while painting frescos for Pope Julius II 
(finished under Leo X), inside the Vatican from 1509 to1514. These were painted at the same time as 



 

 

Michelangelo was painting the Sistine ceiling, an artist who changed the direction of Raphaelôs own work.  
As a National Gallery exhibition Raphael: From Urbino to Rome in 2004 showed, his style changed 
dramatically after seeing Michelangeloôs work, becoming more fluid in its geometric composition within the 
picture and more intense in its colouring. His work at this time shows greater understanding of people and 
their compositional interaction with the landscape.  

Part of Raphaelôs job at St Peterôs was to recycle suitable materials for the basilica from the ruins of 
Rome. As part of this, he was drawing the ancient Roman buildings and recording them, their details and 
their ground plans including any suggestions of garden layouts. For this work he had an invaluable 
mentor, employed by Pope Leo to assist him, in the architect Fra Giocondo, then aged 80, . Fra Giocondo 
had published the letters of Pliny in Italian in 1498, so knew the letters describing the gardens. In 1511, 
he completed an edition of the works of Vitruvius, with his own drawn reconstructions. Raphael could thus 
discuss the ancient Rome he was excavating with someone who knew the theory of how they were built, 
and who was himself a builder, and this way he built up a practical knowledge of ancient Roman buildings 
and landscapes. From the stories behind the old frescoes, through his own study and work with artists as 
a very young man, he also had knowledge of the ancient myths and legends and had used them in 
subjects for his paintings. He used the story of Galatea at La Farnesina, for example, and the legend of 
the Marriage of Cupid and Psyche for the ceiling of the portico at the same villa.  

La Farnesina was designed by Baldassare Peruzzi for the banker Agostino Chigi. Its loggia ceiling was 
created for Chigiôs wedding, hence the choice of legend. The Farnesina project is important to Villa Giulio 
de'Medici because of the portico to the loggia with its three high arches leading to the garden, a feature 
which imitating the arches of the Temple of Peace, a building praised by Pliny for its beauty while its ruins 
were used by Raphael in his own villa design. The ceiling at La Farnesina has festoons of foliage and 
flowers around the story panels, which were meant to be a visual connection with the foliage outside. The 
flowers were actually painted by the artist Giovanni Udine, who worked on Raphaelôs villa, and show what 
kind of flowers and fruit were grown at the time including double pink roses, single white roses, daisies, 
Madonna lilies, flowers that look like acidanthera (Gladiolus callianthus) and some like sunflowers; 
gourds, grapes, apples, turnips, white radishes (radiccio), maize and corn, similar to Images also used on 
sixteenthïcentury majolica plates and trays. The garden would have had pergolas for vines and other 
climbers to imitate the ceiling, plus trees for shade, and fountains. It would have been a fabulous setting 
for a wedding with the guests arriving by boat, being entertained by musicians and jugglers with food and 
drink served in the garden, and admiring Raphaelôs ceiling inside. The loggia for arrivals, which was on 
the riverside, is attributed to Raphael himself, but the important image for the Villa Giulio deôMedici is that 



 

 

the Farnesina garden overlooked the Tiber: an image of a garden overlooking water that was used by 
Raphael at his villa in a terrace overlooking a large fishpool. In addition, La Farnesina has a grotto below 
the loggia with water from the Tiber flowing into it and out again. The water theme is echoed in a 
description by Vasari of a grotto at the Villa Giulio deôMedici which backed onto the rocky hillside, with 
water dripping through greenery planted in the rock and decorated with rock art, in imitation of grottoes 
found in the excavations of Neroôs óGolden Villaô the óDomus Aureusô. Raphael and Michelangelo had 
been among the artists who were lowered into these excavations to study the decorations, and left their 
names as graffiti on the walls. Raphael immediately copied some of the decorative details for the Vatican 
paintings, known as the Stanze. 

Added to these influences and impressions was the knowledge that Raphael had of his clients and the 
people who were to stay in the new villa, guests of the Papal Court who would stop outside the city to 
refresh themselves and prepare for their visit. He knew their ambitions, their aspirations, the perception  
they had of themselves as cultured, educated, sophisticated people. He knew that his brief was to create 
a place where this perception could be played out; where the visitors could be confident in themselves, for 
a while, as the elite. The building and especially its 
extensive gardens would be the setting where their idea of 
themselves would seem to be reality, a perfect setting for 
what we might call the óRenaissance dreamô. It was also to 
be a óGrand Hotelô for visiting ambassadors from other 
countries and had to make an impression upon them. The 
villa and its gardens needed to fulfil the Renaissance idea, 
cultivated in the Medici court, of re-creating the ideas and 
forms of ancient Rome, a concept that was at the forefront 
of the mind of every artist and architect at this time. It had 
also to be the best, most impressive building of Rome, 
second only to the Vatican and the new St Peterôs.  Raphael 
was the ideal choice as designer 

He would also have to take on board specific requests from 
the client. One of these might have been in reference to the 
homes which Giulio knew as a child and young man, a 
personal touch among all the Medici- Renaissance 
concepts. One building in particular was the Villa Medici in 

Fig. 6.  Michelozzo di Bartolommeoôs Villa Medici in  
            Fiesole, as depicted in a fresco in Santa Maria         
            Novella, Florence by Domenici Ghirlandaio 



 

 

Fiesole, made by the architect Michelozzo di Bartolommeo in the mid-fifteenth century for Lorenzoôs 
father along the lines advocated by Leon Battista Alberti. This villa is seen in a fresco in Santa Maria 
Novella, Florence, a church commissioned from Alberti. The fresco, in the Capella Tornabuoni, was 
painted around 1490 by Domenici Ghirlandaio, whose assistant was the young Michelangelo. It shows a 
portico with high arches leading to a walled garden. As Raphael was in Florence from 1504 to 08 and was 
a friend of Ghirlandaioôs son Ridolfo, he must himself have seen the fresco if not the villa. His client might 
well have referred to it, perhaps as place of happy childhood, and filtered this memory into the thinking of 
the design. 

All this would have been buzzing around in Raphaelôs mind as he worked on the concept for the new villa, 
and created his vision for it. If we only had the plan drawn by Antonio da Sangallo (the younger 1483 - 
1546) then we might doubt this vision was Raphaelôs, but we have a letter in his own hand written to 
Baldassare Castiglione, a Papal official and ambassador, courtier and friend of Isabella DôEste, who had 
written a book The Courtierô which was a guideline for how visitors to the courts of Italy were to behave, 
and which later, reached the courts of England.  This letter is a design profile, a verbal ówalkthroughô of 
the villa and gardens. It is reproduced and translated in Guy Dewezôs architectural memoir on the Villa, a 
book which interprets the original faded plan of Raphaelôs design drawn by Sangallo in a completely 
understandable way.  Reading the letter and looking at Sangalloôs plan and the existing details by his 
other associates, it is possible to make an interpretation of Raphaelôs vision: a vision not just of ancient 
Rome but of  contemporary sixteenth century Roman high society. 

The site for the villa was just outside Rome, some 2 kilometres north-west of the Vatican on the north-
east side of the Monte Mario. The location was chosen so that travellers to the Vatican, the Popeôs 
guests, could rest there before making their entry into Rome. It would have pleased both Pliny and 
Vitruvius, who recommended a location sheltered from the winds, away from the insects of the riverside, 
sheltered from the fierce noonday sun by the topography of the mountain, and it has a stupendous view 
over land to the river, curving away south to Rome and north to hills and fields. In fact the view similar to 
those which Raphael had painted all his life as background to pictures such as The Three Graces, (1501-
1503) The Allegory (1504) and Madonna of the Meadow (1506). The villa itself would also be like those 
he painted, on a hillside, part of a view: a combination of buildings and greenery, house and garden. The 
villa was to be a place where the inside and the outside constantly interact, where people go from light to 
shade not once but several times as they pass through it: like Plinyôs description of his own garden. The 
design is all to do with the comfort of the people who will use it; where they can be cool in high summer, 
where water and planting are designed for a cooling effect, where they can find shade in which to talk or 



 

 

be entertained, surrounded by the best architectural detail and paintings; in anticipation of the Papal 
chambers and garden they are soon to see. The design brief here is not for a permanent home but a 
temporary resting place for visiting parties to the Pope to be restored and prepare for their grand entry 
into Rome, a kilometre away. An entry which is to be a procession, where the whole entourage dons new 
clothes made especially for the occasion, where the trappings of the horses gleam silver and gold, and 

Fig.  Plan  

Fig. 7.  Recreated plan of the Villa Giulio deôMedici. (Realised by Graham Thompstone from the plan by Antonio da Sangallo) 



 

 

the pace is controlled by men leading the horses of 
the great and the good. The whole would have the 
excitement of carnival, and would be seen, and 
intended to be seen, all the way along the road 
from the villa to the papal city, where the populace 
would have dutifully lined the streets to cheer.  Just 
like a Triumph for Julius Caesar, or Trajan, or the 
Emperor Hadrian, long ago; or one of the sixteenth
ïcentury trionfo processions held on every possible 
occasion by the ruling families of Rome 

The villa plan shows a place which can only be 
entered loudly, as if to flourishes of trumpets and 
drums, up a flight of steps, still on horseback 
maybe, passing between two towers, banners 
flying overhead. The company might pause for 
shouts of greeting and welcome before ascending 
another flight of steps to a vestibule, some still on 
horseback. (Bramante designed a spiral staircase 
at the Belvedere for riders on horseback, but, 
looking at it, it might not have been a success with 
the horses; Raphaelôs stepped entrance is more 
accessible). Set on either side of the entrance is a 
tower, a diaeta, such as Raphael would have seen 
on the Medici villas near Florence and drawn by 
him on a page of studies for the Virgin and St John 
of 1500 to 1502. A similar tower is in the 
background of The Entombmentô (1507). 

The plan shows an outline which is similar in 
thought to a plan devised for a church, or for  
Raphaelôs plan for St Peterôs, revising Bramanteôs 
original plan.  The first flight of semi-circular steps 
is akin to the apse, as at the end of the left side 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Fig. 8.  Raphaelôs plan for St Peterôs Basilica (Sebastiano Serlio) 


