
 

 

 

 

 

 é.a formal garden such as I hold to be 
one of the most pleasant and desirable 

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 

Gertrude Jekyll 
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A Renaissance óAlice in Wonderlandô, and  
A Journey from the Sacred Grove to Urbanit y 

 

Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola (1507-1573) began his career in 
Bologna as a painter and craftsman. In 1536 he moved to Rome 
to work and, like the other artists/architects/designers of his 
generation, to study ancient Roman architecture. In addition to 
the various Roman influences, he spent two years at the court of 
Francis I of France at Fontainebleau, from 1541 to 1543, taking 
in some of the same ideas and culture as the young Ippolyte 
DôEste. In the 1550s he was appointed architect to Pope Julius 
III for the Villa Giulia in Rome, with a brief to make a villa based 
on the description in the letters of Pliny the Younger. For this, his 
associates were Giorgio Vasari and Bartolmeo Ammanati, a 
sculptor from Florence.  Vasari would later write Lives of the 
Artists, including the earliest biographies of Raphael and 
Michelangelo, and worked with many of the artists named in this 
book. Both Vasari and Ammanati worked on the gardens at the 
Villa Giulia. The name of the latter is inscribed on a pillar in the 
villaôs nymphaeum, a completely symmetrical sunken courtyard 
filled with statues and painted landscapes. The garden reputedly 
contained a vast collection of trees, with a large pergola from the 
house to the river. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 36.  Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola, as pictured in 
the frontispiece to The Five Orders of Architecture 



 

 

Vignola was an associate of Michelangelo, working with him on his many projects including the Palazzo 
Farnese. He also worked with Ligorio on the Vatican Belvedere and became his successor at St Peterôs in 
1564. He was commissioned by Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, his patron for the commission of the 
church of Gesu in Rome, to complete a villa started by Sangallo at Caprarola, and add gardens to it.  
Alessandro Farnese was another cardinal who, like DôEste, had failed an attempt at the papacy, having 
fallen foul of the current pope, and retired to make gardens. In 1563 Vignola published an architectural 
treatise, Regole delle cinque ordini d'architettura (Rules of the five Orders of Architecture), an important 
source for architects throughout Europe. His Due regole della prospettiva pratica (The Two Rules of 
Practical Perspective) was published posthumously in 1583. In the latter he advocates the use of one-
point perspective over two-point perspective, the latter the style used by most, though not all, modern 
garden designers to show pictures of a proposed garden to their clients. This method is seen in very 
practical use in the gardens at Villa Caprarola and Villa Lante, which have designs with a central line as in 
a one-point perspective drawing from the base to the apex of the entrance, to the first main feature and 
beyond. This is evident on the plan and in actuality as one ascends the gardens. Both designs are 
completely symmetrical, with only one area at Lante out of the symmetry.  It is this element of perspective 
as well as many details of design that confirm the attribution of Lante to Vignola. Neither garden is 
attached to a main house, but each includes loggias within the design. 

 

Villa Farnese, Caprarola  

The Villa Farnese at Caprarola is a huge edifice, a pentagon-shaped ófortressô, decorated with pilasters 
and triangular pediments outside and a circular courtyard inside - another imitation from the Pantheon . 
The high-ceilinged rooms follow a circular tour around this courtyard and are all painted, including a large 
room covered with a map of the world according to Magellan, whose voyage of discovery had taken place 
in the 1520s. Paintings on the exterior balcony include niches and shells, each with the name of a Roman 
emperor, copied from the portico of the Pantheon and used by Raphael in the loggia at Villa Giulio 
deôMedici. Three and a half centuries later such a niche appears in the designs by Lutyens for the 
Rotunda at Hestercombe. The house is curious in that it is not at all like any building of ancient Rome or 
even the ónewô Renaissance. It is stolid, formidable and seemingly inaccessible, with little exterior 
decoration. The scale of the house dwarfs human beings; a quality that is also found in the gardens. 

The gardens at Caprarola are in two areas: the gardens immediately adjacent to the fortress/house and 
the extraordinary and elaborate loggia and gardens further into the woodland. The former were laid out as 



 

 

geometric parterres, with fountains and pergolas in two separate square gardens against two sides of the 
pentagon, reached by bridges over a moat.  This is shown in a fresco in one of the loggias at the Villa 
Lante. Between the two squares is a rectilinear space with little inside it except for a few trees. One 
square has broad central crosspaths, and each of the four quarters thus made has its own crosspaths 
with diagonals and a central square feature. The main path from the house passes under a pergola 
leading to a wall through which can be seen a grotto in a further wall. The layout of the second square is 
similarly regular. with a large circle in the centre and each quarter having nine squares, the one next to 
the circle being halved by the curve. They are described by contemporaries in the sixteenth century as 
ófull of delights and sparkling water against the skyô, so we can assume there were fountains. Fountains 
cannot be seen in this fresco, nor does it seem to be full of delights. Letters or diaries of the time, at least 
those meant to be public, are full of fulsome praise of people, and gardens.  This is their style, flattery just 
stopping short of being smarmy (sometimes) and descriptions which are óthe best, the most beautiful,ô etc, 
etc. There needs to be a tiny amount of salt ready on the side when reading such things. However, I 
digress.  If fountains were there, they would have been perhaps in the square features in the garden with 
the pergola, and surely the central circle in the other garden must also have had a large fountain. The 
layout of the squares is of an earlier age, possibly set out by the gardeners in the simple patterns they 
were used to. It is pleasant, but not innovative nor particularly inspiring. These gardens were undoubtedly 
improved in later years, for the space between them was also planted, although the plan, by Percier and 
Fontane in the late eighteenth century, shows basically the same geometric patterns as the fresco.  The 
fresco does not show the garden within the woodland, which had obviously not been completed at the 
time it was painted. However, compared with the square gardens outside the house, this is quite another 
kettle of fish.  Completely different, totally designed to the last detail, the garden in the woodland is the 
one to see. 

It is all the more interesting in that it is a design made for a site which has nothing else for it to relate to. 
There was no building nor any aspect to be taken into the design other than the ups and downs of the 
land and perhaps a view back to the house. The planting of trees shows that the garden was planned to 
be totally within a green setting. It was to be a piece of art of its time and can be seen almost as a show 
garden, complete in itself, an example of what a contemporary garden should look like and what elements 
it should contain. Its roots are in all the sixteenth century concepts of ancient Rome, its architecture and 
its stories. This design shows how these elements have now become part of the vocabulary, visual 
elements put together to form something pleasing and satisfying for the client. The designerôs brief is to 
make the perfect contemporary garden in the high fashion of the day using this vocabulary. Here at 
Caprarola is a realisation of that brief, but it has its own eccentricities. For this garden, so plain and simple 



 

 

on paper, such a clear example of the form and elements of the óperfectô garden is not at all what it 
seems. 

The woodland garden is hidden and it is difficult to get to up steep slopes, so it is less a showcase of 
wealth than a private conceit to be shared with friends, although for a private retreat the scale and 
impression of the garden is large, certainly more than human scale.  It took twenty years to complete; I 
suspect because of the toil and labour required to get the heavy stones and sculptures up the hill and the 
overall expense. 

The layout here is exactly symmetrical; if a one-sided mirror were to be placed on its side in the centre, it 
would prove the truth of the phrase ómirror-imageô. It is an extreme example of the imposition of geometry 
on the Italian hillside. There are three levels: the lowest is the entrance to the garden from the woods, the 
second level is the garden of parterres and a central loggia and the upper level is a partly-plain, partly-
patterned, gathering space. So far, so simple. As with all these gardens it is the three-dimensional design 
which gives it the ówowô factor. I can do no better than quote a sentence from Georgina Massonôs claim 

that ôthere is no other garden in Italy, or 
probably the world, contains a surprise as 
ravishing as thisô. It is a real surprise: no plan 
or photograph is a preparation for the sight 
of the entrance stairway, at the top of a  
woodland walk which has taken a lot of puff 
to get up. A square of grass is found, with a 
jet fountain and a staircase; a double 
staircase either side of a stream of water 
which seems to be running upwards to two 
enormous river gods leaning against an even 
more enormous urn. Enclosing the jet 
fountain on two sides are walls elaborately 
decorated, joining two large niches painted 
inside to resemble the loggias at the Villa 
Giulio deôMedici, one niche either side of the 
bottom of the staircase In fact, on the plan, 
the shapes of these loggias with the paved 
space between could have been taken 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 37.   Stairway to the gods? Villa Farnese, in the early twentieth century 
(Clichés Moscioni, Helio Paul e Vigier) 


