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 Footnote: Iford Manor  

An Italian Garden Design Exhibition 

 

Please note: photographs of Iford Manor by Jerry Harpur only appear in the published book. 

I cannot finish without mention of Harold Peto’s own home at Iford Manor, for this garden, is a visual rep-
resentation of his mental encyclopaedia. It is filled with objects, influences and ideas from Italy and other 
European countries and is almost a museum of the design ideas of the late Victorians and the Edward-
ians, a pattern book for historic garden design students.  It was not so intended. It was a fantasy for Har-
old Peto to live in, a place to indulge his eclectic tastes, a garden of complete self-indulgence. He bought 
a house with a river in front and a steep slope behind, seeing that it could be developed as a terraced 
garden. It already had a pool which he could ‘dress-up’. Some real of the objects are real, like the sar-
cophagus, some copied. He lists most of them in The Boke of Iford. He built a complete tiny cloister, remi-
niscent of that in the garden of Cimborne in Ravello on the Amalfi coast, a place visited by many artistic 
and literary people at the beginning of the twentieth century, perhaps including Peto himself.  On the side 
of the gothic cloister is a ‘Romeo and Juliet’ balcony with appropriate planting all round it.  At the opposite 
end of the garden is a tiny Italian loggia with a sixteenth or seventeenth-century female statue, and a 
miniature box parterre.  This is reached either by numerous steps, lined with little niches with water 
spouts and urns, or by the long pathway with herbaceous borders on one side backing its sculptural ob-
jects as far as the summer house with its fireplace and chimney.  Before that, a pool has pillars and fronts 
a very steep flight of steps up the hill, reminiscent of the water stairway at the Villa Aldobrandini.  Another 
flight of steps runs down the centre of the garden to the house front and side entrance, where there is a 
small pool and Renaissance water spout, greened up in the manner of the Edwardian photographs. This 
garden is not at all a design made to architectural principles, nor is it a formal garden.  It is a garden 
which exemplifies a myth of the Italian garden, Peto’s fantasy - the Romantic Italian Garden of masonry 
and plants.  A place where Sir George Sitwell would have been happy.  A place where I am happy, being 
in an Edwardian garden surrounded with reminders of sixteenth-century Roman gardens, with pieces of 
real, or imitated, ancient Rome. 
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This completes the website version on Gardens of Divine Imitation . 

To buy the complete book,  for a new price of £12 + p+p 

go to ‘Buy Books’ on www.gardensandpeople.co.uk 
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