the architects’ journal




landascape

In restoring the garden at Villa La Pietra on a hillside

overlooking Florence, Kim Wilkie is giving new life to an
important scheme that has lessons for designers today

By Andrew Mead. Main photographs courtesy of New York University




i
= |\
: s .t!:?
r-,' gl “‘vaé "
g r— T ;—_ \h_
I‘ v
L) ]
\ N SNV .
e Rl
% 1 Lt
¢ = 1 i
, e )
N *‘. -
Sl by




The dome of Florence Cathedral must be
one of the most familiar sights in all archi-
tecture, signifying both the city it presides
over and the whole Renaissance. So when,
early last century, Arthur Acton began to
create a 3.4ha garden in the grounds of Villa
La Pietra, his home on a hillside north
of Florence, it was almost a given that
Brunelleschi’s red-tiled dome would be
worked into the design.

And so it is - but only after an orchestrat-
ed route through a series of outdoor ‘rooms’
does the visitor suddenly emerge into a
clearing and find a vista through the trees
to the cathedral. You half-expect it but it’s
still a surprise — one of many artfully con-
trived effects in the garden as a whole.

Such effects had become blurred, howev-
er, when Sir Harold Acton (Arthur’s son and
heir) died in 1994, for the garden was in
decline. Bequeathed the property by Sir
Harold, its new owner, New York University,
decided not just to repair the house but to
fully restore the grounds, and British land-
scape architect Kim Wilkie got the job. His
work is now sufficiently advanced for visi-
tors to see and understand the garden anew.
Highly significant historically, it still has
implications for design today.

Villa La Pietra dates from the 14th centu-
ry, but when Arthur Acton’s wife Hortense
(daughter of a Chicago banker) bought it in
1907, all that survived of any formal land-
scape scheme there was the pomario - an
18th-century fruit-and-vegetable garden. In
line with prevalent taste in Italy, La Pietra’s
owners in the 1860s had turned the rest into
an ‘informal’ English parkland garden, but
Acton had something else in mind. An avid
collector and art dealer, he had studied in
Paris at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts before
marrying Hortense and settling in Florence.
His education would no doubt have inclined
him towards axial, formal schemes, and
what he sought to do at La Pietra was create
his own early 20th-century version of an
Italian Renaissance garden.

In this he brought fresh eyes and artistry
to a new fashion in garden design, which was
primarily Anglo-American. In her Italian
Villas and their Gardens (1904), Edith Whar-
ton lamented ‘the Anglicisation of the Tuscan
garden, with the introduction of ‘alien vege-
tation” and ‘dissolution of boundaries’ She
advocated instead ‘the prolongation of the
house’ that she saw in surviving Renaissance
schemes, with their intelligent planning,
clearly subdivided spaces, and sequential
effects’. A few years earlier, the American
landscape architect Charles Platt had pub-
lished his [talian Gardens and begun
designing accordingly, while British figures
such as Cecil Pinsent and Harold Peto were

Above right: plan of the garden atVilla La
Pietra. Right: Kim Wilkie's sketch shows the
different‘layers’in the garden, which need to
be strictly maintained. Opposite page: the
entrance to the villa. The axis of the approach
road extends though the villa into the garden
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Top: view from the prima vasca to the terrace at
the back of the villa, from where a circuit of the
garden begins. Centre: restoration in progress
in the prima vasca with the tempietto visible in
the background. Bottom: looking on axis to the
seconda vasca after the hedges were cut back
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Top:the seconda vasca in the 1930s when the
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Top:the tempietto after stabilisation and new
planting.Centre:a 1930s view towards the
tempietto down its green path off the prima
vasco.Bottom:the prato ovale. Wilkie will keep
the plants and flowers that colonised the lawn
during the years that the garden was neglected
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Distinguishing it from such grandiose
ltalianate schemes of the mid-19th century
as Charles Barry’s garden at Shrubland Park,
Suffolk, Wilkie savs: “You feel in the scale of

these rooms »n-rm'llun}; of Hidcote and Siss

ghurst’'— and both Lawrence Johnston and
Vita Sackville-West, the makers of those two
gardens, were guests at La Pietra.

One might contrast it too with Neo

Renaissance designs by some of Acton’s
contemporaries. Harold Peto was certainly
\cton’s equal when it came to amassing
architectural fragments with Italian pedig
capitals, columns, wellheads and mausolea
but an air of make-believe pervades the
garden of Peto’s Iford Manor home, where

they are reassembled, charming though it is.
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Above and above right: the terraces of the
astage in past years for such
performers as Serge Diaghilev and Brigitte
Bardot.The photographs show this area after
repairs and replanting: ‘It's just waiting for the
green architecture to grow back,' says Wilkie.

Right:the rose pergola after rebuilding
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Top:the restored pomario is a source of fruit
and vegetables again. Above:a scene in
autumn 2003 as the potted lemons were being
moved into the 18th-century limonaia. Left:
looking down the length of the limonaia, where
the lemon trees are sheltered each winter.
Opposite page: the long-delayed view from the
garden to the dome of Florence Cathedral
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