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ABSTRACT 

The com~): x panorama of the McditerranC'an arca 111 the fourtt.'l'nth 

century compelled Venice to modi(y iLs cCllTlomic patterns The city started 

to pay attention to the Italian mmnland, developll1g Its agncultun' and 

other industries. But the Veneto was marshy and necded to Ill' drallH'd and 

improved, The Venetian and mainland arist ocracy graduaIly abandOIwd 

commer.!e for agriculture and h:1nd rec1amdtion. Andrea Palladio hllllt Illlllly 

villas for them from whlch they could administer their cstates, transf'ormll\g 

the marshes of the Veneto into sites for the villas. Thos(' villas becanH-' th" 

perfect place for retirement and contemplation. 

RESUME 

La situation complexe qui reignoit dans la Meditcran/~c au 

quatorzieme giecle a incité Venise a modifié sa stratégi0 écollOITIlque. La 

ville a commencer à porter une attention partIculicre au contment alTlsi 

favorisant le developpernent de l'agriculture ct autres IndustrIes. Mais la 

region du Veneto étant marécageuse avait besoin d'un bon dramage et 

d'amelioration. L'anstocratie Venetiene et continental a graduellement 

abandoné ses commerces pour s'orienter vers l'agriculture et l'appropiatwTl 

de la terre. Andrea Palladio à construit beacoup de villas pour ccux-ci, 

transformat les marécages du Veneto et permetant aux gens de mieux 

administrer leur propietes . 

l 
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PREFACE 

By the end of the fourteenth century, Venice was affected by 

important changes in the pattern of commerce in the Mediterranean sea, 

and by the military aggression of foreign powers. One of the richest city

states in ltaly, Venice nevertheless owned hardly any territories, an 

essential requisite to attaining higher social levels among other ltalian 

states. In order to endure in this complex panorama, Venice began to 

concentrate iLs attention on the Italian mainland as a source of food, 

protection, and international prestige. In this way Venice started to 

encourage land rec]amation and agriculture. The patriciate and merchants 

enriched by tradmg focused their efforts on draining and improving the 

Rwamplands of the Veneto. They moved to their estates and built villas frorr 

which tü administer thern, while at the same tirne they enjoyed the 

pleasures of contemplative live. Many of these villas were designed by 

Andrea Palladio (1508-1580), who developed interesting B.nd diverse 

2 
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solutions to a whole new program in the Veneto Tht, lIft' of comllH'n'{\ :\Ild 

political affairs of the CIty was exchanged for the 111'(\ of agnclIltun', 

scholarly contemplation, LlIld amusemen~ lI1 tll{' ('ount rysldl' 

A great part of the terntor/ \Vas 1 111 su i tahle- for :lIlt Ivat Illn: t hl'n'!'orl', 

a major effort was coneentrated on transl'ornllng the marslH's mtl! prolitahll' 

land. Renmssance man became aware ofbs power to tr:lllsf'orm tl1l' phvslcal 

world; neverthel~ss, there was always a limit In tlH' cast' of l';\lbdlo, thl' 

transformation of the site of the vdla rl'vrals hls n'col1('l!tn(ory 

intentionality wlth nature. Despi te the faet that Palladio neVl'r mcllld('eJ any 

topographical re.erence of the site in bis Quattro Ltbrr, t}H' Impur! ant'{' of' 

the sité is crucial to each ofhis villas. In many other l{enalssann' villas, the 

garden is either enclosed by walls or open to the natural mIlieu, but wlth 

great changes, such as at the villas Belvedere and d'Este, respeetive1y In 

Palladio's villas, however, both the building and the garden remam op(~n tn 

the lands cape and nature. 

Palladio's villas were regarded as farms, the count.ry-seats of' 

Venetian and mainland noblemen, and ma~~terpieccs of architeeture AIl of 

these aspects are truc, but they al ways were considered ~ parately; 

however, Palladio put thcm together as part of a complex progrmll. The 

majority of the written rnaterial about the villas fucllses on thcir form,J! 

aspects, such as ornarncntation, studies cOJ1cerning their shape, and the 
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mathematlcal ratIOs that regulate their plans Avoiding the isolation of 

PalladlO's wf)rk from its context, the present work attempts to analyze it in 

1f.s proper pohttcal, SOCIal, and economlc sItuatIOn 1Il (Il'der to focus attention 

(Jfl his archItectural intentIOns rathcr than hlS huilt rcsult. 

In PalladlO\ (Juattro lAbn, lt IS ddTicuIt Lo und any trace of his 

lIltentJOnality about the vIllas and their relatIOn to the sIte. It is important 

to understand that, dunng the Renaissance, theDI'y was not instrumental. 

There was not a split betwcen theory and practIce, as Alberto Pérez-Gômez 

pomted out: "the former mamtamed lts role as the elucidation and 

justificatIOn of the latter, while prartice retained lts primordial meaning as 

fJ()('sis (noL merely praxis), as a form of reeoncihation betwE-en man and the 

world, ... "1 It is not surprising, then, that Palladio took many things for 

granted when he \Vrote his treatise, for instance, the aet of transformation. 

Hence, it is necessary to connect hlm with other figures of his time and 

from é:1ntiquity, lB order to understand his intentions in the villas. 

The malB aim of this thesis is to explore the subtle connections 

betwccn Palladio's villas and the site, and the recreation of the city in the 

villa. The first part of this work deals with the eeonomie, social, and 

pohtical events that led Venice to conquer the Italian mainland, by 

dpvdoping the Veneto through a~eulture and land reclamation. Alvise 

l', \ , , " 

- , ' 
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Cornaro was among th08e who played an important l'nit' 111 t IH' Imprm'PIlI(\llt 

ofland and propertles, and lBS mtc'rest 1Il theatrp had a gn\;lt 1111111('1\('(' (ln 

Palladio\; work The s('cond part of nus work ('\.plol'l's t 11<' anst o!t'!ta!1 

influence on PalladlO's ae~thctll' 1Iltl'1l11OI1S, :IS w(\I\ .IS Ih.11 (lI ('1.ls .... Il'.d 

Roman scholars, aU of these lI1f1uencl's ll'adllig Pall:ld\() tu n'lTl'.1t (' (Ill' p:\~t 

in his own way, He applted hls l'l'l'all\'eness tn acbpt thl' \'dla~ ln ('.Il'Il 

particular prof:,rram, with immense eolH:renn' and dl\'('r: .. nt \' :lt t IH' :-.allw 

time, The third part analyze.;; PalladlO's II1ll'nllOn to J'('(Tl':ltl' a ('JI V III (':1('11 

villa, and the villa's relationship \Vll h Hw tl'rnto]'y élnd t 11(' LlI1ch'('ilJ)(' This 

part aiso analyzes the importarlce of' the sll.e \Il !{emllSS:llH'P (,()sllwl()~~v :ll\d 

its relation with the garden. PalladlO's Villas gaLher tlH' Sltp, 1lH' C:lrIlI, II\(, 

garden, the building, and its decoratlOl1 mLo one who\e 
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE SITE 

Historical context in the late Venetian Renaissance 

We tend to regard the Late Venetian Renaissance as a peaceful and 

happy part of the history of Venice. In reality, this age was a complicated 

period of great political, economic, and social changes. These sarne 

transformations, however, allowed Venice to survive around three hundred 

years longer than the other Italian states, which collapsed under foreign 

domination. 

During the first thousand years after its foundation in March 412 

AD/ Venicc owncd hardly any territory on the ltalian mainland. Seeking 

protection from invading tribes, a group of venet{'l (the inhabitants of the 

Veneto in Rom~n times) had moved off the mainland and founded Venice 

~Ulll!-::L'd .1) J rt ... .,t ... 1.blt..., d1.te 0t tounàatlon by Wllllam R Th':"yle~, -\ short Hlstcry of vcruce (Lonaon 

~~ ll"ml 1 1.H) b< ~:,.I, :q\):-). p 4. 

6 



on the Rialto Island amidst the changing lands and slugbrish waters of the 

• Venetian Lagoon. 

By the end of the fourteenth century, the city-statc of Genon was 

Venice's most decided rival for the Levantine tradc and for shipPll1g l'out<'s 

in the Mediterranean. This tension ultimately led to t.he conflict knnwn as 

The Genoese War, the final victory ofwhich went to the Venetians lB l:{Hl 

in the battle of Chioggia. 

Acnal YJeW of Vcmœ, foml ,),1< opo de'Jl,lrhlC'rI V,'I",III' Mf) 

Once Veniee defeated Genoa, the government of La 8errl1lssInw 

adopted an aggressive policy in northern Ita]y 1Il order 1,0 seeure the 

Venetian Republic against any future threat l'rom the mainland. Po]it-Jca] 

stability was brought ta the region when the tyrannical Sl{.tl/On of each rival 

city were replaced by the protection of a central government in Vcnice. 

Conquering the mainland brought protection from Venice's nClghbours, li 

basis for international prestige; significantly, it a15u provlded land to 

7 



cultivate for food, which had previously been brought from parts of the 

• eastern Mediterranean that were now threatened by Turkish aggression. 

Because this acquisition ofland pressed upon the limits of St. Peter's 

patrimony, Venice was brought into dlrect conflict with the Papacy m 1483. 

The League of Cambrai, orgamzed by Pope Juhus II to stop the ambitions 

of Venice in the mamland, was the first great international coalition of 

arms in European hlstOry, combining the power of the Pope, Ferdinand II 

of Spain, Louls XII of France, the Emperor Maximilian. and a legion of 

minor ltalian princelings. The League defeated the Venetian army at 

Agnadello 111 1509. Facing total disaster, Venice depIoyed its diplornats 

among the members of the coalition, manipulating thern into declaring war 

on each other. This manoeuvre was crowned by the Treaty of Noyon in 

1516, with which La Serenissima regained aIl her lost territory in the 

terra{erma .4 

At the end of the fifteenth century, with the discovery by the 

Portuguesc of a sea passage to lndia around the Cape of Good Hope, and 

the arrivaI of Columbus' caravels in America, \T enetian trade came under 

fire. Neverthclcss, Venice maintained ar overland spire-route thrc"gh 

Syria. Although the decline ~as not immediately evident during the 

sixteenth ecntury, the enlargement of the world by the great oceanic 

111., \"11 t ... ' ' ... ,j, 'l..lt .. 1.nd ttllllt) r.::ç;lon Cl('l.s~(.d. ty f'Ur.",,210U3 l!Ve::'=3 and ~rr,3.:1 ~t!'~am.::; flc)\'''' ... liQ' 

• ut} t •• \\'· ... 11 Ll"'t 1',"\, M .... tn) ,~f th • .:oc....c :-1\'1215 v,'ou:d flood : .... the 'qçr-lng dnd. aL..t.urrr., rrCl~ lng tO)€" l.:in:3 
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discoveries gradually diminished Venice's influence, changmg her from a 

power of the first order to a second-rate statc. 

Venetian aristocracy increasingly transfcrred ils capItal from 

commen:e to inveJtment in land. This turning 1,0 the land, howcvpr, dld not 

instigate a conflict between trade and venture in land. Through agncult ure, 

land reclamation, and industries, particularly cloth and luxury goods, the 

investment in the terraferma became a more tranquil and agreeahlc way for 

the Venetian patriciate ta invest money. 

A grcat deal of the land that Veniee owned durlng the preceding 

century was swampy an:! malaria-ridden, and those areas able 1.0 be 

cultivatèd were done so by medieval methods. In order to make investlllent 

in agriculture more attractive and provide food for the growing population 

instead of imparting from inflated markets, it was necessary to incorporate 

two important inno';ations: land reclamation and the introductIOn of corn, 

whieh had been brought from America. Because corn requin~s more carl' 

than lesser cereals, its cultivation led tJ improvcd methods of farming and 

provided a healthier diet for the peasants. 

Land reclamation began in the swampland and deltas of the 

terraferma in order ta makc thcsc arcas more suitable for farming. Water 

control was broug~,t about through canals and seawalls, which 'lttraeted 

investments from private and state companies. In ] [)!)6 Venicc created the 

9 
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Board of Uncultivatcd Properties, which subsidized reclamation and 

coorrlinated the projects of the private individuals and consort~ums that had 

been developing on the models proposcd by Alvise Cornaro.5 

That the accumulatIOn ofmoney, and not land, was the basis ofpower 

for Vcnice drew criticism. As Machiavelli notes, the Venetian aristocracy 

was never considcred by other Italian states to be true nobility: 

The gentlemen of the Venetian republic are gentlemen more 
in name than in reality: they do not derive a large income 
from landed states, for the bulk of their wealth is invested in 
merchandise and movable goods. Moreover, none of them has 
a castle or wields any jurisdiction over other men.6 

Land was a good through which the Venetians enjoyed the money 

acquired in commerce. Wealthy Venetian aristocrats wanted to c1imb to a 

higher social levcl, for which landed properties and a certain style of 

country life were indispensable. Although Venetians never used titles of 

nobility, they were lords of vast domains. N evertheless, they were looked 

down on by the society of the ltalian mainland. As Priuli observed, the 

epithets "fishermen" and "sailors" were applied to the Venetians by the 

inhabit&nts of the Lombard plain, by Ludovico Sforza, and by the cüizens 

of Padua: 

Nl\'l"~'l,~ ~!.\-hl~\I_ll1, [l.6 ... ~CLi: .... l, l ~5, qU0t..:d trom S J v.olf \.'er.'ce and th:;. T-:r:-3itermd PrDrlcr,s cf the 
''':~d:gJC tl,i ..... (\_~I',tl, .. ll; .C' Lll.~h.":>ù ",'::-1\.~1~léS, Elldn rU:ldn Ed. C:-1.S1~ and Cha:l;T& 1'1 ..'!..n~:: ... ar. E~':,n':'Ty 

.h' ',.\rt!nt~' l'g; ,,_\';..·.t.]·~i}. C~'1t .... r.!t....s, (London Mt-··iUt2'î & Co l..td, 1968). p- 187 
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Before these forefathers of ours had the terraf'erma they 
devoted themselves to voyages and navigation to the gI'('ut 
advantage and emolument of the city and they ('arnt'cl nludl 
money each year, and yet they were not renownccl throughout 
the world and were regarded as fishernlen. Wlwreas, having 
conquered the stato of themaillland.tht·yh~lV(.gain(.dJ...1.(.at 
reputation and name on that aecount and are Illuch ('sü.'eIllNI 
and appreciated and honoured by the ,~il!ll()ri of tlu' world and 
respected by aIl.7 

Thus the Venetian patriciatc committcd t.hell' f()I'tunes to land 

investment: land was real, as opposed to govcrnment bonds, which \Ven' 

merely paper and ink. They rcturncd ta their cstates, assuming tilt' 

responsibilities they had assigned to supervisors, building villas as anot hcr 

way ta objectif y their wealth. 

Having been a maritime republic for almost a thousand years élnd 

having passed through such terrible changes in arder 1.0 endure, Vcnice was 

pushed ta create her own spa ce and arder lJn the mainland, as Alberto 

Tenenti pointed out: 

The first characteristic ofVenetian space, as has been notcd, 
is that of not having had any natural geob .... aphic or 
geopolitical coherence. Insofar as there was cohesion, Veniee 
had had to create it./! 

Between 1550 and 1570, the growth of the cconomy In gcncral was 

very important on the Venetian mainland. 

7Glrol~'fl.u Prlull, Dliirl ... .Il ... liE, (Jl.J:.t~,J;1 'T J.]t..>lt:r'S"'fl_r'" r· t" rl~. Il J/,I] J,/I,' II. '1/1 j(I,.1 i," 
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Born in Padua jn 1508, named Andrea in honour of the saint whose 

feast was ccl'2bJ'ated on that day, son of the miller Piero dalla Gondola and 

his wife Marta, the future Palladio was introduced into this complex 

panorama of cvcnts. By building villas for the Venetian and terraferma 

aristocracy, he Vias to beeome the most prominent architect of that time . 

12 
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Farming and land reclamation 

Little progress had been made in the impravement af agricultural 

techniques until the Jast quarter of the sixteenth century. The invention of 

printing in the fifteenth century, hawever. made It casier ln record the 

theories and thoughts that used ta belong only ta the oral tradition. Many 

authors from Roman antiquity, such as Virgil, Cato, Varra, Columella and 

Rutilus Palladius, were rediscovered and published. ThoRe ancient 

manuscripts had not only been rare, but had been owncd only by wcalthy 

and educated people, or were in the libraries of monasteries. 

As we have noted, the Venetian and mainland aristocracy started 1,0 

move from the city to the their country estates, leavmg their commercial 

activities in the hands ofprufessional sailors, having villas built from WhlCh 

they could adrdnister their properties, and enjoying country liCe in general. 

The rich merchant3 and aristocrats became a sort of landed uristoeracy 

concerned with the economic developrnent of the region. Previomdy thei1" 

estates on the mainland had been adrninistcred by forernen or culLivated by 

tenants, while they themselves were involved in commerce. ThiH ehange, 

therefore, was an important one: and just as the popu]ar proverb Hays "the 

eye of the owner (~nriches the soil," with the presence of their owners, the 

estates were made profitable . 



• 
Marcus Porcius Cato (234-149 BC) was a prolific writer on husbandry 

in Roman times, and was a lover of simplicity and austerity. In his 

agricultural trcatise De Re Rustica, he recommended the virtues of the 

"good farmer" over the merchant in the following way: 

The trader 1 consider to be an energetic man, and one bent on 
making money; but as 1 said :above, it is a dangerous career 
and one subject 1,0 disaster. On the other hand, it is from the 
farming class th nt the bravest men and the sturdiest soldier 
come, their calling is most highly respected, their livelihood 
is most assured :lnd is looked on with the least hostility, and 
those who are elJlgaged in that pursuit are least inclined to be 
disaffected.1) 

Agricoltura was understood as a gentleman's pastime, a pleasure, as 

gardening is today. Bul at that time it was an art or a "science," although 

not in modern terms, and w~s grounded in empiricism and common sense. 

To avoid being cheatecl by the tenant, to make sure that the labourers 

worked, to maintam good irrigation in the fields: a11 these things required 

personal attention by the owner. 

Nevertheless, most of the landlords' intensive agricoltura was 

probably limIted to 40 acres. Indeed, this was the case with the Barbaros' 

villa Muser; only in this circumstance could the owner supervise the crops 

by himsclf and sec the growth from the seed to the fruit personally. It is 

important to emphasize that at that time, the peasants sowed the seeds and 

,) 

~1~\lCl~ r'..'lC1U3 C"..lt.\\ ~lnd ~L:ll':l1~ T\·lt-ntlus V.3.1tO, On Agrlc~lrur02. tlans Dy Wllllarr D H.Jùrer \CamtrlGç.;., 

~I\)~ t'.:l.I\aldl~.!vt.."lllt~ P ... I-5t>, .I.C,c7l, p :. 
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left them to the forces of growth, watching over thcir incrcnsc . 

• The improvement of the plain of the Po, begun in the t.welft.h cent.ury 

with the work of the Cistercians and the Benedictines, was exploit cd afler 

the Lombard canals had been completed. But as a re~mlt of' the \Vars III t IH' 

Veneto, much damage was donc to existing dikes and watcrC()llr~eH. In a flat 

region where many rivers have their releasc, land could n'tul'n tn 

swampland easily. On the other hand, it could also he draincd wIt.hout great 

problems. Accordlng to Alvise Cornaro, though a third of t.he areH in the 

provinces of Verona, Padua, Treviso, Rovigo, and Friuh was useh~ss and 

uncultivated, most of it could be recovered. 1o 

Land reclamation played an important role in the devclopment of' the 

Venetian agricultural economy. Due to the perpetuaI and rcncwed 

decomposition of animaIs, plants, insects, and so forth, the Hoil was 

astonishingly fertile; thus the land that was unsuitable for cllltivation could 

be made profitable. In a rising market, instead of buying and Hclling 

cultivable land, wealthy people like Cornaro bccarne interested 111 the 

business of land reclamation. He bought ch cap mar:~hy land and, artel' lt 

was drained, sold it for a higher priee for greater profit. But nOt everything 

was easy for Cornaro. On Novernber 23, 1541, the govcrnmcnt of' IJO 

Serenissima imposed a reduetion in the embankments that Cormp'o and two 

J •• 114 ~ r. JI. f' • [, " 1· 0/' : • If 
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partners had created in order to reclaim a few valleys. Because the 

embankments had subtracted an important surface i!rea fl'om that over 

which the high tIdes could flow, the authorities argued that the equilibrium 

of the Lagoon was aITectecl. 11 

Alvise Cornaro l2 was a controversial character in Padua. In addition 

to performing an important raIe in land improvements, he was an avid 

practitioner of agriculture; more particularly, he held ta a belief in what he 

called santa agncoltura, a philosophy of life ar.d making money. Modern 

propcrty development, and the money associated with it, was as much his 

intercst as innovations in agriculture. A pioneer of modern land 

reclamation, Cornaro was convinced that land was waiting ta be improved 

by the hand of man, as had happened with the land he had seen already 

dcvcloped and with which he had become fascinated: 

1 see the works they have recently made and see again earlier 
works, and 1 always learn things that 1 take pleasure in 
knowing. 1 see the palaces, gardens, the collection oc' 
antiquities. But above aIl, 1 take pleasure in the voyage going 
and coming, as 1 consider the beauty of the sites and 
landscapes through which 1 pass. Sorne of them flat, others 
hilly, near the rivers or springs, with many b~autiful 

lll'ho .. ,tllhlg1e tlt·:?twc~.:n C\ . .IlDdrO and S,tbbadlno, wno dt:fenaed the ball.nce cf tne Lagoon, .... 5 very weIl 
d.)~"'\IIl1, ntl"d ln ~1"ln"1f...'],- 11:: .... :1. V..:nl~€> a.nd th·: R-:nalSSa'1Ce, trans by Jt?3S1ca L~Vlnt;: (Carnbr- ... :lO;;;8, r-1d.SS 

~'l [' Pl'"~~. 1~7tll. l'P 140-144 

1 : 
r'\tVlbû'>; r._).ll nam. l W.J.S Rlgel .:r Rlghl, hG- changed It fOl Cornaro, .... 'hlCh was the ndID'': of an 

.... i,p'ntart. ÔnCl.:nt, '1od w2dlthy Ven~:?tlan ianllly .;.I.VH.e Inherlted the bulk of hlS fortune from hl::. 

'Lt h,,:>' l" >.-dd .. , .3t">,} P ... ltl1 t1,-"lcc!tnn, Fal1c.ù~o·s Vlllds (London But.ler & TannEr :"~d, 1990), P 62 
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habitations and gardens around th~m. 13 

• Thus farming and land reclamation together played an Important rolt\ 111 

the economic development of the Veneto. 

IJG F ... Ot;ço, Alv'_.5':' C:..r"cJrc:., .. 1 ~t.'(" 71-:1['/:;' t },_ ' ... ' '.I,~, :( .. (', /f, 
;c~cnnd"'" ';fJ·: !/111d~ r_rm <.a~d rd':S~01/ 0t (""J<41 '/ Jt~J' J'" r .. : 

/ 1 J' ',,' , 
P 9 i 
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Earth and water 

Conquering the elements of earth and water was essential in order 

tn transform the whole Veneto or a particular site. With the terraferma full 

of streams, rivers, and roads destroyed during the wars of the Veneto, it is 

not surprising that Palladio devoted more than the half ofhis third book of 

the Quattro lAbri to this problem. Though rnuch attention has been paid to 

Andrea PalladIO's edifices, roads and bridges played a vital role in his 

architecture. When Palladio spoke about roads and bridges he was aware 

of the usefulness to link thenl to the whole mainland and to develop the 

region economically. But he was also aware that 'Juch utilitarian 

constructions must contribute to the embellishment of tht. city and the 

countryside: 

ln the first place, 1 shaH put those of the streets, and of the 
bridges, as belonging to that part of architecture which 
regards t!À~ ornament of cities and provinces, and which 
serves as universal convenience of mankind. 14 

In hiS treatises Palladio gives a number of guiding principles about 

the constructIOn of roads and the proportIOn ofbridges, guidelines that were 

valid until the eighteenth century. Rcgarding the bridge as the most 

important part of the road, he put special emphasis on its durability, as 

.. 
'\!h~! L \ t' \ 1 l t 1 ~"'I. 
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weIl as the beauty and the selectlOn of its site, whit'h should to lw 

• "convenient to the whole province."!;' 

'Vaterways were for Palladio an important acccss tu the count.ry 

estates from the Lagoon, but also the route by whlch to transport crops to 

market. The beautiful sight of villa Malcontenta from the Brenta (~anal 

reminds the traveller of Pliny the Younger on the CllturHlluS Hiver, l'rom 

which he saw severallittle houses on the banks, and temples (,ollsc('ratl'd 

to different dei ties .16 

Water was, on the one hand, the means by WhlCh Venlce reaclwd a 

privileged position in the Mediterranean and accumulaled ils Imnwnsp 

wealth But on the other hand, because the presence of water Jl1 t lw soi 1 

made it unsuitable for construction, it was an ever-prcsent problern (ilr the 

• 0 
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inhabitants of the Lagoon and the terraferma . 

VIII" 1\1IùwnLenlu from the IlTl'nln Canol. from C ('O,>ln, Viiiil-' of IIH' HrPTllll 

Building on the reclalmed rnarshy lands of the terraferma was always 

a problem. The construction of the villas followed the traditional solutions 

of the Venetian palaces. Due to the low resistanee of the sail and the desire 

ta build inexpensively, the materials used were the lightest and cheapest 

possible, for instance brick, wood, and stuceo; stone was used primarily for 

decorative accents. Almost all of Palladio's villas, sueh as villas EPH; and 

Malcontenta, were built in brick and stueco. Only the villa for the Sereg~) 

farnily, near Verona, was built in stone. 

In the Veneto water was always present. In tbe villas, it was use ci for 

hygicne, irrigation of fields and gardens. Furthermore, in his Ü'eatise 

PalladIO always recommended a site close ta the water: 

If one may build upon a river, it will be both convenient and 
beautiful; because at aIl times, and with little expense, the 
prodllcts may bf> convey'd to the city in boats, and will serve 
for the \' .,es of the bouse and cattle. Beside the cooling the air 
in sumn~er very much, it will afford a beautiful prospect. with 
wbich the estates, pleasure and kit chen gardens may with 
great utility and ornament be water'd, wbich are the sole and 

20 
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chief recreation of the villa.17 

Hydraulic dCVlces such as fountains and other watcrworkH were t Ill' 

delight of Renaissance cngineers. This interest in hydraulicH hecaull' 

important due to the discovery of Hero of Alexandria's treatisl: [>nculIw!u·,,; 

Even in difficult cases like the villa Maser, which is not close to a watl'r

stream but sited on a gentle slope at the foot of a hill, Palladio (wit h the 

Barbara brothers, who were also interested in hy~ raulics) solved the 

dilemma wüh intelligence. The system was an homage to the hydrauhe 

engineering of Roman antiquity. In fact vIlla Maser is set upon spnng

water, which runs underneath and describes an interest ing COUl'Sl' The 

water begins in the nymphaeum, a grott.o-fountain rich wIt,h imagery, when' 

Diana, erowning the composition, spurts water from her breasts into the 

fishpond, built in the pavement of the villa's backdoor. 'l'Il\.! water from t.he 

pond then follows two duets, one providmg the k1tchen with running watel' 

and the other directed to the stables. ThIs second duel 18 further dlvided 

into two conduits: on the one hand, a gutter tü Üic1htate the cleanlllg, and 

on the other hand, one that lcads into the drinking troughs. Once the water 

passes through the villa and follows the slope of the hill, it i8 Jod hy 

underground pipes which irrigate the gardens in front of the villa. It 

eventually arrives at the bottom of the hill with such force that a great 

21 
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fountain is activated; this fGunt~n serves as a drinking trough for any 

passing animaIs in the garden. The water then irrigates the orchards and 

fields laid out in the distance . 

22 
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The transformation o-! the site 

Palladio, in the first book of his Quattro Libri, devoted to building 

materials, techniques, and the orders, left only a few traces of IllS W01TIPS 

about the marshy land in which his edifices had to be built. Palladio drl'w 

his buildings in a ,'cry enigmatic way. Completely detached l'mm tilt' 

ground, they are without any rl'ference to the Rurroundlllgs, IgnOl'lng 

perhaps the unacceptable features of the soil, and giving to thl' builchng, in 

his drawings, a certain lightness. The paradox is that, whereas in the 

woodcuts of the Quattro Llbri ~he villas appeared completely detached from 

the site, aU the villas that Palladio designed were perfectly well-sited, 

acknowledging an the topugraphical characteristics of the landseape, 

manufacturing and improving the site in which they are located Wc may 

speculate on why he drew his buildings in this way, but lt is important tn 

remember that during the Renaissance theory was not instrumental. ft was 

an ideal that inhabits the real but never dominates it, as Alberto Pérez

G6mez suggests: "Reflaissance architectural drawing was percclved as a 

symbolic intention to be fulfilled in the bUIlding, while remaining lm 

autonomous realm of expression."lH A good example of ihis is the 

comparison between the woodcuts of villa Rotonda in the qUllttro Libri and 



the actual onished appearance of the building. The measurements of the 

• drawings do not match witL those of the adual building. The woodcut 

~hows a drum rising through the attics to support a dome, while the actual 

villa has an unattractlve flat-cone 1'00f. If Palladio had added a drum and 

put a dome on top of it, the effect from the inside would have been like a 

tal1 cylinder wüh a dO:'1C above barcly discernable, ackno".ledging that he 

changed the proportions of t.he drum. In this way thc ideal inhablts 

PalladlO'S buildings in a magical way; perhaps the void where his drawings 

float is the distance between his theory and practice. 

S.'cllOn o[ VIII.! Rolonda, from A PillladlO Quattro Llbn Sccllon of Vllla Rotonda, from 0 Rerltotl 
SCdrnolzl Fablmche e D"rgnl dl PalladIO 

Because of the lack of information about Palladio's intentionality 

concerning land improvements, it is helpful consider his relationship to 

Alvise Cornaro, who was explicitly interested in this problern. They met 

cach other, perhaps through Giangiorgio Trissino, probably in 1538, in 

Padua. Cornaro achieved considerable influence by force ofhis personality. 

Besides being an astute businessman and farmer he devoted part of his 

time to writing. His brief treatise on architecture, published around 1554, 

is very practical and simple, and full of cornmon sense . 
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In his treatise Cornaro recommends, among other things, constl'uct ion 

in a comfortable and inexpensive way, as weIl as buiIdmg with sobdety and 

avoiding the traditionai ornament of the façade. Indeed. for Palladio it \Vas 

very difficult to escape such an influence in the Ol'namenta1.lOl1 of hls villas. 

Cornaro aiso wrote Il Tratatto de la Vrta Sobna (The Sober Lif~), published 

in 1558, which propagates a theOl"Y which was simply a l'egime avoiding 

excess, which causes the imbalance of the humours in the body. Sueh Iack 

of equilibrium, he believed, was the reason behind many discases and even 

death. Cornaro claimed that his age of nincty-fivc was due 1.0 t.he "8(1)('1' lire" 

that he followed when he was actually eighty-two. In the Vite. Sobria he 

describes an ideal community in one of his estates on reclaimed lands, 1 n 

which his will i8 explicitl} to modify the natural milieu, and by doing HO, 

improve the conditions of life and health of the inhabitants of thlS area: 

... it is divided by a broad and swift passage of the river 
Brenta, on both sides of which there is open bJl'Ound, aIl of 
fertile and weIl cultivated fields, and is now, God hl' thanked, 
very weIl inhabited, which it was not before, instead (Iuih~ the 
contrary, because it was marshy and full of bad air, and the 
residence more of snakes than men. But when 1 drained it, the 
air changed to good, and people ~ame to live, and the souls 
began to multiply greatly, and the place was brought to the 
perfection you see today: such that 1 can say truly that in this 
place 1 have given God altar and templ{~, and souls to adore 
him • aIl of which gives me the l,rreatest pleasure, solace and 
contentment, every time 1 return to see and enjoy it ... l0 

19A1vlse Corr.aro. IJ. TratatCo de la Vll:cI ':'-:..brl.-'l, q~"' ... "'f q ~r ,n i'.~! Il.- ~t)l 
r:- 88 
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Urban celebrations were a part of life in the cities during the 

• Renaissance. Coronations, royal weddings, military victories, and 

ceremonies of entry were celebrated throughout Europe from the beginning 

of the fourteenth century, and werc the subJcct of theatrical productions. 

Renaissancc man became responsible for his acts and the construction 

of the city as thc scenario of human life20
. Thereforc, the increasing 

interest by Renaissance architects in the design of stage-sets is not 

surprising. Palladio added a theatrical façade to the Basilica in Vicenza, 

which sheltered a theatre in its great hall, where he designed a stage-set 

in 1561 for the performance of L'amar Castante capable of accommodating 

eighty actors. He also designed a festival arch for the entry of Henry III 

into Venice in 1572.21 During this period appeared several permanent 

indoor thcatres, the finest example Palladio's Teatra Olimpica, a 

reconstruction of the Vitruvian theatre. 

It is important to note in this conLext CorTJ.aro's project for the 

rcstructuring of the Basin of St. Mark. This project comprised a theatre in 

the water and an iITegularly shaped artificial island, both on the water in 

front of St. Mark Square, and a fountain with fresh water. His intention 

was to transform not only the landscape, but also to restructure the Basin, 

... \ ~.:-t...'" t\H,. l t..;- r~ll"': G0mc.!, The! CIty as a Paradlqm of S}7rlbollC Ord€I. Carleton B.,;)oY, Ottawa, 1987 

~) 1 ... 
Fl\'t.:hl\.~m '\:t lO':-',!""l'?' Ital1dr Renalssance FestIval DesIgns fMadlsor., W13 Unlvi.?rs .... ty of W13con31r., 
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which would change the image of Venice . 

• 

Graphlc rccomtrmtlOn of A1Y1~C Corndro's l'rO]CLl for Ut' bd'Ill of ~t M.lrk (AI lh.. 1"lInl'lIo, (Ill 
the thcdtre ln the watcr, (C) the ''<,h.lpelc," httle I,l.i!ld,' drdwmg hy I.UL" ()rldh 

Cornaro was very interested in theatre sincc his youth. His theatrical 

experience started with the Compagnw di Calza, which performed 

comedies. The Company had a public role, 1,0 affinn in the city the politieal 

presence of a weIl defined aristocratie group as weB as provide the cIty of' 

Padua with pleasure and entertainmenL Cornaro embellished hls housc ln 

Padua with the Loggia and Odeon designed by Falconctto, who with his 

interest in archaeology, introduced, for the fin;!' time in the Veneto, 
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architecture grounded in classical antiquity. The Loggia was used as a 

permanent proscenium (scena (issa) for the performances ofRuzante's plays. 

In this theoretical project of the Basin of St. Mark, the theatre 

all'antica, was a rcvival of the public theatres of antiquity. It was ta serve 

as a fixed thcatre for Venice, contrasting with sorne temporary theatres 

crected at that time. Cornaro proposed a vast program for the theatre. It 

could he used for representations, for education, and as a gathering place 

for aIl the people of the city; but above aIl, he insisted on the moral duties 

of theatres. 

The artificial island with a hill was thought of as a kind of place for 

amusement. It was planted with trees, a loggia open to every side which 

protected the people from the t\Un, and streets in which the people could 

,walk. The island was a sort of "living theatre." The fountain offresh water, 

the third clement of the composition, played the raIe of a "fixed focal point" 

from which the inhabitants ofVenice could enjoy a magnificent spectacle in 

the Lagoon: 

... and in one glance one will see fountains, hill, and theatre; 
and between them many large ships, which will then be able 
to enter the port; and this will be a spectacle, and more 
beautiful, more charming, different from any other that has 
ever seen, or that one will be able to see in the future in the 
world.22 

These two new man-made islands, manufactured with the dredged mud 

" 
"'-A1Vl~L' C01~n.dlO, qU0l'<2d fr-om M Tatull, Vcnlce al.d the RenalssancE, p 150 
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that would be taken from the canals, emerge from the water challengmg t.he 

Lagoon, but not dominating it. Thus the Basin of St. Ma~k hecame a 

spectacular flxed stage-set, creating a theatrical site in the city. 

Palladio designed his villas upon lllarshy lands wlth the same 

intention as Cornaro's theatre and island that were built in the middle of 

water. Following the tradltion of Venetian navigators, PalladlO's villas 

appear like vessels in the middle of water, swampland, but neVPf 

dominating the natural milieu, he operated with care, respccting the 

natural order as a reconciliatory act with nature . 
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PALLADIO AND ANTIQUITY 

Palladio's predecessors in the terraferma 

Fortifications, rather than villas, were the main structures in the 

medieval Veneto. These castIes belonged to local nobles who ruled vast 

territories. Once Venice had eonquered these territories in the beginning of 

'the fifteenth eentury, the confiseated enerny land was and redistributed 

among the patriciate. This was the case for the land of the Da Carrara 

Lords of Padua, which were assigned to the Contarini family in 1413. Sorne 

of these noble families of the Veneto were allowed to keep their feudal 

states, but many ofthem turned against Venice, changing their allegiances 

when the League of Cambrai invaded the country. Once Venice had 

rcgaincd the terra(erma after the treaty of Noyon, La Serenissima 

expropriated the fief of the traitor signori and assigned it to trustworthy 

Venctian families. Veniee then ordered disrnantled and transformed into 
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villas all castIes in the mainland . 

The Tuscan villa derives from the castle, which was turned inside out, 

enclosing a garden that came from the monastic cloister. The Venetian villa, 

by contrast, derives from a mixture ofvilla-castle, the Vl'netwn palace, and 

the working-farm. 

Barco della Rel,'lna Cornaro, 1490, from a contcmpordrv enb'l"dvmg A VcncLwll Funn o( LIll' 1;,111·(' • rrom 
d 171h·C mllnu~cnpl 

The villa-castIe, such as the Barco della Regina Cornaro built in 1490, 

retains the surrounding walls, the corner towers, and the rnedieval entrance 

gateways of the ancient medieval casties. These clements, however, were 

reduced to symbolic functions. The tradition of the pwno nobde in the villas 

derives from the Ven~tian palace. Because the palace was huilt directly 

upon the mud flat, the ground floor in Venice was never suitahle for the 

main rooms. The working-farm, the more cornmon type of huilding ln the 

country, begins with an open central area, frequently paved. This is 

surrounded by modest utilitarian structures such as a long barn, called in 



the Veneto barchessa. The one sicle open ta the central area, serves on the 

• lower Hoor as a stable for animals, storage space, and housing for the 

Iabourers, and on the second floor as a granary. The farm had one or more 

dovecotes III the form of high square towers, whirh werc an important 

source of meat and of dung to fertilize the fields. The complex was enclosed 

within a Iower wall. 

lt is important to remember that, in contrast to Florence for example, 

Venice was not founded by Romans. Therefore, there are only a few 

cxamples of Roman ruins in the Veneto, which served as models for the 

architects at that time. Furthermore, the dorumentation of ancient farms 

or castIes suffered from the pillage inflicted by the armies during the 

occupation of the League of Cambrai. 

VIlla C;arzom. [rom.J Ackerman Palldlo 
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Many architects emigrated ta Venice; Serho l'rom HOllll'. ,;acopo 

• Sansovino from Florence, and the Veroncsc Michele SanmichelI; tlll' la st 

two became official architects of La Screnissima. Sanso\'lJlo dl'signl'd \'Illa 

Garzoni at Pontccasale in 1536,just whcn the young PalladIO was t ra\'l'lhng 

in Rome. Even though the owncrs cncouragcd SansovIno to proposP a IH'W 

type of design, the villa itself is a grandiose palace. It kepps man)' {'t':lt lIn's 

of the traditional Tuscan villa, though this 18 out oftlllH' wlth thl' {'\ludIOns 

of the building. Sanmicheli was the first ta addrcss the new l'XIg('fl('l'S of t lit' 

country. In his villa Soranza, built beforc 1540, the ha!'('h('ss(J f1ankt'd th(' 

main black of the villa on bath sides, a featul'e that would f'('lllall1 III 

Palladio's design. 

. ---- --~ .... ---~ ..... ----
II' • '.' .. ' " ~ :il • ~'''''''I'''fY,.-,.. .• "... . 
~ , , _ ' . 3 h j • ," 

1......- ____ ... = __ .... .1 L _________ ... 

Palladio took the grandiosity as weIl as the si mpl ICI ty o{' the trac.l! !.H)fl 

III the Veneto. With this he developed a formula that l'f'sponded t Cl Lh(~ 

demands ofhis clients and the requirements of th(' vdla as weIl 
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Pallladio's experience of fJ1tiquity 

Palladio's work has multiple precedents, yet it is highly poetic and 

imaginative. He was very skilful in combining elements of the verllacular 

architecture of the Veneto wIth his knowledge about ancient scholars and 

archaeology ID arder to recreate Rntiquity in his own way. He left Padua for 

Vlccnza In 1524, and joined the local guild of stonemasons. He worked as 

a partncr In GlOvanni da Porlezza and Girolamo Pittoni's workshop in 

Pedemul'O street. ThIs workshop was the most prominent in the city at that 

time; for Instance, it won the commission to repaîr the Loggia del 

Capitanato. Along wIth Sansovino, Serlio, and Sanmicheli, the workshop 

was invited by the Vicentine aristocracy to change the symbolic image of the 

city and transform its forma urbis. These were years of growth and 

maturation for Palladio, who became an important figure in the Pedemuro 

workshop. Fully engaged with the crafts, he learnt aIl the secrets of the 

stonemason and stonecutter trades, which allowed him to have remarkable 

control over his work. 

PalladlO took three trips to Rome: a short one in 1541, another in the 

company of Trissino and sorne other students of his Academia Olimpica in 

1545, and a third in 1547 with Daniele Barbara. As a result of his trips 

Palladio produced two small books, Le Antichita di Roma, which consists 
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of a brief description of classical ruins and their history. and DescrÎtlOllC 

de la Chiese, Statione, Indulgeze, & Rcliquic de Carpi Sandl, che SOl/1/0 in 

la Cirta di Roma, which contains a description of Roman chllrclws apart 

from the antiquities. Palladio visitcd, a180 lI1 Rome, Hramantc's IHlIldll1gs 

sueh as the Belvedere and San Pietro in Montono. thls lat 1<'1' lWlllg t Ill' 

only Renaissance building that he mcluded lI1 hls t l'l'at ise PalladIO dn'\\' 

many ancient Roman buildings. Most of thl'm \Vere included latel' in 1\1:; 

Quattro Libri, and were an important source of InspiratIOn for hls ('an'cl'. 

These included drawings of the Pantheon, his most admlred h1l11ding, as 

weIl as the baths of Agrippa and Trajan. His unpublished skctchhook IS full 

of drawings and measurements of ancient public Roman buildings such as 

temples, baths, and bridges. 

Around 1550 Palladio met Daniele Barbara, who was the last. 

influential character that gave form ta Palladio's thcorctical (·(J/PUS. 

Palladio helped Barbara with the drawings of hls cummcnt.cd edltion of 

Vitruvius published in 1556. The subject of theatres was studlCd decply by 

bath of them. Barbara took advantage of his friend's drawings and 

measurements of Roman buildings in order to produce lw; i11ustrated 

edition of Vitruvius. 

In arder to avoid a simplistic formaI analysis of Palladio's villas, and 

elucidate his intention to "recreate" classical antiquity, it IS necessary tf) 
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pay attentioI' not only to his archaeological or practical experience. During 

the Renaissance, classical literature played an important role. Treatises 

from classical antiquit~· were edited and published. Ancient Roman scholars 

such as Vitruvius and Pliny the Younger, as weIl as the agricultural 

treatises of Cato, Varro, Virgil, Columella, and Palladius, became weIl 

known. On the ather hand, only a few ruins were excavated at that time. 

Although Adrian's villa was weIl known, and was probably visited by 

Palladio, it was not a good point of reference, because it was richer and 

more elaborated than one might expect even an emperor's villa to be. Thus 

literature becarne the main source of information about the ancient Roman 

villas. Renaissance architectural treatises were full of possible 

reconstructions of ancient Roman edifices, these reconstructions obviously 

enhanced by the imagination of their authors. Palladio was not the 

exception, and thanks to his archaeological trips ~md prolific imagination, 

his Quattro Libri are full of reconstructions of ancient buildings, even those 

that he never visited. 

Vitruvius, the only architectural authority remaining from antiquity, 

was concerned with the proportions, orientations, and dispo8itions of 

difTerent rooms ID his descriptions and -advice about the villa rustica and 

the Villa urbana. However, he never left a good description of them like 

Pliny did. Roman agricultural writers lefL sorne practical advice about 
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farros. Cato, for instance, begins his treatise De Re Rustica hy ~llggesting 

the location of the estate in relation to the different ways of access and so 

on, and Columella de scribes the healthy site that he chose 101' I11s hOllse. 

Among ancient scholars who left sorne traces of Roman VIllas, Plmy the 

Younger was the authority until the excavations of Pompei and 

Herculaneum in the nineteenth century. Pliny was a wealt.hy Homan 

senator and writer of the first century AD, who owned numerous propcrtll's 

and two palatial villas: the Laurentine and the Tuscan. These two villas are 

more important than would appear at first sight. They form a llnitIlH' 

document on the study of Roman houses duc to Pliny's descnptlOTl of t.he 

gardens and their relation to the landscape. Indeed, the description of the 

villas and their gardens were known by Palladio; perhaps he tried to 

imitate Pliny's villas and their relation ta the site. In decribing his Tuscan 

villa, which is close to Palladio's program fût" the vllla in the charade!' of a 

working farm, Phny gives an idea how his villa was situated in relation to 

the landscape: 

The country is wonderfully beautiful. It gives the impression 
of a huge natural amphitheatre, the arena is a wide plain 
surrounded by Mountains which rise to a great height.~:1 

Pliny also left a description of the relation tO the naturul 

surroundings. He enjoyed plenty of beautifuI sights t'rom the mtenor of his 

23':'dnzer, liE:l€:fi YE-nrletta, Tr.~: Vll1dS of 1"11(j/ f',l_ YG..!!.r:j'r, "'l': J. t,,1" ~J'l ~ fi ,J:' 
{c!.~r Cvlu:rd)la Url!.Vt?rSlt:y 1-l'_~C;. lS24J~ r ... (, 

1 'JI.'" 1',<,1 
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villa. This description surely influenced Palladio in his attempt to integrate 

his vil1as with nature: 

The view from the house is like a mountain view though the 
house is really at the foot of the hills; the slope is so graduaI 
that you never know you have climbed a hill till you look back 
and see how far you have come. Behind the house, but quite 
far away, are the Apennines and so, and no matter how warm 
the day, there is always a gentle breeze, but never a gale.24 

AIl the descrIptions that Pliny left of his Laurentine and Tuscan 

villas were very valuable for the architects of the Renaissance. It allowed 

them ta retrieve through their imagination ~: l' gloriaus antiquity of Roman 

times . 
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Minletic intentionality in Palladio's villas 

• 
In his attempt to recreate classical antiquity not only in Its 

architectural forms but also in its spirit, Palladio wat-! acqumnted \Vit h t 1H' 

architectural and academic sources, as wc have noted. But. this \Vas not 

enough. It is important to acknowledge, first, Palladio\; involvpment in an 

extensive program of renovation of Vieenza undertaken by its aristocraey. 

Secondly, and more important, one must acknowledge the strong influPllcl' 

of Aristotelian aesthetic theory, which allowed Palladio to develop his 

buildings with a surprising originality and diversity, v/hile always l'l'f'erl'ing 

to the originals of antiquity. 

In 1547, Giangiorgio Trissino's L'ltaUa Liberata dni Goti Otaly 

Liberated from the Goths) appeared. In this, the first hm'oie poem of' the 

sixteenth century, the angel Palladio was sent from God to serve as guide 

and helper for Justinian's commander Belisarius, rcsponsible for the 

expulsion of the Goths from Italy and to safeguard the c1assical tradition in 

the ltalian peninsula.2fi The analogies between the ange] in 'l'rissino's l'pic 

and Andrea Palladio are clear. It was Trissino himself who gave him 

c1assical education, accompanied him to Rome, and was responsible {i)r 

launching him in his career. ThE" election of Andrea ta fulfil the task of 

. " 
,w.JSo?G F-t..o:.:t=-h ',.. ... :.t,.-,-,wcr'", l.rC:}'dt. _~J~ral ' .... r_ .. r 1" ~I rt •• "l'JI ~! JI Tf Ir. " , '. 
rart :::! 
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recreating classical antiquity was not a coincidence. He was, at that time, 

an important figure in the Pedemuro workshop, already weIl acquainted 

with cJassical structures. lt was here that Palladio showed his skills, as a 

Rort of partner of the workshop. In addition Vicenza, enjoying a privileged 

situation and autonomy among the rest of the towns in the mainland, was 

involved in a sort of competition against Venice. The Vicentine aristocracy 

was implicated in the change of the image of the city as weIl as of the 

country.!!fi Palladio was virtually adopted by the aristocracy, and 50 he was 

the natural chuice for the renovation of the city. 

For Palladio it was almost impossible to escape from the Aristotelian 

influence of his most important mentors: Trissino and Barbaro. Aristotle 

was well known in North ltalian circles, especially at the University of 

Padua, where Barbaro was the rector. Aristotle wrote several theoretical 

treatises on art: On Poets, Homeric Questions, On Music. Poetics, 27 

however, is the only one that survived. In spite of its short length, it was 

one of the most mfluential books in the history of aesthetics. In it, 

"imitation" is one of the dominant concepts. A poet is a "maker"; for the 

Greeks, in the words "maker" and ''imitator'' lurks a fascinating ambiguity. 

Aristotle applied the concept of imitation or mimesis to tragedies, for 

' ... , '~l~\r •• 1 ... ' f'urr ' o.\·ld:-t.J Pl .. 1adlo, trans by P<2arl Sandt.:'rs 1 LOf,dor. fr.:s.ld0r ?rj;;:;3S :"td, 1975J, pp 
~ " 

l't'tt1il\S l)Ct.t0t tLtnf-ldtt..d d;5 ·C..:-nct?rr.lng Plodli":'tlve SCl~nce.· froi. Ar.stotle, Fc.ctlcs, trans 

t\ .1. .. ""l.n \'·..lrll·hlt~în (L ..... ln..:1Cn Dent. 1963), p 1 
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instance: "tragedy is imitation, not of men, but of action or life.":!" The 

statement referred to the change of ntual into art in classical Gi'ccce (art 

in a broad sense, including architecture). Among the imitative arts are 

painting, sculpture, poctry, and music. Though imitat.ion is an essential 

characteristic, it does not imply mere copying. The artÏst can not. only 

manifest reality as it is, but can make it more bcautiful or ugly. The 

original, however, must always be recognized.:!'l 

The plot of a tragedy was for Aristotle more import.ant t.han t.he 

character; it gives order to the act.ion that i8 being imitated. (i'or him, the 

action to be imitated must have magnitude and must he a whole story, not. 

a collection of incidents. The length of the plot also was important., and the 

balance between beauty and size was crucial, as Aristot.le pointed out: 

Beauty is a matter of size and order, and therefore impossible 
either in a very minute creature, since our perception 
hecomes indistinct as it approaches instantaneitYi or in a 
creature of vast size -one, say, 1000 miles long- as in that (~asc, 
instead of the object being seen aIl at once, the unit y or 
wholeness of it is lost to the beholder. Just in the same way, 
then, as a beautiful whole made up of parts, or a living 
creature, must he of sorne size, and of a size to be takcn by 
the eye, so a story or plot must he of sorne lenbrth, but of a 
length to be taken by the memory.30 

Perhaps it is possible to put in parallel the Aristotelian concept of the plot 

~8 
Ib.d. P 13 

:SO 
A!"lscotle , Art Gf PrJ0try, wltL r).n .. n".r ... dut:': -:'~j r:tfrJ • l',,,,, J cJI ~. r~/ ,: . lI' 

pr.:ss, 1963). P 2~ 
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with the wholeness of Palladio's villas. They were designed to be 

• contemplated very easily, whether close to the viewer or seen from the 

distance. 

Palladio found in his Aristotelian influence the ability to solve 

practical problems. Above aIl, however, he was able to understand classical 

antiquity in such a way that he could combine certain elements of the 

vernacular tradItIOn of the Veneto with others belonging to antiquity. In 

villa I~mo, for instance, the barchessa, the dovecotes, and the temple front 

are used as they were never used by the ancients. For Palladio, antiquity 

collapsed into the vernacular, and vice versa. The flexibility in Palladio's 

architecture permitted him to adapt each particular program to each 

particular site. This produced solutions with immense richness and 

diversity. Perhaps the example that best shows his genius is his celebrated 

villa Rotonda. This was inspired by the Roman Pantheon; it also could have 

been inspired by his own reconstruction of the Sanctuary of Fortuna in 

Palestrina.:H For the first Urne, a do me was placed in a house and 

combined with not one, but four temple fronts. Prior to this, the dome had 

only heen used III religious architecture. The fact that villa Rotonda was a 

sort of pleasure pavilion or a place for celebration for Paolo Almerico, not 

a farm hke the case of villa Maser, allowed Palladio to eliminate certain 

Il 
1.~1l11y .J..n~11\ t.:'d. t). C'h,H 1~~ Eurrough"3, r;jl1a~-;lO ar.d FcrtLfj,3, 4rctJltE:c!:t.:za . ... }c,J:-nal cf H .... st.:ry of 

\. ! .. :Lc·[,.:" \'c' , 18, \QS9, ['r :Q->[ 
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utilitarian elements of the farm, such as the dovecotes and the barchessa, 

and crown a hilltop with extreme ease. 

............. , .. &. 

1· 
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... ..... 

Elevation of the Pantheon, Rnme. from RI/lA Vil! / 9r 1'1l1l"dlll', ,kl'l, h fllr lin ,,1.0,11 'Pl "'l'In" l'lin 01 
the Sancluary of Fortune, P,ll".,tnIh', from [{1Il,\ L\ 17 

AnoUler ancient Roman structure that fascinatcd Palladio was the baths 

of Diocletian. This was probably the source of lI1SplratlOn (c)J' th(' plan of 

villa Maser':~2 because of the special interest the Barbaro hrotlwrs had in 

hydraulics. The formaI analogies between the two structures are 

remarkable, as are Palladio's <,kills at adapting a completely dif'f'erent 

program. 

When many Roman villas were excavated ln PornpCl and 

Herculaneum in the nineteenth century, none of thern were symmetricaJ. 

What is more, the temple front was completely absent. Perhaps Palladio 

himself wou Id have been disappointed or surprised, reahzmg that. he 

misunderstood Vitruvius. Palladio, ln Barbaro's commentaries ofVitruvius, 



• 
drew ancient Roman villas with a temple front. Clearly intending to imitate 

the ancients, Palladio was the first architect to systematically place temple 

fronts in his houses. Palladio, however, used the temple front for more than 

giving importance to the entrance' 

1 have made the frontispiece in the fore-front in a1l the 
fabricks for villa's, and also in sorne for the city, in which are 
the principal gates; because such frontispieces shew the 
entrance of the house, and add very much to the grandeur and 
magnificence of the work.33 

Palladio's reasons for using the temple front stem from the fact that the 

house for hIm, was the origin of architecture. The house was placed in a 

very important place among other buildings: 

1 thought it would be very convenient to begin with private 
houses, because one ought to believe, that those first gave rise 
to public edifices; it begin very probable, that man formerly 
lived by himself; but afterwards, seeing he required the 
assistance of other men, to obtain those things that might 
make him happy, (if any happiness is to be found here below) 
naturally sought and loved the company of other men: 
whereupon of several houses, villages were founded, and then 
of many villages, cities, and in this public places and edifices 
were made.34 

Palladio put a single temple front in the villas and palaces in the city. 

But he distmguished between "the house of man" and "the house of God." 

In churchcs that he designed, for instance,!l Redentore, he used a double 

pcdiment. This was a free interpretation of the double pediment of the 

" A 1'111..10..110, flle ICUI Ec,.:'J...~ 01 o\rchlteccure, p 53 
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Pantheon, a sacred building of ancient Rome . 

• ~ .-H J \ f."'.T----~ 
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Plan of Villa Maser. from A Palladio Quattro Llbn l'alladlo\ draWlnll of thll Wllund pl.1ll 01 1111' Il,llh 
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THE VILLA AND THE SITE 

The villa as a small city 

The majority of Palladio's villas were working farms. He thus faced 

a whole new program, WhlCh had to respond both tG the requirements of the 

landlord's house and to the facilities of a farm. Therefore, Palladio 

acknowledgcd the existence of two different kindE' of fabrics in the villa: one 

for the owner and another for the utilitarian needs of the vi1la. Palladio was 

aware of how a villa worked, and the necessities in terms of space and 

disposition; for instance, the position of the stables, which had to be far 

from the landlord's accommodations because of the strong odours, or the 

characteristics and orientation of the cellar that were required in order to 

pl "duce a good wine.:~5 The landlord enJoyed the pleasures of the country

IIfe, while he supervised the vintage arid the harvest; the selection of the 

site of the villa itself on the country estate was crucial, in order to give the 

,~ 

l\ r \111.110. ;':.e:.' F~.l1 ~t.""II...-J....s L,r Al' .... hlt,:;,ctl.!'"C, p ~6 
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owner sufficient control over the terntory: 

In the first place therefore, let a pla<:"e be chost.~n us 
convenient as possible, and in the middle of the state, that du" 
owner, without much trouble, may view and iInprove it in 
every on side, and that the fruits thereof may Il(' more 
conveniently carri~d by the labourers to his hous('.:u, 

Georgina Masson suggested that: "they werc the fll'st non-clencal l'L'lltn's 

of rural life consciously planned as such, upon what was 1)(' heved 111 the 

classical model. ":17 

The busÙmg fOTcwUTt of VIIl.! Clu'll, Ondr.!, from ,1 u>nlemporarv dr,l\\1 IIJ.: 

The selection of the site was beyond considering only the formai 

features of the landscape, or the position of the roads or rivers. Dunng the 

last two hundred years, buildings have been completely independent f'rom 

the site. Artificial climate and "idcal" hygiene could he created wlth 

37GI-~org!na Massor. Wct3 Oil8' of tl"e f ... rsl .,,.... .............. dJ .. t r",' if l • J' " , 
se.:: GE:Orglna Mat.scf, Palla'ilan Vrl1d!.. cJ!; ?ul<:11 fJ:.r.::r' , 'r r " .' 1. r ' N, . , 

'1 ' 
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expensive technology; however, in antiquity the site assumed aIl these roles . 

When Palladio spoke about the site for a villa, he was following Vitruvius' 

recommendati':ms on the selection of the place for a city: 

First cornes the choice of a very healthy site. Such a site will 
be high, neither misty nor frosty, and in a climate neither hot 
nor cold, but temperat~; further, without marshes in the 
neighbourhood. For when the morning breezes blow toward 
the town at sunrise, if they bring with them mist from 
marshes and, mingled with the mist, the poisonous breath of 
the creatures of the marshes to be wafted into the bodies of 
the inhabitants, the y will make the site unhealthy.38 

If we try to see Palladio's villas as the first "sub-urban houses" we are 

missing the point completely. When he refers to the villas as city houses,39 

he explicltly refers to a small urban settlement; the word villa in ltalian is 

perhaps the diminutive of vieu, which means village, hamlet, and country 

seat.40 Palladio conceived the villa as an autonomous organism capable to 

survive by itself. Palladio was explicit in his treatise when he mentioned 

the relationship between the city and the house: 

'" 

And, finally, in the choice of the situation of the building a 
villa, all those considerations ought to be had, which are 
necessary in a city house, since the city is as it were but a 
great house, and, on the contrary, a country house is a little 
city.41 

\'l~lU\'ld"", t-:-ll' \MalLl~31, "l're Tt:n Ecc/S cf Arch.ltecture, tran.s ty Mcrr~.s h.l.c;ry Mc...:rgan (D:.ver 
ll.ll!\"it ,4( .... I\S, N,:-\-." \CIK. ll.4t'ül, p 17 

,,) 
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In reality, Palladio was founding a city in each villa,42 bringing the 

• "given" order of the city into the naturallandscape. For instance, villa Emo 

was sited at the intersection of a cardus and a decumanus, where there was 

an ancient Roman castrum, (Roman military camp). 

General Site plan of Vllla Emo, from CorfJ/l.~ Pallrullflllllm V()I fi 

4:'_Fc1 t' th>? Rc,rr,an rlt1.. .. als f:...r tr.<;: f-:..undd':l.Jr ,.. .... f tr.,_ r .. * J ,j '~rr fIJ'''~ r'. :r. 
t?rll"'':Et.:ln ~IJ Frlrr:eton ~Jnlv~rslty pr€&":i, 1~7t,)r_r...tr,t€r : it", J i 

l'j, J 
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LiCe in the villa 

Life in the country is always connected with the site; the diversity 

and quality of the activities uf the villa depend on it. Since Roman times, 

lire in the country was for the wealthy a sort of escape from the turbulent 

life in the city, with ils governmental affairs and business. For Romans, 

IH'gotium was understood as: business, afTairs, preoccupations, and politics 

(the only activity that the Romans con~idered respectable), aIl ofthem being 

connected with the city. On the other hand, otium was its opposite, implying 

the opportunity to engage in physical and mental pursuits, the ideal 

conditions of country life in the Roman urban mentality. As did other rich 

men of his Ume, Pliny the Younger enjoyed the quiet and peace of his 

country rctrcats. In his leUer to Minutius Fundanus, he contrasts life in the 

country with life in Rome: 

There 1 am free from the anxieties of hope and fear; no 
rumours worry nh~; my books and my thoughts are rny 
companions. True and genlline life, sweet and honourable 
repose, nobler than any sort of occupation! 0 sea and shore, 
true scene for study and contemplation.43 

Similarly, during the Renaissance, the debate between vita 

contemplativa and vila activa was a recurrent topic for the Venetians.44 In 

B T Blatqf0rd Ltd, 1<172), P 49 
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this context villas took on importance as prominent phU.'CH for rct ircllH'nt 

• and contemplation. 

Having almost nothing ta do in the city, VenctianH lllovcd to count!'y 

estates for late summ.cr and alltumn, (coineiding \VIth tl\(' h:l1'v(\sting and 

hunting seasons), and returned tü the cit.y around NovpmlH'!'. In faet, IIH' 

state occupations usually startcd in Novembcr; fOI' insl<1I1l'(" (lc('onhng III a 

report from Padua in 1445, in Scptcmber it was impoSSIble to make up n 

quorum in the Great Counci1.4
!ï 

At the villa, the owner alsa was devotcd t.o int.elledual quests in t.1H' 

company of selected friends engagcd in erudit.p conv(l!'sat.io'ls, and ahovl' ail 

to the improvement ofhis possessions. This virtuolls lire in tohe country was 

full of incunditas, salubritas, and venustas (pleasnr-c, wholesorneness, 

loveliness and graceY fl 

In Renaissance Rome the character of the villas was mainly fiu' 

amusement and contemplation. Therefore, papal villas were no!. regulated 

by the rhythm of agriculture, but by a combination of the J"eligious calendar 

and the weather. Cardinals, curial officiaIs, and the pope moved tn the 

villas seeking a cooler air. During the Renaissance thiH period of Hummer 

villeggiatura tended to lengthen, being in the latc slxte(mth century a 

46 see Llonelo PUf'fll, NrltI1I(? and Art JfJf-'- ln rlj~ !..'lXff'/d!1 ""lrJ 'J' l'III.lllrft I·]I"U/. M(, 
CIJ, The Arr;hlt€c.tul'-=, ()i W,:;,r,trln rJarrJ(J[J (CambIJrjql. Hf', MIl J'Tf • j'I'J:J, r' 4/ 
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period of four months. This social milieu encouraged the creation of many 

• papal and eardinalate villas.47 Bramante faced a whole new program in 

the Vatican Belvedêre. It mc1uded a museum for the exhibition of ancient 

statues, a garden m the upper leveI, and a theatre in the lower terrace, that 

according to Terry Comito caused it ta "become the first permanent theatre 

of the Henmssancc. "4H The pope and his courtiers would enjoy the 

theat rical performances [rom the windows of the papal palace, whiie the 

other spectators could use as scats the flight of stairs between the middle 

and upper terrace, or view the performances from the side loggias. Pope 

Pius IV completed the court, with the palace's architect Pirro Ligorio 

introducing two major changes to the original design of Bramante: he added 

a semicircular auditorium of stone seats facing north, and in the upper 

garden he vaulted Bramante's exedra, which was used for the exhibition 

of spectacular fireworks at festivals. The works in the court were completed 

for the celebration of the wedding of Annibale Altemps, nephew of the 

Palladio took for granted that a11 gentlemen would possess at least 

two hou ses; one in the city, where they would live du ring the winter, and 

·11 
t'" Il\Vl,l H l"tfln, 1/J" \ 111.-1 III the Llt(l ol Rfll.1J!]San'~e Rnme IPrlncetun, N.J PrInceton Unlverslty 

111't-~, 1\)]41, t'hll'I!·;'l 1:1 

41\ 
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another in the country, where they would spend the re~t of tlH' )'l'.\1' 

avoiding the heat and humidity of the city and also enjoying ail tlw 

pleasures that a villa could providc, as PalladIO pointed out: 

The city houses are certainly of b ... ·( .. at sJlh'ndour and 
convenience to a gentleman who is to r<,side in tll('nl ail th(" 
time he shaH require for the administration of tlw r(l'J)ubli('k, 
or for directing his own affairs. But peI'haJls Il(' will not n'ap 
mu ch less utility and consolation from tht' country hous('; 
where the remaining part of the tinte will bt' Jlas.,cd in s('('inJ{ 
and adorning his own possessions, and by indush'y, and Hw 
art of agriculture, improving his estatl'; whe)'(~ also by the 
exercise which in a villa is comll1only tak(~n, on foot and on 
horse-back, the body wii' the more easily prcsel'V(' its stl'('ngth 
and health; and, finally, where the mind, fatiJ.,'Ul'd by tlu' 
agitation of the city, will be b'l"Catly res!ored and conlf(U'tNl, 
and be able quietly to attend the studies of I<,ttcrs, and 
contemplation. 50 

Gardens were sensual places, where the living experil'Il(,c of nature 

was present, for instance, the colourful flower beds, the cali of the hirds, 

and the scent of plants. The shade of trees and thc whispcr of running 

water were the perfect place for the contcmplation of thc animistic nature 

of the Renaissance . 



The site, the villa, and the garden 

• In the first aXlOffi of Newton's doctrine of motion the difference 

between celestial and earthly bodies vanished. The supralunar world 

collapsed into the realm be~wath the stars. The hierarchical universe of the 

RenaIssance became completely uniform and the difTerences among 

h ierarchical places also disappeared: "the concept of place itself is changed: 

placü is no longer where the body belongs according with its inner nature, 

but only a position in relation to other positions."!il In this way modern 

man lost the sense of place, finding instead a disordered universe. 

On the other hand, in Aristotle's universe each body belongs to a 

plact: according to its kind. The four elements, for instance, were ordered in 

the following way: water is around earth, around them is air, and around 

this is fire. If an object is out of its natural place, it will tend to occupy its 

proper place. ln Aristotle's doctrine of motion a body suffers alterations 

when iL is moved from one place to another.f>2 Therefore, each place is 

recognized as distinct from the other. In order to illustrate this the Greek 

temple and its place is a good example. Greek sacred architecture was 

always situational; the place of the temple was connected with the intention 

'-1 
Mu tIn 1IC'ldcqqcr, B,lq,' 1\'1 H Iny', !New York, IlaqeLl'itown, San FLanclsco, and LonJon Harper & Row Pub, 
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of personifying the character of the deity that inhabit.ed it., and vice verRa, 

as Vincent Scully pointed out: 

AlI Greek sacred architecture explores and prises t.he 
character of a god or a group of gods in a specifie plac~. That 
place is itself holy and, before the tenlple was built ullon H, 
embodied the whole of the deity as a recObllliz(~d llatUl"al 
fO.l."'ce. 53 

The Greek holy places embodied aspects of the deit.y and Its \"('lat\()(\ \VIth 

men. Holy sanctuaries were recognized as distinct, one l'rom t.he other, élH 

the same düity varied from place t.o place; for inst.ance, Apollo al. I)plphi \VaH 

not exactly Apollo at. Delos. Therefore, each t.emple diffen.;; l'rom aIl ot.herH 

in certain formaI aspects because it acknowledges t.he variat.ion bct.ween 

During the Renaissance this strong link between sIte and archit.ecture 

did not change much. In antiquity the private howm had remained 

unimportant. But Palladio altered the importance of the house in certain 

ways; giving the house a privileged position as the origin of archit.ecture 

and connecting it strongly with the site. He alwaYH used very simple 

gardens in order to link the buildings with the site; perhap:-; they were 

simple because he never intended to surpass the work of nature. 

Nature during the Renaü:sance was still considered a reflection of the 

53Vlncent Scully, The Earrh, the Te:mp10 ~nJ rho: 1,1()rJ'~ C,z'JJr rd r,,j III /11" 'Jr~ 'n'd IIJ/fll Id, 

Unlverslty Pr=,~. 19621, P 1 
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cosmos. The universe was a network ofhierarchically distinguished places: 

God was situated at the top, human beings in the centre, nature below, and 

each part related to the other; the visible world corresponded with the 

divinely created cosmos God was the first gardener, in the Garden of Eden, 

and the gardens of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance were a recreation 

or reHeclion of Paradise here below. Therefore, the garden fulfilled the gap 

between nature and the heavens, and was an attempt to recover the 

Paradise that wc have lost. 

Wc tend lo believe that durmg- the Renaissance the garden tried to 

dominate nature, but this reflects our modern attitudes rather than those 

of the Renaissance. In reality, it was a match of equals, in which there was 

always a Hmit. Art and nature were united and reconciled; the only element 

that defined the interaction between them was the garden. Its design rested 

on the rule that art imitates nature; but at the same time, nature also 

imitates her imitator's art. Art's intervention, in the eyes of the Renaissance 

man, was not always perccived from nature's creation. The art of gardening 

imitates nature by reproducing artificially what nature put there naturally. 

This imitation was manifested through man-made elements such as grottoes 

and fountains. 

In its recreation of nature, the garden revealed the laws of nature 

behind its material image. The ordered microcosm reflects the macrocosm, 

56 



and the garden became a vehicle by means of which to (lcquil'e knowll'dgp 

• of the divine order. In the garden it was possible to know ail the 

components of nature, for instance, the four elellll'nts (eal'th, watl'I', fi I"l" 
and air), animaIs, plants, and mineraIs, the garden thus becoming a sort of 

"living museum." The botanical garden appearcd during the HennissalH'P. 

It was a lahoratory for botanicai and medical lT'semTh, and t Ill' most 

important in the Veneto was the Botanicai Garden of Padua tthe second of 

this type in Europe), founded by Daniele Barbaro in 154fi. This "1lIl'dicinal 

herb garden" took on an important raIe in the sixtecnth century alongside 

the "pleasure garden."r);, Not only Flora (the goddess of flowen;) waH 

present in the garden, but also Fauna; many living species used to live in 

it. No garden was complete without fishpond and aviar·y. ))omcstic and 

exotic animaIs, brought from ncwly discovered lands, were also hrought 

together in the garden; sorne of thern wcre represented in "the grotto of the 

animaIs" in the villa Medici at Castelo. I~ven ITIythieal creatures reeeived 

the same treatment: unicorns, dragons, and sirens, whdse eXJstence was 

hotly disputed, were represented in sculpted replicas. 

The rich iconographical program of Palladio's gardens were closely 

connected with the rituals and deities of thc animistic nature of the 

Renaissance. The statues and sculptures throughou t the garden were hased 

55 
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on the ancient Art of Memory. It consists in a technique for memorizing 

• parts of a speech or story following a certain order, which corresponds to 

diLTerent rooms of a building or places in a garden.m, FrancescG Colonna's 

Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (499) tells of a long meander by PoliphiJo. the 

lover of Polia, through a fantastic garden where amazing monuments, 

exquisite pavilions, and female figures led him to his beloved, at the same 

Lime thaL they taught him the secrets of architecture. fi7 The clearest 

example of this is villa Maser, where a rich iconographical program was 

planned for the garden. The site was also important in this kind of 

theatrical garden, because each different view suggested a distinct scene. 

Georg Agricola published in 1546 and 1556 De Re Metalica, which 

was the first treatise on metallurgy, geology, and mineralogy. Many of his 

illustrations were reproduced in one of the grottoes of Francesco de Medici's 

villa at Patrolino. The garden was the place were the manipulation of 

nature was visible.[jH The Renaissance engineers were fascinated with the 

study of hydraulics and iLs practical applications, especially pumps, which 

were used fur drainage and irrigation. The principles of hydraulics and 

mcchanics were applied to many "ingcnious devices" that imitated nature, 

l,t, 

' .. , l' Alh"tt" l't'Ile' G"m·':I', r1lfpbJI('I l,r tr,..-, ddrk fOfpst r-eVl&lt,~d (CalTlt1lldqe, ~1as" MIT rr~2'C"o;;. 
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for instance, the theatre of automata, fountains with sing-ing birds, and 

other waterworks.1i9 Thus, the garden, the most l'phl'Illel'al l'n'at IOn of 

man, became the summa of the knowledge avnilahle ai. t.hat lime. 

It was difficult tü give a name tü t.he intl'raction bl't,ween naturl' and 

art, which was both a "natural artifice" and an "artifïcial nat.ure." Tl\(' 

notion of a "second nature" had a wide currency in the Henm~~arl<.·l'; U1P 

expression was used to de scribe human modifications tu tlw natural 

environment. The notion of a "third nature" wns coinl'd for the fin.;!. lime hy 

the Renaissance scholar ~Jacopo Bonfandio: "I have donc rnllch that natlln', 

combined with art, has turned into artifice. From the two has emell~('d a 

"third nature," to which l can give no name."r;o 

Villa d'~~slc, 'l\voh, ~~ngTavmg hy~: Dup6mc Il,MW/NIl lIerl?II"'" III'\vl'd .. rr' Cuurl, HUIIII'. "IIKIUVIIIH 

hy Cart...ro ln A Lufrün 8"", "lwlI JlOII/WIIL. Mlllfll,fj( Il'II/U''' 

Palladio's villas were never as exubermit. as villas in t.he fest. of Italy; 

59see LUlgllangho::-rl, ('url,,'-,Jtl'~) -./lt} Mruhl,«, ,,/ rlv (jdr'JI'!J 1'(11111/ I~II,J'II, '1 '/ !lIt /" ",), 
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for instance, villa d'Este at 'Tivoli and Bramante's Belvedere at Rome. These 

gnmd Roman gardens, with their immem,e terraces and topographical 

transformation of the landscape ollen exceedcd the architecture of the villa. 

ln Palladio's villas, on the other hand, the formaI richness of the building, 

the simplicity of the garden, and features orthe site were always in balance. 

Paradoxically, this is one of the reasons why architectural historians, orten 

engage in pure]y forma] analyses and pay more attention ta the villa 

buildings, disregarding the garden and the site. Lionelo Puppi suggests that 

nature in the Veneto "was kept at a safe and respectable distance"61 (he 

refers ta physical distance). But Palladio conceived the villa, the garden, 

and even the orchard as a whole, completely incorporated within the site. 

In villa Maser with its garden and brolo, it is possible ta see the 

balance arnong thern, the building at the foot of the hill and then the garden 

inlroduced mto the orchard in the form of a row of trees. In this way 

Palladio transforrned a simple hill into a rnagnificent site, giving the villa 

both the simplicily of a farm and the grandiosity of a palace. 

Il 
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VHlas Emo, Maser, and Rotonda 

These three villas were chosen in order to illustrate Palladio's 

intentionality in the villas and its close connection with the site. Thcre an' 

many characteristics that are common to the l'est of Palladio's villas, but in 

each of these three cases the relationship with the site is completcly 

different. 

-= ---~-' -- -.. ~ -':;-~ .. " .. 

VIII ... L:mo. photogmph by PhIlIp Tr ... gcr 

.. ~-"' .. ""'" .. -' - .... ~~~ , 
, "'- _ _ .:-_-4.~"'L"'''-_ 

Palladio designed villa Emo at Fazolo for the Venetian patrieian 

Leonardo Emo. The first thing that calls one's attention to the villa iH )ts 

simplicity of form and ornamentation. Furthermore, the site lacks any 

relevant topographical feature; the villa is set in a completely flat place, m 

contrast to the sites of the other two villas. Nevertheless, Palladio followed 

the footprints of the place, because the villa is located in the intersection of 

a cardus and a decumanus; the theatrical façade of the villa rum; east-west, 

and the main block and the colonnades face south (the best orwntatlOn). He 
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also took advantage of the flatness of Emo's estate, having the site emerge 

amidst the cultivated fields. fi
:! The series of frescoes at Fanzolo on c1assical 

themes hy Zelotti is one of the finest in existence. Apart from scenes 

illustrating archaic Roman legends and virtues, there are scenes which 

refer directly to the cultivation of Emo's land. The illusionistic paintings in 

the villa revcal the Renaissance ohsession in the theatre with trying to give 

fi'l depth to a flat surface .. 

Built at the foot of a small hill, villa Maser is halfway between the 

plan of vina Emo, which is placed in the plain, and that of villa Rotonda, 

on a hilltop, The slope of the lower garden emphasizes the heautiful view 

of the cultivated fields helow. From the distance the villa appears 

dramatically over Barharo's fields, the hill behind the villa reinforcing the 

shape of the villa in the landscape. The interior paintings by Veronese in 

the villa are in fact the very first pure landscape frescoes in the history of 

European art.64 Landscapes, jokes, and allegorical paintings reinforced the 

theatrical character of the villa. Veronesse created a painted architecture 
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open to painted fields and distant skies where the gods take thcir place in 

the grand rituals of classical pageantry. 

In the case of the Rotonda, the place chm'cn for the vIlla IS the top of 

a small knoll. The villa becomes visible from almost aIl points, with the 

same façaàe in four directions. Perhaps the four directions oC the vi lia 

embody an attempt to reconcile the villa with naturc Thesc four directions 

are charged with symbolic meaning: the four seasons, the four quadrants 

of the celestial sphere, the four humours, and thc four clements The villa 

becomes a spectator of the thcatrc of natun~ and agrIculture helow, dnd a 

performer in the landscape; as Palladio pointed out: 

The site is as pleasant and as delightful as can be found; 
because it is upon a small hill, of very easy access, and is 
watered on one side by the Racchigli()n(~, a navigable river; 
and on the other it is encompassed with most plea!'.tant risings, 
which look like a very great theatre, and are ail cultivah!d, 
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and abound with Most excellent fruits, and Most exquisite 
wines ... 65 

Palladio used four loggias instead of one in order to gain better views for 

the gardens and the villa. The four gardens play an important role in the 

complex: each of them enjoys a different feature and views, as Palladio 

explained, "as it enjoys from every part most beautiful views, sorne ofwhich 

are limited, sorne are extended, and others that terminate in the 

horizon.,,6fi It is not surprising, then, that he took into account the use of 

nature as part of the backdrop for the villa. 

V1Ua Rotonda, photograph by Phlhp Trager 
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The transformation of the site was far from the domination of nature, 

as many contemporaries wou]d see it; the intention of such an endeavour, 

despite the fact that these people were moved by economic speculation, was 

always reconciliatory with nature. In this context Palladio's intentionahty 

toward the naturallandscape was the same. For us, modern heings, the site 

remaïns unimportant; our uniform universal space does not aJlow us to 

recognize the particularities of each place. For Palladio, however, the 

election and transformation of each particular site were relevant for the 

building. 

It is interesting to contrast Palladio's woodcuts with the com;truded 

villas. V/hile the drawings are detached from the ground like ideas, the 

actual buildings are very weIl sited. It is surprising, in his work, how the 

ideal inhabits the real, how he granted each specifie l'eature in each place; 

the intention of the drawing was fulfilled in the site. This can he explained 

by taking into account the role of theory in the Renaissance, which was not 

• 6 r;. 
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understood as mere rules to follow . 

Antiquity played an important role in Palladio's intentionality; 

coming to him in different sources, such as ancient literature, archaeology, 

and even the practice of masonry. With great imagination he combined the 

vernacular architecture of the Veneto with other elements belonging to 

classical antiquity. His intentions toward the landscape could be easily 

connected with Pliny's descriptions of his Laurentine and Tuscan villas. 

The owners of the villas never sought protection in nature, it was 

frightening and in constant change. Therefore, it was necessary to restore 

the "given" order of the city into the natural landscape. 

Despite local differences, the issue for renaissance architects was to 

construct a teatrum mundi, as a place for representation not suburban 

houses or farms. Palladio transformed these rural estates into urban sites, 

where the rich iconographical program of the garden and the i1lusionistic 

paintings fit together. More Aristotelian than his contemporaries from 

Tuscany and Rome, Palladio's villas appear less as otjects transforming the 

countryside and more as ambivalent stage-sets respecting and embracing 

the order of nature. In this context, the temple fronts were perfect 

backdrops for the whole drama of nature, where the villa became the 

spectator and performer in the rural landscape, while framing the rituals 

of the inhabitants . 
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