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(l.) Villa Balbianello, Lake Como. (r.) Villa Cicogna at Bisuschio.  
 

The American writer and ardent traveler, EdithWharton, in her remarkable 1904 classic, 
Italian Villas and Their Gardens, a book that has never gone out of print, describes the 
lake region of northern Italy thus “…the lake scenery appears to have been designed by a 
lingering and fastidious hand, bent on eliminating every crudeness and harshness, and on 
blending all natural forms, from the bare mountain-peak to the melting curve of the shore, 
in one harmony of ever-varying and ever-beautiful lines. 
 
“The effect produced is undoubtedly one of artificiality, of a chosen exclusion of certain 
natural qualities, such as gloom, barrenness, and the frank ugliness into which nature 
sometimes lapses.  There is an almost forced gaiety about the landscape of the lakes, a 
fixed smile of perennial loveliness.” 
 
The Italian lakes have seduced travelers since the time of the ancient Romans, who made 
them a favorite holiday destination, building villas along the shores or near them.  Later 
on, the lakes enchanted and inspired travelers on the Grand Tour – among these were 
Byron, Stendhal, Rossini, Bellini, Shelley, Turner, Liszt, Dickens and Henry James, who 
wrote to his sister Alice, “One can’t describe the beauty of the Italian lakes, nor would 
one try if one could…it lay before me…the long gleam of the Major [Lake Maggiore]…” 
 
With these glorious descriptions in mind, the Institute of Classical Architecture &Art 
invites you to join an eight-day excursion arranged by Classical Excursions of some of 
the most breathtakingly beautiful villas, gardens and scenery in all of Italy, on Lake 
Maggiore, Lake Como, Verona and surrounding areas. 
 
Following in the footsteps of Edith Wharton and so many others, Thomas Hayes and 
Judith Chatfield, veteran Italian garden experts will introduce you to the captivating villa 



and garden magic of the Lombardian lake region.  Retrace the steps of centuries of 
travelers to experience such villa and garden sights as Isola Madre, Isola Bella, Villa 
Taranto, Villa San Remigio, Villa Carlotta, Villa Balbianello, Villa della Porta Bozzolo, 
to name just a few.  Lunch at Villa Giusti, Grand Hotel Villa d’Este, Villa Cicogna, Villa 
Rizzardi and others. 
 

     
 

(l.)Isola Bella, Lake Maggiore. (r.) Villa Giusti at Verona. 
 
You will discover the Italian genius for design as you come to understand the villa and 
garden form.  The group will explore landscapes that magically combine evergreens, and 
stonework, statues, fountains, cascades and pools (an inspired element of the Italian 
garden is the ancient understanding and manipulation of water), while harmoniously 
integrating villa, garden and surrounding countryside. 
 
Along the way, there will be time for shopping and enjoying elegant lakefront hotel 
accommodations, splendid Italian cuisine and a rich array of Italian culture. 
 
 

TOUR HIGHLIGHTS 
 

A private motor launch takes us to Isola Bella on Lake Maggiore for lunch and to visit 
the “ten-tiered wedding cake”garden from the 17th century, which is, as Wharton 
describes, “richly ornamented with vases, statues and obelisks, jasmine, myrtle and 
pomegranate.”  Nothing has been altered, including the island’s Baroque palace, to be 
visited as well, with its series of stunning Baroque reception rooms and amazing grotto-
like rooms decorated entirely with pebbles and shells.   
 
Following in the footsteps of Queen Victoria and other luminaries is the boat trip to 
neighboring Isola Madre, the island garden also owned by the noble Borromeo family 
since the 16th century and one of the oldest botanical gardens in Italy, a lush fantasy of a 
double-loggia villa, hedges of camellias, palms, papyrus, bananas, Brazilian parrots, 
peacocks and pheasants.    
 
A private tour on Lake Como of the magnificently sited Villa Carlotta at Tremezzo 
reveals its position beyond elaborate iron gates and at the top of a series of terraced 
gardens.  They are designed to look out of as well as look into—the panoramic views of 



the lake are spectacular, even more so from the upper stories of the villa, which contains 
a fine collection of early 19th- century neoclassical furniture, paintings of the Lombardian 
School and sculpture.    
 
We boat across Lake Como to the almost perfect lakeside setting of Bellagio for the 
restaurants and shops that charmingly line the lakefront (the original is superior to Las 
Vegas’s version!).  Further along the promenade is the neoclassical Villa Melzi, sited 
directly across from Villa Carlotta and surrounded by an English-style garden of exotic 
plants and cypresses.  Here Liszt wrote his Dante Sonata.  
 

     
 

(l.) Grand Hotel Villa d’Este at Cernobbio, Lake Como. (r.) Villa Allegri Arvedi at Grazzana. 
 
At Villa della Porta Bozzolo at Casalzuigno, built in the 16th century, we will see the 
glorious 18th-century gardens with stairs ascending from the villa, elaborate fountains, 
water features and an aedicula decorated with frescoes.  The unusual main axis of the 
garden is parallel to the side of the villa – thus disregarding the classical rules of aligning 
the principal garden axis with the main room of the villa. 

 
We drive to Villa Cicogna at Bisuschio near Lake Lugano for a very special day, touring 
the magnificent 16th-century villa, which partially encloses a beautiful sunken garden – a 
favorite of Edith Wharton.  Your guides and hosts for lunch are the owners of this 
enchanting property, who are descendants of the original aristocratic family.  A timeless 
quality resides here.    
 
A memorable Lake Como highlight is lunch and a stroll through the magnificent 
Renaissance garden at incomparable Grand Hotel Villa d’Este at Cernobbio on Lake 
Como.  Edith Wharton says the garden begins near the lake, where a lawn and flowerbeds 
are laid out before a backdrop of a pair of walls, a Baroque grotto and fountain all 
composed of pebbles and shell-work of varying colors. “Above this rises a tapis vert 
shaded by cypresses, and leading to the usual Hercules in a temple.  The peculiar feature 
of this ascent is that it is bordered on each side with narrow steps of channeled stone, 
down which the water rushes under overlapping ferns and roses to the fish-pool below the 
grotto in the lower garden.”   
 
We begin the tour of the exquisite Villa Balbianello at the Baroque watergate where our 
private motor launch has put us ashore.  We ascend through the immaculately maintained 



gardens along paths bordered with plane trees and skirting the edge of Lake Como.  
Balustraded terraces, an 18th-century garden house and loggia overlook gorgeous views 
of the lake and mountains.  We also view the elegantly decorated villa, which is filled 
with French and Italian antiques.   
 
An afternoon is spent shopping and strolling through the town of Como, for centuries the 
center of the Italian silk textile industry and a mecca for designers and buyers.   
 
 

   
 

(l.) Villa Carlotta at Tremezzo, Lake Como. (r.) Villa della Porta Bozzolo at Casalzuigno. 
 
In the Valpolicella region is a wealth of glorious villas and gardens:  At Negrar are 
Giardino di Villa Rizzardi, which possesses among other treasures a rare 18th-century 
semi-circular and tiered garden theater with high boxwood hedges that act as stage wings 
and changing room (theater is still performed here) and Villa Mosconi Bertani, a 
charming 18th-century building containing frescoed architectural features and figures and 
an extensive park with avenues, a lake and fountains.   
 
North of Verona at Grazzana is the majestic 17th-century Villa Allegri Arvedi, a 
Wharton favorite, famed for its broderied-parterre terrace and exquisite family chapel, 
both designed on a central axis with the villa.   
 
In Verona, we will tour and have lunch al fresco in the vast city garden of Villa Giusti, a 
fortress-like structure similar to the palazzos in Florence.  Horizontal box parterres 
contrast with vertical cypresses, and a towering cliffside carved with a grotesque mask 
lure the visitor up the garden path; Mozart and Goethe were visitors.   
 
Judith Chatfield is a lecturer and author of such books as A Tour of Italian Gardens and 
The Classic Italian Garden; she lived in Italy for a number of years.  Thomas Hayes is a 
director of Classical Excursions and is the former president of Edith Wharton Restoration 
at The Mount, the writer’s historic estate at Lenox, Massachusetts.  Over the years, Judith 
and Tom have lead many tours of Italian villas and gardens.   
 
(This is an incomplete listing and is subject to some change.) 
 


