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A garden in the sea

My garden tour of northern Italy begins in that most romantic of 

locations, Venice. It's not a city usually associated with gardens, 

but they are there, tucked away behind the shabby-chic walls 

of an ancient palazzo, or just visible through a grille of elegant 

but rusty wrought iron. As Venice heaves with the daily off-

loading of thousands of tourists from a convoy of cruiseships, my 

comparatively small tour group escapes by boat to the garden of 

the Palazzo Soranzo Cappello. Land in Venice has always been 

at a premium, with the devastating aqua alta tides able to destroy 

productive land with an influx of saline water, so the luxury of land 

that can be gardened, rather than built and lived upon, seems 

impossibly extravagant. Although historically these Venetian gardens 

were filled with intricate parterres and meticulously tended, now, 

the gardens are allowed to show a degree of abandonment and 

disorder, even though they have been restored. Italians aren't afraid 

to let premium space remain quiet and unfilled. Like all old Australian 

gardens, there's the quandary of deciding in which period you 'fix' 

its restoration. At its most elegant, at its most historically relevant, 

or at what you can afford? When there's more than four centuries 

on offer, the decisions become blurred, and it’s atmosphere rather 

than historical mimicry that works best. For Palazzo Soranzo 

Cappello, romance infuses its seemingly untended beds, unmown 

grass, broken plaster, ivy-covered trees and dilapidated brickwork, 

all watched over by classical statues of long-gone emperors. Is the 

lawn perfect, the paving even, the pots level, the pergola solidly 

constructed and the statues in good repair? Not exactly. But it's 

charming, and all on the tour love it anyway. They wouldn't welcome 

it in their own backyard, but as it responds to its own sense of place, 

it doesn't belong there anyway. But there's still a take-home here - 

even a formal garden doesn't need set-square precision, constant 

weeding and guerney-cleaned paths to work.

A garden peninsula

Lake Como is picturesque northern Italy at its best, even without 

Above. Only rough unmown grass, a few spring bulbs and clumps of 
iris surround the orchard trees at Palazzo Soranzo Cappello, giving it 
a rustic, unkempt charm.

Below. At Palazzo Soranzo Cappello scented climbing roses cover a 
combination of old and new, but old-style brickwork. While the two 
blend, each is still distinct.

Above. Rising like a multi-tiered cake from the water, Isola Bella 
appears as an extraordinary fantasy in Lake Maggiore.
Left. Tightly clipped but allowed to create its own, wandering 
pattern, creeping fig clings to the loggia at Villa Balbianello.

spotting George Clooney. Villa Balbianello, which clings to a windy 

peninsula in the middle of the lake, has hosted cardinals, counts 

and, most recently, movie makers. Huge, pollarded candelabra-

style plane trees line the walkway up from where the boat lands 

us, and finely sheared oaks make living umbrellas against the sun. 

Although every plant is trained and tamed, shorn and shaped, 

paradoxically the effect is still relaxed and natural. How so? A 

closer look shows that although each plant is shaped, it's not 

to any fixed outline, or tight symmetry. There's balance, but the 

outlines are fluid. Creeping fig is clipped in a pattern on the wall 

of the 18th century loggia, but it is its own random pattern, not 

In the right light, at the right time, everything is extraordinary. AAron rose
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