


Foreword
This book is the result of design research into the relation-
ship between the agricultural villas by the Italian architect
Andrea Palladio (1508-80) and the landscape. We were
chiefly curious about how Palladio, working within the lim-
ited margins allotted to him as an architect, had been able
to make a place for the villas in the larger dimensions of the
agrarian landscape. 
The research took place in the context of the Architecture
and Landscape research programme of the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture at the TU Delft. We were therefore able to con-
tinue building on a project there involving design studies
into the embedment of the Italian Renaissance villa in the
landscape. The realisation of this book is indebted to the
input from the many students who participated in this pro-
gramme, and particularly to Willem Heesen and Wilfried
van Winden, who as co-supervisors contributed to the
achievements of this project.
We are deeply grateful to Clemens Steenbergen and
Wouter Reh for having commissioned the writing of this
book, on behalf of the Faculty of Architecture at the TU
Delft, and for having offered their assistance in obtaining
the measurements of the villas, and especially for having
continued to patiently insist that we bring it to completion.
We made a first reconnaissance flight over several of the
villas in the Veneto region with the aerial photographer
Peter van Bolhuis, and saw that this study could be produc-
tive. Peter would have collaborated on the book, but be-
cause of his untimely death that was alas no longer possi-
ble. 
At a later stage Koen Ottenheym once more criss-crossed
the Veneto with one of us. The conversations that we had
with him at that time about Palladio’s handling of the agri-
cultural villa, and his pithy commentary on our draft texts
were enormously stimulating. Ultimately we visited the
Veneto many times, and each time we were received hos-
pitably by the residents or managers of the villas, and often
provided with useful information.
Several people have made concrete contributions to the
book. As an editor Hans Venema not only clarified the text,
but also introduced more depth at a number of points. In
addition various architects, with their assistants, produced
insightful analytical drawings of the villas, to wit: Frits van
Dongen, Jeroen Geurst, Hans van Heeswijk, Leon Thier,
Ton Venhoeven, Peter Vermeulen, Eric Vreedenburgh,
Niek van Vugt, Wilfried van Winden, Rein van Wylick and 

Vera Yanovshtchinsky. Edson da Costa and Ferry Raedts
produced scale drawings of the villas.
Many individuals and institutions have been helpful in
other ways; among them we would in any case want to cite
Patrizia Boschiero, Giovanni Caniato, Centro Internazion-
ale di Studi di Architettura Andrea Palladio, Denis Cos-
grove, Stefano De Vecchi, Caroline Emo, Louise and Frans
Engering, Fondazione Benetton, Danilo Gasparini, Jeanette
Haverkort, Kees van den Hoek, Gerda Hoogvelt, Ubbo
Hylkema, Ida Jager, Marja Jager, Klaas de Jong, Annette de
Koning, Semna van Ooy, Coen Peppelinkhuizen, Jurri
Rooyackers, Andrew Saint, Stef Scagliola, Job van Stralen,
Fabiana Toni and Raffaello Vergani. 
We would also wish to express our deepest thanks to all the
others who, knowingly or unknowingly, have contributed
to the realisation of this book. 

Gerrit Smienk and Johannes Niemeijer
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IVilla Godi, Lonedo di Lugo Vicentino (1537)Recomposing the landscape
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When approaching by road, the hill can be seen from quite a distance
away, but the house of the villa remains somewhat hidden behind
boscage (the bosco) on its south slope.1 At the foot of the hill, just before
the entrance gate at the bottom of the walled grounds, the road swings to
the left, meanders further up along the foot of the semi-circular retain-
ing wall of the forecourt, so that only after the final sharp turn is the visi-
tor granted a frontal view of the villa in its full glory. Although the pres-
ent route differs from the original approach, which led upwards behind
the wooded hill over the Via Comune (see Remi’s map from 1578), the
idea remains the same: the confrontation with the front façade is post-
poned to the last moment.2

Villa Godi, as usual bearing the name of the man who commissioned it, in
this case a powerful nobleman from Vicenza, lies on a hill crest to the
north of Vicenza, on the edge of the valley of the Astico River. The Godi
family were the owners of extensive farms, with a total area of about 700
hectares. About a third of the acreage lay in the immediate vicinity of the
villa. The remainder was spread in the wider periphery of Lugo, the
nearby village. Villa Godi was the centre of a diverse agricultural enter-
prise with vineyards and vegetable production, and even saw mills and
paper mills along the Astico River.3

      

  
1. One is able to see the Villa Piovene,
lying just above Villa Godi, from quite a
distance. Palladio’s involvement in the
design and construction of this villa is
doubtful, and in any case was limited.
The eye-catching, extensive garden
landscaping, stairs and gate to the front,
in the direction of Villa Godi, dates from
the eighteenth century. See G. Bel-
tramini and A. Padoan (eds.), Andrea
Palladio: The Complete Illustrated
Works, 2001, p. 113. 
2. The present internal approach route –
which meanders upward from the gate at
the bottom of the hill, through the gar-
den, and then also carries one around
the main house to the main entrance – is
another variation on this theme. In any
case, this gate – which appears to be
original – is not drawn on Remi’s 1578
map, and the opulent landscaping that
conceals the back façade for some time
during this approach is also of later date.
On the same map a third approach, asso-
ciated with the farm, is also to be seen,
from the back along the barchessa that
was constructed some years earlier in
1533. There is finally another, no longer
extant, approach which should be added
to this series: a path descending from the
middle of the retaining wall on the front,
to the La Svana brook. Was this an old
route to a fishing spot?
3. For a detailed account of the proper-
ties and agrarian activities of the Godi
family, see D. Cosgrove, The Palladian
Landscape, 1993, pp. 123-135.

Location of Villa Godi as shown on a 1578 map by Remi Three approach routes, the present along the road (red), through
the gate and the brolo (light brown), and along the old Via Comune
(dotted line)
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Front façade of the house (top) and view from the loggia out over the hills on the other side of the valley (bottom)
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The villa buildings 
All the ingredients of the Palladian repertoire are already present in this
first design – the severely symmetrical arrangement of the living spaces
on either side of a central hall, the ever-recurrent tripartite division (of
the grounds, of the house itself, of the arches in the loggia), the raised sit-
uation of the piano nobile with its axially-oriented vista and attention to
good distribution of light in the house – but the composition is still not as
logically thought-out as in his later work. Where in the other villas the
entrance to the house always dominates the composition with a forward-
thrusting loggia, and generally also a temple front, on the contrary in this
first work the loggia is pushed inward. The façade is broadly conceived
and sculpturally articulated in recessed and projecting volumes: the sec-
ondary wings pushed back, versus the central house thrusting forward,
with at its centre the recessed loggia versus the forward thrust of the
stair rising to the representative entrance. This is a readable, function-
ally grounded, three-dimensional symmetry. The hand of the master is
already manifest in this first great work. 

Dominant positioning 
Only when one turns around, standing on the loggia, does one experience
the grand panorama to the full. It is formed by the wide bend of the river
valley, against the background of rising hills and the distant mountains
behind them. The semi-circular, projecting plateau in front of the villa,

View in front of the house along the valley of the Astico River, in the direction of Vicenza, 1955
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Ground floor, 1:1000

Piano nobile, 1:1000
Plans as shown in the Quattro Libri

Side view, 1:1000

Front view, 1:1000

Rear view, 1:1000

Lateral section, 1:1000

Cross section, 1:1000
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210 m

190 m

180 m

170 m

200 m

Villa Piovene

Villa Godi, site plan, 1:2000
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bounded by a retaining wall, accentuates the dominant position of the
villa and repeats the wide bend of the valley like an echo.
A plateau with a semi-circular boundary has also been constructed at the
back of the villa: the nymphaeum. Unlike the front, the view from this
side is intimate, directed toward the seclusion of the villa’s own grounds,
the bowl-shaped brolo (vineyard or field).
Thus the panorama would have been a determining factor in the choice
of this site. To be able to construct the whole complex and build the road
up to it, a considerable amount of soil had to be moved. That operation
involved not only the retaining wall on the front and the terraces at the
back, but also the site of the main house itself, part of which stands on a
tongue of the hill, with the back built into the slope (the lower part here
containing the kitchen and wine cellar). Palladio also emphasises this in
the information with the plan: “At Lonedo […] is the following building
belonging to Signor Girolamo de’ Godi, placed on a hill with a wonderful
view and beside a river which serves as a fishpond. In order to make this
site suitable for a farm, courtyards and roads have been built on vaults at
no small expense.”4

The panorama from the interior
Full justice is done to the contrasts in the panorama. Palladio plays with
the panorama from all levels of the main house. Obviously this is
strongest at the level of the piano nobile. The axis through the central hall
links the views from the front and back, but there is a clear difference.
The recessed loggia on the front ‘sucks’ the wide panorama of the Astico
valley indoors. As if from a balcony or bay window, the projecting sala on
the back – with windows on three sides – affords views out over the farm-
land, and overlooks the privacy of the garden terraces and brolo on the
rather steep, bowl-shaped slope at the rear. 
Four rooms are situated on either side of the central hall, with doors op-
posite one another. Opposite the doors there are in turn windows. Mov-
ing through the rooms, one is never walking toward a blind wall, but al-
ways toward a window, toward the view, and light penetrates from
several sides. 
In this connection, the way in which the house is linked with the wings is
intriguing. By placing the front walls of the side wings in line with the
back wall of the main house, Palladio created space for mini-balconies at
the junctions of the buildings. Anyone crossing from the living quarters
in the main building to the dining room in one of the side wings via the
tiny balcony, can in one step catch a glimpse of the overwhelming
panorama before sitting down to dinner.5

Like a spider in a web
At first sight the composition of the ensemble leaves the impression of
randomness. Why for instance are the parts of the building not lined up
straight, but connected with one another obliquely, and why does the
villa not look southwards, as Palladio himself prescribed?
In part that is a consequence of the fact that the complex was built in
phases. The barchessa (a farm building, used for stalls and storage, with

Outdoor sightlines

Internal sightlines

All sightlines

Internal routing
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The views from the different layers of the Villa Godi building complex. From top to bot-
tom: the terraces that link the buildings to the brolo (garden); the plateau that links the
front, back and side sections; the piano nobile and the whole.

5. Also refreshing, but more than that,
curious, is the connection from the
kitchen on the ground floor to this same
dining room, which also runs outdoors
(see drawing).

4. Quattro Libri, Book II, Chapter XV,
p. 65
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an open gallery on one of the long sides) is not even a part of Palladio’s
design. It had already been built earlier. The extension on the other side
of the house is again of a later date. It is from the air that the complex
structure and placement can best be analysed. 
The house is fixed on the crest of the hill by the creation of a plateau,
from which the villa commands the whole valley. 
From the side, from the south, it can be seen how at the back the villa is
partially built on a narrow ridge and partially against the slope. At the
back the plateau ends with the semi-circular nymphaeum. Terraces lead
down from this plateau, connecting the villa with the slope organically.
This means that there is access to the site from several levels, including
from the back plateau to the kitchen and from the brolo to the wine cel-
lars lying under the dining room. 
Diagonally with respect to the villa, and in line with the way that the edge
of the hill turns somewhat, stands the barchessa. This lies with its open

View of the side terrace and dovecotes from the reception hall

View of the house from the side terrace

Palladioboek-01-Xp8_Opmaak 1  24-01-11  16:15  Pagina 40



41

View of the villa from the south

side to the south, the most favourable arrangement for agrarian use. It is
connected with the downward sloping brolo by two long, narrow ter-
races. The higher terrace runs through into the forecourt of the house
and the lower into the plateau at the back. Finally, the dovecote marks
the end of the terrace and barchessa.6

Thus placed at an oblique angle with regard to each other, the main
building and the barchessa enclose the bowl-shaped brolo at their feet.
Palladio appears to have perfectly exploited the irregularity of the loca-
tion, with its heights, slopes and bends, taking into account the angle of
the sunlight and vistas, in order to arrange the different parts of the villa
into a composition that fits harmoniously into the landscape. Moreover,
the access roads connect the villa with the landscape in all directions.
Palladio has thus taken advantage of the hilly terrain for a layout which is
oriented toward several directions at the same time. As a result, the villa
is like a spider in the web of the extensive farm spreading out around it
on all sides. Everything falls into place. Or as Cosgrove so aptly put it,
“the building itself recomposes the landscape in which it stands.”7

The tree-lined avenue from the gate and (top) the view of the villa
from the south

6. The terraces remind one of the way in
which the Villa Medici in Fiesole (circa
1455) is built against a hillside with ter-
races.
7. D. Cosgrove, The Palladian Landscape,
1993, p. 11.
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VIIVilla Cornaro, Piombino Dese (1553)

Long sightlines
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Front view

Villa Cornaro presently lies on the main street in the centre of the small
town of Piombino Dese, but at the time it was completed, around 1553, it
stood on an empty, desolate plain. Giorgio Cornaro had inherited a long
strip of land that bordered on his father’s villa. Around 1590 the house
was joined by a farm building after a design by Scamozzi, which is not in-
cluded in the symmetrical composition. A 1613 map shows the whole of
the estate. What is striking here is the dead-straight avenue which runs
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Map of Villa Cornaro from 1613 (the arrow indicating north points
downward)

Map of Villa Cornaro from 1715 

Location drawing based on the map from 1715 (right), in which the
villa’s long strip of agricultural land is indicated in green
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through from the back of the house along the axis of the loggia until, at
the back of the brolo (field), it dead-ends at a small canal bounding the
property. This situation has changed little since then. Even the water
system is still intact.
A map drawn a century later, in 1715, depicts the property belonging to
the villa as if it were a model farm in a large-scale reclamation area.1 The
small canal that borders the orchard is part of an extensive water system,
the Draganzuol Novo. The watercourse running along behind the garden
(the Draganzuol Vecchio) broadens out at that point to become a pond.
The Seven Arch Bridge2 continues the avenue across the pond as a long
line into the farmland. 
At the front of the villa a long strip of arable land extends to a mill along
the Dese River. On one side it is bounded by a small irrigation canal, and
on the other by the dead-straight Strada Nova (new road). According to
the map this strip is part of the Cornaro family’s property. Because the
present buildings opposite the villa were not yet there, the villa must at
the time have had an unobstructed view.
Reviewing all this evidence, we see a picture of considerable arable land
in the process of reclamation, with in its midst an elongated strip of land
under cultivation, halfway along which, standing sovereign in the centre,
is a majestic villa. The organisation and division of the house and the
arrangement of the land in front of it and behind it emphasise this linear
structure. A person walking from the front of the site to the rear, passing
through the house as they go, is first, while standing at the garden gate,
confronted by the imposing façade of the house, with the double loggia
rising magisterially in the middle over two storeys. After ascending the
wide stair, the visitor arrives via the loggia at a narrow vestibule that af-
fords views into deep rooms on either side. Then one moves quickly

1. This map, drawn by the perito Antonio
Gornizai, shows the water distribution
to the fields of various landowners, in
particular the Cornaro and Emo fami-
lies. Small new canals draw off fast-flow-
ing water from the Piovega, Fosseta and
Dese to irrigate the land and power sev-
eral water mills. See A. Pellozo, La Villa
Cornaro di Piombino Dese, 2008, pp. 14,
19 and 38-39. The map shows many
larger and smaller parcels of land be-
longing to the Cornaro estate, including
several to the south and extending the
brolo. Nota bene: the parcel to the right
of the villa with the house designed by
Sanmicheli, from which the father,
Gerolamo Cornaro, had started the farm,
has by then become the property of the
Emo family.
2. Although it is not known whether Pal-
ladio provided the design for this bridge,
it is certainly the model for what was
later to be called the ‘Palladian bridge’, a
low, grass-covered bridge, as a continua-
tion of the landscape. Note the similari-
ties with what is named the Palladian
Bridge at Stourhead, the English estate.

The bridge from the area behind the villa to the fields. The landing
stage on the formerly wide river, now dry, is in the foreground.

The Palladian Bridge on the
Stourhead estate

The long line through the villa
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Plans as shown in the Quattro Libri Front view, 1:1000

Rear view, 1:1000

Cross section, 1:1000

Side view, 1:1000

Longitudinal cross section, 1:1000

Cellar, 1:1000

Piano nobile, 1:1000

Second storey, 1:1000
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Site plan, 1:1000
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through a short passage to the spacious, high and almost square recep-
tion hall. Here one pauses to let the effect of the magnificent space sink
in, one’s gaze wandering to the four free-standing columns in the corners
and the sculptures on the side walls behind them. Perhaps one looks
briefly into one of the side rooms through the low door, but very quickly
all one’s attention is concentrated on the bright window in the back wall,
which shines over the modest entrances to the side rooms. Once outside,
on the loggia, one again first lets the view sink in; then the wide back gar-
den, accompanied by a double row of trees on the one side and a wall on
the other, beckons. Via the bridge over the fishpond and through the back
gate, the last of a series of episodes to focus the view, one enters the brolo,
which appears to continue on over the unseen irrigation canal, all the
way to the horizon. 
There is clearly a primary orientation in the plan, the main axis from
front to back, which as it were extends far beyond the house. The villa’s
links with the landscape, the views from the loggias at the front and
back, and the routing through the centre of the house to and from the
fields are organised along this axis. One moves from one wide space to
the next through narrow passages. The effect is dynamic, never termi-
nating. On the other hand, in the transverse direction one finds zones
that are more static, because they are closed off. 

Reception hall

Passage from the entrance to the reception hall
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Front and back
There is a clear difference between the broad interpretation, with the
projecting, exposed loggia on the front, and the narrower back with its
loggia confined between the two interior staircases, and this is also trans-
lated into the views. That on the back is framed by the deeply recessed
loggias: a narrow view, led along the straight path, over the bridge and
through the gate into the countryside. The front is entirely different. The
loggias – particularly the upper one – standing proud with respect to the
building mass provide an open, broad panorama to all sides over the sur-
rounding buildings into the open land on the other side of the road, and
even of the church to one side.
Piombino Dese later developed into a small town, and as a result of this
the villa now lies facing the main street, built up on both sides. But the
villa adjusts to this new situation too, its broad frontage slightly with-
drawn but with obvious allure. There are now shops located in the for-
mer barchessa.

Country house and agricultural enterprise
The villa has extensive grain attics and wine cellars. The wings and the
upper storey are devoted to domestic use, while as usual the reception
hall has a primarily public function. The house has two notable charac-
teristics, namely the loggias placed one above the other on the front and
back façades, and the spacious internal staircases that flank the loggias
on the back. 
With the double loggias Palladio created a perfect echo of the owner’s
distinguished Venetian lineage. As it happens, the Cornaros were among

Wide vista to the front and framed view at the rear
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View from the loggia at the rear

Rear view
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the richest and most powerful families of Venice. As was the custom
among the wealthy patricians and nobles, every spring they were in the
habit of fleeing their palazzo in the humid city and shipping their house-
hold goods and staff along the Dese, Marzènego and Draganzuol rivers to
their country homes.3 As a way of saying that this was first and foremost
a summer residence, the actual farm (the barchessa designed by
Scamozzi) may have stood to one side of the villa, but the route from the
brolo nevertheless ran through the gate, over the bridge and past the
back of the house. Under the supervision of the master of the house, the
produce of the land was stored here in the cellars and grain attics.
That brings us to the staircases at the back of the house. In most of the
villas the stairs between the storeys are unpretentious in their execution
and tucked away in niches on either side of the central hall. Stairs like
this are also found in the side wings of this villa, and are intended for do-
mestic traffic. The spacious, air-cooled staircases on the back façade are
however placed there with a special function in mind.4 They provide a
place for wide spiral stairs (the one stair turns to the left and the other to
the right), which are accessible from outside, from the loggia. They
served to carry the agricultural products to the grain attics and wine cel-
lars, toiling up to the left along the one stair and down to the right along
the other. This well-oiled system for storing the yield of the land guaran-
teed the ‘bank deposit’ of the padrone. The solution is as strong function-
ally as it is architecturally.

Grain attic

CellarExploded view of the way in which the residential and farm sections are slid into each other

3. According to S. and C.I. Gable, Palla-
dian Days. Finding a New Life in a Vene-
tian Country House, 2005, p. 31.
4. In the side wall of each staircase there
is an opening that receives cool air from
underground conduits. The other ends
of these conduits are next to the bridge,
just above the surface of the water. Both
openings have now been bricked up.
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