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Introduction  

 

The Formal Ornamental team based at RHS Wisley are responsible for the development and 
maintenance of the formal areas of the garden. The Formal areas include: The Foliage 
Garden, the Parterre, Canal Shores, Wisteria Walk, Dry Beds, Cottage Garden, Exotic 
Garden, Mixed Borders and the Bowes Lyon Rose Garden.  

The team visiting Italy included Emma Allen (Garden Manager), Gemma Neech (Team 
Leader Formal Ornamental) and horticulturalists – Ben Warren, Sue Key, Sean McDill, Luke 
Gunner, Rebecca Mackey and Zack Pritchard. 

We chose Italy because it is the birth place of formal gardens, many of which have been 
copied the World over, but never matched. The gardens we chose covered different styles 
and ages ranging from one of the oldest botanical gardens to a recently created villa garden. 
From this selection, we hoped to gain inspiration to bring back to Wisley. We were also 
interested to understand the challenges of gardening in a different climate, find new plants 
and to see plants grown in different shapes and forms in formal settings. 
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Itinerary 

Date Time Itinerary Location/Address 

Thursday 
4th April 

6.15am meet at Wisley Mill Lane staff 
car park 

GU23 6QB (Mill lane entrance GU23 6QT) 

 
6.30am taxi to airport Gatwick Airport - south terminal 

 
9.45am flight to Florence Flight number VY6209 

 
12.55 
land 

Tram from Florence airport to 
square near hotel 

20mins by tram 

 
2pm check in to Hotel Rex Via Faenza 6, S. Antonino, 3 50123 FIRENZE 

 3pm Visit Florence Botanic Garden Via Pier Antonio Micheli, 3, 50121 Firenze F 
 

7pm Evening meal Ristorante Ciro & 
Sons  

Via del Giglio, 28/r, 50123 Firenze 2min walk 
from hotel 

        

Friday 5th 
April 

 
breakfast 7.30-9.30am 

 

 
8.40am meet Hotel entrance 10 min walk from hotel to Florence station 

 
9.10am train to Lucca 1.5hrs (arrive 

10.29) 
14 min walk from Lucca station to garden 

 
10.45-
11am 

Palazzo Pfanner. Ask for Manuel Via degli Asili, 33, 55100 Lucca LU 5 min walk 
to Tower from PP  

1.30-
2pm 

Torre Guinigi - meet Lacopo Sant Andrea Street 10 min walk to Botanic 
Garden from Tower  

After 
Torre 
Guinigi 

Botanic garden Via del Giardino Botanico escorted to Botanic 
Garden by translator 

 
After 
Botanic 
Garden 

VerdeMura fair, Porta San 
Donata. 

We will be given tickets to the spring fair (if 
time) 17mins walk. 

 
5.31pm Train to Florence (arrive 

6.50pm) 
10 min walk to train station from Botanic 
Garden 

        

Saturday 
6th April 

 
breakfast 7.30-9.30am 

 

 
9am meet Hotel entrance 10 min walk from hotel to Florence station 

 
9.38am train to Rome Tivoli (arrive 

12.03) 

 

  
11.10am from Roma Tibourtina 
12 min change 

Quick train change! 

 
12.03 
arrive 

Villa d'Este a Tivoli 16 min walk from station to Villa 

 
4.42pm train back to Florence 

 

  
18.00 train to Florence 30min 
change 

 

 
19.22 Arrive in Florence 

 

        

Sunday 7th 
April 

 
breakfast 7.30-9.30am 

 

 
9am meet Hotel entrance 

 

 9am Visit Rose Garden, Florence 25 mins walk from the hotel. Piazzale 
Michelangelo. 
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  Bardini garden Costa S. Giorgio, 2, 50125 20min walk from 
hotel   

Boboli garden. Piazza Pitti, 1, 50125 30min walk from hotel. 
12min between gdns 

        

Monday 8th 
April 

 
breakfast 7.30-9.30am 

 

 
8.30am meet Hotel entrance 10 min walk from hotel to Florence station 

 
9am Train to Bologne (arrive 9.35am) 

 

 
10.18 Train to Crespellano  35mins on train Bologne to Crespellano 

 
10.54 Shuttle bus to garden 10mins shuttle bus 

  
Villa Puglie Tour with L. Monti and gardeners 

  
Crespellano to Bologne Leave an hour to get back to Bologne train 

station eg 4pm leave gdn  
16.55 Bologne to Florence 

 

 
5.30pm arrive Florence 

 

        

Tuesday 9th 
April 

 
breakfast 7.30-9.30am 

 

 
11am meet Hotel entrance walk to tram 

 
11.30am Tram to airport 20mins on tram to airport 

 
2.10pm Flight to Gatwick Flight number VY6206 
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Budget 

Income £ Source Expenditure £ Reason 
      6,400.00  RHS Bursary            1,787.92  Flights 
         500.00  Hardy Plant Society 96.83 Change flight detail - add Zack instead of Charley 
         800.00  RHS T&S budget            3,396.73  Accommodation - City Tax 
         700.00  Personal contributions 142.07 City Tax - Hotel Rex   

             278.50  Taxi to/from Gatwick   
             571.00  Train to Rome   
             116.00  Train to Lucca   
             329.00  Train to Bologna   
               22.00  Train from Bologna to Crespellano   
               14.00  Rail Aid plus booking fee   
               48.98  Tram from/to Florence airport   
               14.20  Train from Gatwick to home - Sue   

           1,089.57  Food/drink x 8 (£40/day limit)   
               16.00  RHS guides for Tour Guides   

                    -   Lucca Botanical Garden entrance   
               36.00  Palazzo Pfanner tickets   
               32.00  Torre Guinigi tickets   
               11.00  Plant Fair entry - Lucca   
               74.49  Villa D'este entrance   

 -  Villa Pugli entrance   
               42.39  Florence Botanical Gardens entrance   
               80.00  Boboli & Bardini Gardens entrance   

                    -   Florence Rose Garden entrance   
             201.32  Repaid to RHS Bursary Scheme 

Total:  Total:  
      8,400.00  

 
           8,400.00  
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Thursday 4th April, Orto Botanico di Firenze 

Giardino dei Semplici by Ben Warren  

A small garden (2.3 hectares) to the North of the city centre with a collection of about 6000 
plants, in which are impressive examples of centuries old trees. The garden was originally 
set up by Cosimo I de Medici in 1545, making it Europe’s third oldest botanical garden after 
Pisa’s and Padova’s gardens. The garden was first designed by Niccolò Pericoli, who also 
designed part of the Boboli Garden, Florence. The original design was a series of systematic 
beds mainly planted with medicinal plants. The main axial pathways and central fountain 
are all that is left from the first garden. By the mid-19th century two glasshouses (cold and 
hot as they are named) are built and the gardens open to the public. Today the garden is run 
by the University of Florence and is part of the Natural History Museum next door. 

We visited on our first day, entrance fee being €6 per person. The garden was mostly empty 
of visitors with there being two or three other people visiting. The first plant we came across 
were two Rosa banksia – one with yellow flowers and one with white. Grown up against one 
of the outside glasshouse’s walls. The garden had a small collection of roses to demonstrate 

the types of roses. 

The group was also impressed by a grouping of 
pink flowering Rhododendron grown in pots, a 
simple idea but it worked very well. 

Unfortunately, there was no label on them, so we were unable to identify them. 
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Other plants of interest were a Quercus suber 
planted in 1772 with a beautifully rugged 
trunk. A Zelkova crenata planted in 1820 had 
fresh lime green leaves. The citrus trees and 
tropical planting growing in both glasshouses 
were added interest. There was also an 
Araucaria heterophylla tree in one of the 
glasshouse, which was an impressive size. 

Things I have learnt or brought back are the 
simple, but impressive container displays. Not 
only was there the Rhododendron in pots, 
but there were also two pots either side of a 
statue in an alcove planted with Camellia. I 
was impressed by the rose collection and the 
way it was laid out, and the information with 
them about how it was set out. I was blown 
away by the size of the mature trees in such a 
small garden. 
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Friday 5th April, Lucca 

Palazzo Pfanner by Rebecca Mackey 

Situated within the medieval town walls of Lucca, Palazzo Pfanner dates back to 1660, when 
the Moriconi family, members of the Lucca merchant nobility, commissioned its building. 
Twenty years later it was sold to the Controni family, silk merchants, who extended the 
building and constructed the grand staircase under the direction of the Lucca architect 
Domenico Martinelli. They also commissioned Filippo Juvarra to renovate the garden. 
Towards the middle of the 19th century an Austrian brewer with Bavarian heritage, Felix 
Pfanner acquired the structure after setting up a brewery there in 1846, one of the first in 
Italy. The brewery closed in 1929, however the structure still belongs to the Pfanner family 
who, since 1995 have undertaken its restoration and opened the Palazzo to the public.  
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The garden is a typical example of a 
baroque garden and consists of neat lawns, 
high hedges and historical bamboo groves 
surrounding a large octagonal fountain-
basin. Roses, Camellias, Hydrangeas and 
ornamental fruit trees are throughout, 
accompanied by Trachycarpus and 
impressive stone pines Pinus pinea, giving 
the garden structure and age. The main 
avenue leading from the grand staircase to 
the north-facing lemon house is arranged 
with eighteenth-century marble statues 
representing the divinities of the Greek 
Olympus and the Four Seasons, and about 
one hundred large earthenware pots of 
lemons.  

The immediate impression is that of a well 
maintained, elegant garden, with a simple 
horticultural plan that is well executed.  

We were impressed by the standards of this 
garden with its simplicity and elegance, and 
the number of lemon trees in pots. 
Although it was not a vast garden, it felt airy 
and relaxing with open space in the centre 
and a few benches placed by the lawns. 

Walking around the perimeter was a little more 
enclosed and private, with tall hedges and 
bamboos.  
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The lawns had neat metal edging and the gravel paths were immaculate.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We noticed how all the pots and pot displays had their own irrigation drip lines. This gave 
the impression of a very thought out and well-constructed garden. I particularly liked the 
arrangement of terracotta pots on metal stands around the water feature. These had a 
unified look and were ready to be planted.  
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We were shown the lemon house where all the pots 
are stored in the winter. This was formerly part of the 
brewery and had a historical feel. The temperature 
was noticeably cooler in here.  

 

The impressive grand staircase led to the aristocratic residence. The view from the top of 
the stairs: the city walls just visible. 
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It was great to see impressive Cycads on display, 
really filling their Italian clay pots. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Torre Guinigi by Zack Pritchard 

We visited the 125-foot-high Torre Guinigi. The tower is made from red brick and is one of 
the last tower houses in Lucca. We were told It was built around 1384 by wealthy silk 
merchants. The date is unknown of the planting of the several Holm Oaks (Quercus Ilex) 
which stand tall at the top of this tower house. The tour guides said it dates back to at least 
1600. We were told that families used to compete with each other to build the highest 
tower, because it showed the prestige and importance of the family with a higher tower. 
We climbed the steps to reach the tower house’s garden top which was pretty daunting. 
Over half way up the tower is hollow with just the stairs that go up around the inside of the 
tower. By this point the vertigo had my legs feeling like jelly. The view from the garden at 
the top was stunning, with whole 360-degree view from the heart of the walled city. We 
could see other towers in the distance which had also survived the test of time. 
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Orto Botanico Comunale Di Lucca by Zack Pritchard 

Via del Giardino Botanico in Lucca, Italy. The garden was founded in 1820 by Marie Louise 
who was a duchess. Its site is roughly triangular, set within a corner of Lucca's walled city, 
and split into two main sections. One contains the gardens, arboretum, pond, and smaller 
plantings; the other contains the greenhouse, botanical school, and laboratories. The 
previous curator told us that they had not had anyone fill his shoes after he retired 10 years 
ago! The pond area which we walked through was nice and peaceful with some nice Iris and 
grasses. There was a cool little bridge that took us walking just above the pond where 
beneath us there were terrapin turtles swimming around. There were a lot of 
Rhododendron and Camellia around. I found that there wasn’t much in favour of 

herbaceous perennials, making it seem to me that 
there was not a huge ‘wow factor’ of colour 
throughout the garden which disappointed me a bit 
because the space they had there was perfect for 
some big bedding/perennial ideas. The tree 
specimens around the arboretum on the other 
hand were stunning, bold and large with great 
shapes. 
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VerdeMura by Gemma Neech 

After visiting Orto Botanico Comunale Di Lucca, we were given tickets to a local plant fair 
located along the walls of Lucca. This was an exhibition of gardening and outdoor living, 
with some tasty local Italian food thrown in as well. Set in a beautiful location, it was 
definitely worth visiting. The fair had a relaxed feel, with colour, food and flowers 
everywhere. There were 223 exhibitors and the fair attracted around 19,000 visitors over 
three days. It was probably a good job we were flying and couldn’t bring plants back, 
otherwise I think we would have between us, bought half the fair, including the food!  
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Tractors and machinery for sale 

 A million Artichokes for sale! 
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Saturday 6th April, Tivoli 

Villa d'Este by Sue Key 

We travelled south by train on a very sunny and warm Saturday from Florence to the 
gardens located approximately 30km to the East of Rome in the Lazio region. This is a 
UNESCO world heritage site and comprises a famous 16th century renaissance villa and 
terraced gardens in a hillside setting.  

                

This garden has everything you expect from an Italian renaissance garden - the grand 
hillside villa from which the steeply terraced garden descends, surrounded by olives, vines 
and countryside. Originally visitors would enter at the lowest point of the garden and walk 
up past the three fishponds and the fountain of Neptune towards Cardinal Ippolito d’Este’s 
Villa. The symbolism contained in the famous water features and statuary reminding the 
visitor of the d’Este’s illustrious ancestors and connections with Rome.  These features 
include 364 water jets, 398 water spouts, 64 waterfalls and 220 basins all gravity fed using 
the waters of the river Aniene. One of the most famous being the Hundred fountains – 300 
spouts fed by three canals stacked on top of each other.  
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The scale of the hard landscaping is equally impressive and includes a spacious top terrace, 
long shallow steps and carefully planned vistas. The dominant feature is the imposing 
evergreen structure including clipped Taxus baccata and Buxus sempervirens together with 
Cupressus sempervirens and many majestic trees. The Villa and gardens have been 
significantly renovated over time and now belong to the state. The planting includes Cercis 
siliquastrum (also used extensively as street trees in many locations we visited) and seasonal 
container planting (which at the time of our visit were filled with Tulipa spp) placed in niches 
and on top of walls often repeated and symmetrical in their layout. Containers of Citrus spp. 
were placed formally around the two pools. More blousy and romantic were the Paeonia 
spp. in the lower garden and the Wisteria sinensis tunnel and one sided pergola. The 
romantic planting continued with mass Iris spp. and wall trained roses (located away from 
the humidity caused by the fountains and the shade of the many mature trees). The views 
from the villa of the gardens and distant hills were serene and green and contrasted with 
the amazing painted ceilings of the interior. 
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It was great to visit a garden that has had such an influence on garden design throughout 
Europe. It was all about the big picture rather than about minute details. The eye was drawn 
to the formal and romantic planting and weeds were tolerated. In relation to our team’s 
work, it made me think about the importance of linking garden areas together, thinking 
about the vistas and using statuary, water and planting to amaze, relax and invigorate the 
visitor.  
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Sunday 7th April, Firenze 

Giardino delle rose by Ben Warren 

Set on a hillside overlooking the city of Florence, this small rose garden is well positioned for 
tourists wanting to take in the view. Built in 1865 by a local architect Giuseppe Poggi who 
was commissioned to redesign this hill side before Florence became the capital of Italy. The 
garden contains about 400 Rose species planted mostly in lawn. In the lower part of the 
garden there is a Japanese garden created in 1998 to mark the twinning of Florence with 
Kyoto. Later on in 2011 twelve sculptures by the artist Jean-Michel Folon were added to the 
garden to increase year round appeal. The garden is and has always been run by the local 
council. 

 

We visited these garden on the morning of the fourth day. Some of the Roses had begun to 
flower along with a wonderful display from a Wisteria growing up the back wall of the 
garden. Again there was a Rosa banksia lutea in flower trained over a pergola. I felt the 
roses growing in lawn were in poor form and would benefit from being grown in beds 
together. 

 

The Japanese Garden was not very impressive and was poorly planted with a few choice 
trees around a dry river bed. I would say it is not a great example of such a garden. The 
whole garden felt like it could do with taking in hand and improved. It is possible that being 
run by a local council funding is not available to maintain it properly. There was not much to 
bring back from this garden as I felt the simple and poor layout of the garden did not show 
the plants off to their best. The standards of the garden could be greatly improved to create 
a better display. We felt this was an important learning point, as it showed we have high 
standards already compared to other gardens. The only positive was we did not have to pay 
to get into this garden and the view across the city. 
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Giardino Bardini by Luke Gunner 

Situated on a steep slope overlooking the city of Florence. The topography of the garden has 
been used to make some of the key features of the garden, such as the terraced walled 
garden with a stone central staircase. 

Bardini is not as grand as the Boboli Gardens and lacks the imposing vistas. However, with a 
smaller, more intimate feel, it has more features crammed into a small space. 

Right in front of you as you enter the garden is a lawn containing round flowerbeds filled 
with roses. The edges of the bed were lined with curved terracotta tiles, the idea of which 
was presumably to make the beds appear more grand, although in reality they made it 
impossible to control the grass around the bed which had been left to grow up in between 
them. 

 

The Bardini Gardens are home to an impressive Wisteria tunnel which was just starting to 
come out in bloom. The Wisteria had been left to grow in a fairly naturalistic style, with the 
old, twisting stems forming an interesting structure. This gave the area a huge amount of 
character while still maintaining the formal structure, which is something that I hope to 
achieve with many of my areas at Wisley. Planted beneath the Wisteria was a mixture of 
small woodland shrubs such as Hydrangea, which were not preforming very well.  

 

Looking along the Wisteria Tunnel the visitor is given a good view of the old kaffeehaus. The 
garden also had an area referred to as The English Woodland, however this mostly consisted 

of the same evergreen shrubs found in most of the 
other Italian Gardens. It was a collection of Viburnum 
tinus and Laurus nobilis, as well as specimen trees 
such as Eryobotria japonica and Magnolia grandiflora.  
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Another feature of the garden 
was the Dragon Canal, which 
was a stone sided rill that 
snaked gently beside an area of 
the woodland. Unfortunately, 
this feature could only be seen 
from one end as the area was 
completely shut off, which was 
a shame as it was beautifully 
made and begged to be 
followed as it disappeared 
around the bend. 

 

 

Giardino di Boboli by Sean McDill 

Giardino di Boboli is an early and influential 
example of the 16th Century Italian formal 
garden style. The garden was commissioned by 
the powerful Medici family and was laid out 
around 1550. Artist Niccolo Tribolo designed 
the first stage using established renaissance 
forms of long axes with symmetrical walkways 
around. Tribolo’s design was much larger and 
grander than previous early-renaissance 
gardens and incorporated many more built 
elements including amphitheatres, terraces, 
fountains, grottos and hundreds of statues. I 
found this feature of the garden impressive to the point of being overpowering. Maybe this 
was supposed to be the point. It seems likely that Boboli was largely intended as a 
statement of the Medici’s immense power and influence. Development continued until the 
19th century. Many of the later additions are smaller, more intimate feeling spaces. 

The first main axis runs uphill from the rear of the 
Pitti Palace. It begins in a huge amphitheatre, 
surrounded by statues and ascends in a series of 
terraces finishing at a large fountain with a statue 
of Neptune in the centre. The second axis (the 
Viottolone or Cypress Road) is perpendicular to 
the first. It runs downhill, through one of the 
garden’s best known features, the Isolotto. This is 
an island in a large pool, surrounded by Quercus 
ilex hedges. These hedges illustrate clearly 

Quercus ilex hedging around the Isolotto. 

Amphitheatre and Pitti Palace. 
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something that I noticed about most of the gardens we visited: close up the quality of the 
trimming is rough, but when done on a large enough scale it has impact. Around the 
Viotollone is a maze of secluded lanes formed by long avenues of Quercus ilex trained into 
arches. These frequently open out into larger spaces displaying more sculptures. 

 

The main part of the garden has very little in the 
way of plant variety. The vast majority of the 
planting consists of Buxus sempervirens, Laurus 
nobilis, Viburnum tinus and Quercus ilex all 
clipped into formal hedging. 

 

There are several smaller spaces tucked away 
around the main spaces of the garden. These feel 
secluded and like gardens in their own right. They 
also feature more interesting horticulture than 
the main parts of the garden. Casino del Cavaliere 
has a finely clipped Box parterre, roses, herbaceous planting and various interestingly 
pruned shrubs. The Kaffeehaus looks over terraced lawns and various Malus cultivars. 

 

It felt to me like the main axis at Boboli was vastly 
larger than any landscape features at Wisley. 
However, I compared the relative sizes on Google 
Maps and found that the Boboli main axis is actually 
only about twenty metres longer than the Mixed 
Borders and Battleston Hill Broadwalk at Wisley. The 
two feel very different. I found this part of Boboli 

austere and forbidding. The borders at Wisley have a much more welcoming quality and I 
think this is because the formal elements are softened and the scale put into context 
through the use of diverse planting. 

Today the garden seems to be much more about the borrowed scenery of the mountains 
and the views over Florence than it is about horticulture. It was interesting to see the origins 
of modern formal gardening, but I’m glad that things have moved on: from being a 
demonstration of power to providing a pleasing backbone for plant interest.  

 

 

 

 

 

Kaffeehaus. 
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Monday 8th April, Crespellano, Bologna 

Villa Puglie by Gemma Neech 

Villa Puglie was a complete contrast to the other Italian gardens that we had visited. Set in 
the Crespellano countryside, was an impressive villa with stunning views. The garden 
wrapped around the Villa on all four sides, maintaining a contemporary formal feel with vast 
immaculate lawns and interesting planting around the perimeter. There were lots of varied 
places to sit and appreciate the garden and the villa. The rest of the garden sloped down 
towards a large lake, vineyard and olive groves. In total the garden was 10 hectares, and 
filled with more than 1000 plant species.  

We were given a tour by Matthieu one of the horticulturists working in the garden, and 
Roberto the garden’s designer, who could not have been more hospitable. It was exciting to 
be the first group to visit the garden, and I hope that the team there will come and visit 
Wisley in the future. Roberto’s design for the garden was flawless, along with high standards 
of horticulture. I haven’t been to a garden in a long time where the design and planting 
combinations are so good that it is hard to take a bad photograph. I thoroughly enjoyed this 
visit, and the garden will stay with me for a long time as one of my all-time favourites. 
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Conclusion 

We enjoyed our visit to Italy immensely, and benefited as a team and as individuals in a 
number of ways. We particularly enjoyed Villa Puglie, being some of the first horticultural 
visitors. We met with the architect and gardener and this helped us understand what they 
were hoping to achieve when the project is complete. In direct contrast some of the older 
and grander gardens were impressive due to their size and formal layout but were not always 
maintained to such a high standard.  We took away something from every garden and found 
the trip very rewarding. A number of the team would like to return to re-visit several of the 
gardens in the future.  

Projects that have resulted from the trip so far include: the linking of gardens using natural 
stone stepping stones as seen at Villa Puglie which we replicated between the Cottage and 
Exotic Gardens.  The use of large Italian style pots (both empty and planted) as focal points 
or features seen in most of the gardens visited and replicated on Glebe Terrace. We also 
have plans for future planting which draws on elements seen on the trip including the use of 
specimen trees e.g. planting of Lagerstoemia in the Mixed Borders. 

We would like to acknowledge funding from the RHS Coke Trust Bursary Fund and the Hardy 
Plant Society Kenneth Black Bursary Scheme, without which the trip would not have been 
possible. 

 

 

Thank you very much! From the Formal team 

 

 


