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crumbling. The architects were only able to gauge the state of 
deterioration when workers began to remove them: more than 
half of them were no longer usable. This introduced another 
problem since the original quarry was now depleted and stones 
with identical characteristics could no longer be found. However, 
an investigation of the quarry revealed a new vein containing a 
very similar stone that was a perfect match. 

This type of roofing material is disappearing: piode tiles 
may measure as much as 6 1/2 ft (2m) long by 3 ft (1m) wide, 
and thus require a robust supporting structure, which comes at 
considerable cost. Traditional slate, therefore, which can be 
industrially produced in small sizes, is increasingly chosen as a 
replacement. The reproduction of the original roof is a symbol 
of the unconventional and courageous approach needed to pre-
serve the authentic original materials. This spirit also extended 
to improvements on the eaves. Where sections of copper rain 
gutter needed to be replaced, the new gutters were subjected to 
an aging process so they would perfectly match the preexisting 
elements. The exterior plaster and finishing also required spe-
cial consideration. The exterior is not painted; instead, layers of 
lime plaster were applied by hand to create a natural, timeworn 
effect, with color varying depending on the time of day and the 
quality of the light. The handling of the plaster, roof, and treat-
ment of the copper rain gutters at Villa Balbiano are now cited 
by the Superintendency as benchmarks of the highest-quality 
restoration work.

Villa Balbiano has been reborn. Its rooms have regained 
their stately magnificence and its decorations harmonize beau-
tifully with its timeless setting—luxuriant vegetation and the 
limpid expanse of water encircled by mountains. 

An ideal itinerary for discovering the villa begins on the 
ground floor—the original and oldest part of the villa—in the 
rooms and halls painted with mural paintings by renowned 

FACING PAGE  The villa features many Chinese artifacts,  
such as the large eighteenth-century porcelain vase from the  

Qianlong period (r. 1736–95) in the center of the room. 
PAGES 94–95  This mid-seventeenth-century Dutch cabinet features  

doors decorated with an elaborate Japanese landscape in gold  
lacquer and finely handcrafted hinges. Detail from a companion  

cabinet: a fish surfacing amidst the waves, carved in relief  
and again finished in gold lacquer.

“When you write the story of two happy lovers, let the story  
be set on the banks of Lake Como. . . . Here a man can breathe freely, 

surrounded by friendly nature, and his harmonious  
relationship with it is not disturbed by gigantic masses.  

He can love, or he can empty his mind and relax, since all he  
seems to be doing is enjoying his share of the general bliss.”

Franz Liszt, letter to Louis de Ronchaud, September 20, 1837.
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ABOVE, PAGES 130–132  The dining room is embellished  
with grand, atmospheric, eighteenth-century paintings by Giuseppe Porro,  

representing ancient architecture. It also features a number of baroque  
decorative elements, such as an original parapet in trompe-l’oeil porphyry. 

FACING PAGE  The silverware is laid on the carved and gilded mahogany  
and bronze table, from the late Louis XVI period.
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The flowering plants are a mix of shrubs, herbaceous peren-
nials, and trees reflecting British taste to some extent, but incor-
porated into the structure of a typical Italian garden. Windmill 
palms (Trachycarpus fortunei), Japanese laurels (Aucuba 
japonica), dwarf oleanders (Nerium oleander ‘Nana’ ), soft 
shield-ferns (Polystichum setiferum), sedum ‘Autumn Joy’ (Sedum 
Herbstfreude), Easter lily (Lilium longiflorum), and oakleaf 
hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia), just to name a few, enhance 
this picturesque scene.

Near the villa there is a vegetable garden as well as a fruit 
orchard. Apples, pears, and figs are planted along the enclo-
sure wall or trained on trellises to create a covered pergola 
walk. The original vegetable garden was expanded at the own-
ers’ request. And, as was the case with the work to restore the 
villa, the redesign of the garden required close collaboration 
with the Superintendency. The entire scheme had to be 
approved and specific permits issued, for example, to allow the 
cutting of trees (even if they were diseased or dead), or to 
remove a part of the garden wall, even though it had been a 
relatively recent addition. 

Thanks to the meticulous attention to detail, beautiful finish, 
and a sensitive interpretation of the historical context, in 2017 
the project won first prize for the best restoration of an historic 
garden from the prestigious British Society of Garden Designers.

The garden is now thriving, producing flowers and fruits, 
and water can be heard gurgling in the fountain once again. 
Villa Balbiano has been restored to its historic magnificence, 
and its charm endures across the centuries, beautifully reflected 
in the waters of Lake Como. s

ABOVE  View from the garden of the mountains beyond the lake.  
The villa is framed by monumental cypress trees.

FACING PAGE  The pool with its rich carpet of water lilies occupies  
the center of an oval created in the seventeenth century.  

The owners made sure it was preserved and restored, along with  
the fountain in the center, created in the eighteenth century. 
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