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The classical garden in America 
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Abstract       Classical architecture long appealed to Americans, as can be 
seen, the buildings that survive from the colonial Federal periods. However, 
the classical influence in garden design had yet to be articulated in American 
back yard. American gardeners and designers had looked to landscape 
gardens of England and the formal gardens of France for models. These 
garden styles werw inspired by classical gardens, but had been translated to 
suit each country and climate. Furthermore, the classical garden had been 
further modified to please the lavish tastes of monarchs and aristocrats.   
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In 1904, the novelist Edith Wharton joined 

forces with Platt, with the publication of her book, 
Italian Villas and Their Gardens. In it, she attempted to 
define a path out of what she perceived was the 
confusion in American garden design. Wharton 
believed that rules of good design could be drawn from 
the Reinaissance gardens of Italy. She presented each 
Italian garden in her book, as a „prolongation of the 
house”. 
 
Biological Material and Method  

 
Early in the twentieth century  American 

designers found inspiration in the famed gardens 
created in Renaissance Italy, such as the Boboli 
Gardens in Florence. A highlight of this spot is the 
moated garden known as Islotto, with its renowned 
statuary and pots of  fragrant lemon and orange trees.  

The gardens of Agecroft  Hall werw designed  
to match the house itself, a fifteen-century half-
timbered manor house from Lancashire, England that 
was taken apart in the 1920s and reassembled in 
America. 

By the close of the nineteenth century, 
sophisticated Americans were growing weary of the 
Victorian fondness for sentimentality in house and 
garden design. A young American art student, Charles 
Platt, echoed this feeling in his 1894 book, Italian 
Gardens. Based on his study of surviving Renaissance 
and Baroque gardens in Italy, Platt’s book offered an 
elegant alternative to the eclectic chaos that had come 
to dominate the nineteenth-century flower garden. It 
also led to his first design commission and to a career 
that would be instrumental in shaping the profession of 
landscape architecture. 
 
 

Results 
 
In 1904, the novelist Edith Wharton joined 

forces with Platt, with the publication of her book, 
Italian Villas and Their Gardens. In it, she attempted to 
define a path out of what she perceived was the 
confusion in American garden design. Wharton 
believed that rules of good design could be drawn from 
the Reinaissance gardens of Italy. She presented each 
Italian garden in her book, as a „prolongation of the 
house”.  

In Wharton’s estimation, the best kind of 
garden consisted of a series of enclosed spaces or 
rooms, rather than a single spacious expanse of 
unbounded terrain. Though she conceived of the 
garden as a cluster of rooms that provided a gradual 
retreat from the house into nature , she was distressed. 
The secret garden located below the ground level of the 
Villa Vizcaya and the terraces of the main garden, is 
just one of the surprises prepared for visitors. Others 
include a waterside gazebo and an outdoor casino. 
Miami, Florida. 

In 1904, the novelist Edith Wharton joined 
forces with Platt, with the publication of her book, 
Italian Villas and Their Gardens. In it, she attempted to 
define a path out of what she perceived was the 
confusion in American garden design. Wharton 
believed that rules of good design could be drawn from 
the Renaissance gardens of Italy. She presented each 
Italian garden in her book, as a "prolongation of the 
house." 

In Wharton's estimation, the best kind of 
garden consisted of a series of enclosed spaces or 
"rooms," rather than a single spacious expanse of 
unbounded terrain. Though she conceived of the 
garden as a cluster of rooms that provided a gradual 
retreat from the house into nature, she was distressed 
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by the interior decorator's approach to garden design, 
and she was critical of the popularity and dominance of 
flowers in the American garden. "Adventurous effects" 

such as vivid floral displays had no place in die 
classical garden. "The Italian garden does not exist for 
its flowers; its flowers exist for it...” 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.1 "The Italian garden does not exist for its flowers; its flowers exist for it...” 
 

Italian Villas drew upon source material from 
books in four languages dating back to the seventeenth 
century. It combined firsthand experience 1 garden 
history, and included brief biographical profiles of 
sixty notable and important garden architects. Almost 
forty villa gardens were examined, many by means of 
garden sketches and iterations. 

Edith Wharton set the style for gardeners and 
garden lovers of discrimination. Many followed lead, 
and many more digressed from it. One of the finest 
interpretations of a sixteenth century Italian garden was 
created between 1912 and 1916 at the Villa Vizcaya 
near Miami, Florida. The Vizcaya gardens capture the 
"inherent beauty" of the Italian garden, which 

Mrs.'Wharton believed was the balanced grouping of 
all the parts, of light and shade, water and pavement, 
terrace and lawn. At Vizcaya, flowers flourish in 
Florida's tropical climate among the other essential 
elements of the Italian garden, "marble, water, and 
perennial verdure." 

In the picture below, designer Paul Chalfin 
declared that at Vizcaya he had created something up 
to now unachieved in the New World...a house and 
garden that date from a proud and vigorous past. 
Miami, Florida. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig.2 Vizcaya's Frog Fountain 
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This picture is offering a variety of moods, 
classical garden sculpture often mixes stately grandeur 
with moments of whimsy.  

 

This charming sculptural detail gives 
Vizcaya's Frog Fountain its name. Miami, Florida. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.3 The gardens of Vizcaya 
 
Inspired by Italian designs, the gardens of 

Vizcaya incorporate sculpture, fountains, and 
architectural elements to create an array of expansive 
vistas and charming walkways. Miami, Florida. 

The main entrance to Vizcaya, a Venetian-

style villa built between 1914 and 1922 by 
multimillionaire James Deering. The extensive gardens 
were based on Italian models and were influenced by 
Edith Wharton's theories of garden design. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig.4 Formal garden 
 
In the 1920s, the American landscape 

designer, Beatrix Farrand , laid out a ten-acre formal 
garden for the grounds of the historic mansion, 
Dumbarton Oaks. Apart from creating spectacular 

displays like these herbaceous borders, she also 
incorporated such preexisting elements as an orangery 
dating from 1810. Washington, D. C. 
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Fig.5 Pebble Garden at Dumbarton Oaks
 
The intricate design and baroque fiair of the 

Pebble Garden at Dumbarton Oaks could easily be 
mistaken as part of the grounds of a French chateau or 
an Italian villa. Washington, D. C. 

Edith Wharton's niece, Beatrix Farrand, 
became a landscape architect of note. She designed the 
landscape gardens of many fine homes, including Filoli 
estate near San Francisco, but her best known garden is 
the one she designed at Dumbarton Oaks outside of 
Washington, D.C. 

Dumbarton Oaks is a celebrated and much-
visited example of a free interpretation of the Italian 
garden. It was designed by Farrand between 1921 and 
1947, and answers Edith Wharton's call to grasp the 
Italian garden's "underlying spirit." However, the use 
of flowers and woodland at Dumbarton Oaks is clearly 

inspired by the work of contemporary English garden 
designers, whose work Farrand admired. 
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