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Palladio’s grand original:

NILLA MALGONTENTA

by Jobn Russell; photographs by Lord Snowdon

THE MOST beautiful boat-ride in Europe has been
for 400 years, and is still today, the run from Venice
to Padua. The water-bus ‘Burchiello,” which makes
the trip in 2 letsurely seven to cight hours, could be
filled a dozen times over; and the journcy casts
its spell even over those who care nothing for the
landscape-background of Giorgione's paintings and
will never go to the library 1w look up what
Henri 11 of France, and what Goethe, and what the
Président de Brosses had to say about the pleasures
of a day on the Breata. It is a puddly, reed-strewn,
goose-loud and almost stationary stream, with none
of those intimations of the colossal which endear the
Rhine and the Danube to their admirers. And in the
surrounding landscape all is flat, silent and still
This trance-like quality begins in the Venetian
lagoon and is, f anything, mtensified when the
waters narrow and the boat inches its way into the
Brenta canal. The “little world of life and move-
ment” which Goethe detected on cither bank of the
Brenta is powered today by enormous factories and
refineries only a mile or two distant. Buzt the water's
edge remains a place of mystery and contemplation
We wait for something astonishing to happen; and
happen it does when the unpretentious little river
shakes out of its green sleeve what many people
would rank as the most influential, and some as the
most beautiful, house in the world : the Villa Mal-
contenta.  Palladio designed this in the 15505 at a

make an carthly paradise in the undistinguished
marshlands between Venice and the Euganacan
Hills, A great many of them got near to it—the run
from Venice to Padua is strewn with their attempts
—but no one got nearer than the Foscaris, who
commussioned the Villa Malc
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exiled from judicious eyes and left to their first in-
ventors, the Goths or Lombards, amongst other
relics of that barbarous age™ A century or more
later, country houses all over the civilised West were
based on Palladio; and by the eve of the Industrial
Revolution, when inhabited landscape reached its
highest point of beauty and amenity, Palladianism
was cverywhere, from the Weald of Kent to the
swamps of Louisiana and from the flatlands round
what is now Leningrad to the plains of Hungary.
Malcontenta meanwhile had gone to the bad. The
branch of the Foscari family for whom it was built
petered out shortly after Waterloo, and the great
house was by turns barracks and hospital, granary
and magniloquent shed. The whole region decayed.
The water's edge between Venice and Padua had
once been famous throughout Europe as a place
where life was easy, flexible, luxurious and gay. In
summer, when Venice was hot and tiresome, the
bowling-alleys by the Brenta were shaded with horn-
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beam, and delicious food was served in a bower of
willows. Each house, with its dependencies, was a
world in miniature; and the crowned heads who
transferred at Fusina into their flar-bottomed and
gilded barges could count on royal amusements
when the trip was over

Bur when its present owner, Mr A. C. Landsberg,
first came to Malcontenta, in 1925, the house was
derelict. Farmyard animals had been free for gen-
erations to rootle and rut in and out of the ground-
floor rooms. A blacksmith's shop was in full activity
in the hall. Scagulls, bats, field-mice, lizards and
white owls abounded. Grain was stored above, and
hauled up and down through holes cut in the floor.
Only one inner door was left. Most of the windows
were blocked up. The frescoes had been white-
washed over. Whole flights of stairs were missing
Someone was growing silkworms high overhead.
There were holes in the roof. Old photographs
show the great house as a disaffected Temple of the
Muses, a blank-faced ruin gone quite to pot. To
get it back into shape would take a poet, and a
historian, and a man of quite exceptional determina-
non

Luckily Mr Landsberg was all three. A Brazilian
citizen of European origin, he had been to school at
Harrow; and after coming down from Cambridge,
where he was 3 friend of, among others, Ronald
Firbank, he lived a great deal in Paris. In 1923
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even at its grandest, is never out of touch with
human realities. Palladio, unlike his later imitators,

er scems to say: “This house is too grand for
people like you to aspire to.”

And Bertic Landsberg would never think of say-
ing it, either, The wvisitc

s' book at Malcontenta
reflects its owner’s over-riding affection for his
fellow human beings; the house is rare which, like
this one, has received Lz Corbusier and Winston
Churchill, Bernard Berenson and Cole Porter,

Stravins

y and Freya Stark, with the same enthusi-
sm. The book also honours the names of the
bailiff, Antonio, and housekeeper, Maria, who be-
tween 1939 and 1945 outwitted onc army after an-
other to keep Malcontenta intact against its owner’s
return; but what it does not include, because it
simply isn’t big enough, are the countless unknown
enthusiasts who have rung the bell and not been
turned away

Since Bertic Landsberg returned to Malcontenta
in 1945 with his American bride, the former Miss
Dorothea Watts, Malcontenta has had a mistress
whose love of the house has matched her husband's
The nearby landscape, meanwhile, has changed as
much as the house itself, though in a different direc-
tion. Towards Venice, enormous refineries produce,

24 hours a day, a spectacle as awesome as any to be
found outside Cape Canaveral: the entangled pipe-
lines, the naked jets of green and purple flame, the
high wire fences go on for mile after mile. The whaole
area buzzes with full employment. Vespa, outboard
motorboar and transistor radio ring out across the
marshes. Everyone is busy, alert, well-dressed and
polite. Several times a week, in the season, the
‘Burchicllo’ does the classic trip from Venice to
Padua; and as the overloaded excursionists approach
Malcontenta, engines are stopped and a short culogy
of the house and its owner booms out over the loud-
speaker

Just occasionally the owner can, indeed, be
glimpsed from the water in a characteristic dance of
excitement over some new discovery. For the house,
which kept so many of its mysteries intact, is yielding
them up, one by ooe, to ity owner’s affectionate
curiosity. For necarly 40 years, for instance, the
authorship of the frescoes in the great cruciform
hall which forms the main room of the house had
been debated back and forth with hardly a rag of
firm evidence. But, this last summer, a young
Russian woman art-historian, Larissa Salmina, was
able to connect the frescoes with a group of drawings
by Zelotti which were taken to Russia more than a
century ago by Prince Youssoupoff and which are
now in the Hermitage in Leningrad

Things of that sort can, of course, happen in
museums, or in houses that are brought to a
certain point of perfection and scaled off. But Mal-
contenta is not 2 house that has been brought creak-
ing and protesting into the 20th century. It is what
it always was: a place where something marvellous
may happen at any time, an carthly paradise where
nothing is out of date, a ‘machine for living '
four centuries before Le Corbusier
bettered for its

devised n

patented that phrase, but

purposc

One of the Villa's most provsdential santors ths year

was Miss Lanssa Salmuna, of the Hermitage

eum in Lemngrad, who 15 seen (right) looking

f adio or wards
the scoes wh uthorsimp she was able to conform
from the emdence of dramings now in her charge



