
Tuscany is Italy’s land of plenty and
offers the visitor the best in art,
architecture, food, wine, and landscape.
Her beauty today belies a history of
warfare and hardship from the first
Roman invasions to the German
occupation in WWII. Tuscany, its people,
and their culture endured and continue to
beckon us.

Left to right: 1) III Empress, E. Dotti Tarot, Milan
c.1863; 2) III Empress, Niki de Saint Phalle, 2000;
3) XXI The World, P. Negri Tarot, Milan, c. 1862;
4) XXI The World, de Saint Phalle, 2000
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A Tarot Garden in Tuscany : Allegory & Nature
by  Allison Cross

Tarocchi is the Italian word for a game played with tarot

cards. Essentially, the tarot deck is a set of playing cards of 4 suits

with an additional 22 cards bearing allegorical images. These cards

are called the Major Arcana (“great mysteries” in Latin), and they

initially functioned as trump cards in a game similar to bridge in

which they “triumphed” over the numbered cards and over each

other, higher trumps taking lower trumps. While card playing was

known to ancient China and Egypt and likely reached Europe

through the Saracens in Spain, most scholars agree that the

invention of the Major Arcana belongs to late 14th century Italy.

The cards depicted the people, events, and beliefs of early

Renaissance society and were numbered 0 to XXI: The Fool, The

Magician, The Popess, The Empress, The Emperor, The Pope, The

Lovers, The Chariot, Justice, The Hermit, The Wheel of Fortune,

Strength, The Hanged Man, Death, Temperance, The Devil, The

Tower, The Stars, The Moon, The Sun, Judgement, and The World.

The sequence represents life’s journey from The Fool’s innocence,

through vice and virtue, to the harmony and perfection signified by

the last card, The World. Like paintings of the time, the imagery

and symbolism of the cards were drawn from Christian theology,

humanistic writings, Neoplatonism, and the Renaissance

“sciences” of astrology and astronomy. The game itself seems to

have been a simple pastime that, along with all card playing and

gambling, was soon condemned by the Church. It was only in late

18th century Paris that tarot cards became associated with the

occult, Egyptian symbolism, and fortune-telling.

Since their appearance, tarot cards have inspired artistic

interpretation from painters to poets. In southwestern Tuscany, the

artist Niki de Saint Phalle has created a modern sculpture garden of

the Major Arcana. Il Gardino dei Tarocchi is an allegorical world

of abstract, monumentally-scaled figures made of reinforced

concrete and covered with mosaics of mirrors, glass, and ceramic

tiles. From the coastal highway, these huge colorful forms emerge

from a densely wooded hillside. As you pass, they sparkle and

shimmer in the sunlight only to disappear from sight upon the

entry road.  [continued]



F R O M   T H E   S H E L F

War in the Val D’Orcia: An Italian War
Diary • 1943-1944 by Iris Origa, 1947, 1984 by
David R. Godine, Publisher,  A NONPAREIL BOOK

This is a remarkable account by the

Marchesa Iris Origa of her family life from

January 1943 to June 1944. During this time,

southern Tuscany and their estate La Foce,

near Chianciano, became the front line as the

Allies advanced north from Rome. Her diary

reports the political events at large (learned

by radio and private letters) while revealing

the complexity of the human condition

through her narration of daily life at La Foce.

British POWs quartered in the estate’s castle

hear orphaned children singing in the garden.

Fascist officers and German soldiers patrol

the grounds while Italian war evaders,

deserters, and partisans hide in the

outbuildings and hills. Civilians, both

peasants and those of privilege, risk their

lives to help escapees and deserters from both

sides.

For those who in recent times have

experienced the prosperity and serene beauty

of the Val d’Orcia and such towns as Pienza

and Montepulciano, or have visited the

enchanting gardens at La Foce, it is an

important awakening to the severe hardship

and unrest of the not too distant past.

A Small Place in Italy was written by Eric

Newby, who, as an escaped British POW

endured the winter of 1943-44 hidden by

peasants in the Apennines of Northern

Tuscany. It is there, twenty years later, that

he and his wife buy a second home. This is

not your usual “house restoration” saga.  The

restoration, itself, plays a minor role to the

personalities of the neighboring contadini and

their seasonal activities which include the fall

vendemmie or grape harvests, mushroom

hunts, religious processions, and the sagre –

food festivals. [1994, Harper Collins]

La Foce: A Garden and Landscape in Tuscany,

2001, University of Pennsylvania Press.

The visitor arrives at a long horizontal brick wall, designed

by architect Mario Botta to separate the exterior from the inside

garden -  metaphorically, the world outside, from that within us.

Entry is through a round opening, and then an inclining sinuous

path. At the last turn, a magnificent 40 foot totem pole appears

between the trees. It depicts The Magician and The High Priestess

(or The Popess), cards I and II. From her open mouth spills forth

water, symbolizing her words of wisdom and prophecy. The water

falls over tiled steps and into an oval pool where a metal sculpture

of card X, The Wheel of Fortune, suggesting Fate, turns slowly. As

you approach the fountain, the perspective opens and other large

scaled figures of various forms and riotous colors are revealed.

They rise from the hillside in a horseshoe arrangement and

represent 8 more of the Major Arcana.

The design of the garden invites movement around,

through, up, and even into the giant figures, as in The Empress

whose enormous sphinx-shaped body houses a whimsical

apartment and sculptures of three additional cards: The Chariot,

The Stars and Judgement. This interior space alludes to her

historical attributes of fulfillment, achievement, and fertility as

Queen Mother. Her consort, The Emperor, who traditionally

represents power and protection, is interpreted by Phalle as a

resplendent castle with an open courtyard and glimmering towers.

All around are reminders of Tuscany – silvery olive trees, scented

hedges of rosemary, and tall cypresses. The remaining Major

Arcana are placed thoughout the woods awaiting discovery,

interpretation, and illumination.
Il Giardino dei Tarocchi is open every day from 2:30 to 7:30 pm, May 13 until

Oct. 20;  tel. 0564.89122

•     •     •
Join Allison Cross

for

Art & Nature in the Italian Villa Garden
2003 Tours

ROME & AMALFI COAST   •    March 8 – March 15

Villa gardens of Pompeii, Herculaneum, Ravello and Capri, pleasure

gardens of papal Rome – Villa d’Este, Villa Lante, Villa Caprarola,

the Giardino dei Tarocchi, mountains & sea, frescoes & fountains.

TUSCANY: Florence & Siena   •   May 17 –24   &   Sept. 13 – 20

Medici Villas, Villa Gamberaia, gardens of Chianti, La Foce and Villa

Cetinale near Siena, rolling hills, cypress lanes, olive groves, a garden

luncheon in a  private countryside villa.

Price: $2885. Call 1-866-237-7787, or email allisoncross@rsvpitalia.com for details.



T H E   T U S C A N   T A B L E

We approach Villa Dei Lecci through

a sun-filled vineyard which leads us into a

shaded tunnel of towering holm oaks (lecci in

Italian). Signora Miki Albuzza greets us with

an embrace and welcomes us to her home.

She delights in showing people her family’s

17th century villa with its rooms filled with

antiques and adorned with framed family

correspondence from as early as the 1300’s.

We are invited into the garden for an

aperitivo where we meet our fellow guests, a

painter and her husband, an architect. We sip

cool white wine among lavender and rose

bushes as the sun silhouettes the distant

towers of Siena.

At 8:30 pm, a polite knock on the door

calls us for dinner. We dine al fresco under a

gazebo in a grass courtyard sheltered by the

villa’s buildings and a dense wood. The meal

has been prepared by Miki’s sister, Marika

Albuzza, who also offers cooking lessons in

the villa’s kitchen. The menu is suited to a

warm summer’s night in June: homemade

taglietelle with porcini mushrooms followed

by vitello tonnato (cold veal with tuna sauce)

and a salad of tomatoes and green beans,

perfectly seasoned with sweet basil and

Tuscan olive oil from the fall harvest. Signora

Miki emerges from the villa to make sure that

everything is fine and soon a second carafe of

red wine from the nearby Chianti hills

appears. Desert is one of the best tiramisu`

ever tasted.

Just before midnight, our dinner

companions head for the garden’s moonlit

Jacuzzi while our evening drive to Siena is

postponed until morning.   
Villa dei Lecci is in Larniano just outside of Siena.

The villa can be rented weekly or by room for a 3

night’s stay. Call rsvp ITALIA at 1-866-237-7787.

(Hotel Relais) Borgo San Felice
San Felice, Castelnuovo Berardenga, 0577/3964

A medieval hamlet turned first-rate

hotel, its restaurant features Tuscan cuisine

and a fine selection of regional wine. Bread

and pastries are baked on the estate. moderate

The Villa Experience

Italian Countryside:  TUSCANY
September 28  –  October 5, 2002

DAY 1

Arrival  at Villa Dei Lecci

Greeting in Florence  •  Lunch together in the walled town of Monteriggioni  •

Welcome toast and dinner at Villa Dei Lecci.

DAY 2

A Day in Chianti: Grapes and Olives

Tour of  Castello di Volpaia winery and olive mill with tasting  •  A Tuscan

lunch  •  Afternoon visit to Castello di Brolio  •  Dinner in the countryside.

DAY 3

Siena: The Gothic Dream

Morning walk of Piazza del Campo, Palazzo Pubblico and the Cathedral

•  Lunch together and free afternoon  •  Dinner at a delightful trattoria.

DAY 4

Villa Dei Lecci: Culinary Delights

Leisure morning  •  Lunch in the garden  •  Afternoon cooking demonstration

with Marika Albuzza  •  Five course Tuscan meal at Villa Dei Lecci.

DAY 5

Pienza & La Foce: Popes, Gardens and Wine

Morning visit to Pienza’s Papal Palace and garden  •  Afternoon tasting of

Brunello wine and visit to gardens of La Foce  •  Dinner at Villa dei Lecci.

DAY 6

Cortona, Thermal Baths: Bella Tuscany

Tour of Borgo San Felice with lunch  •  Choice of the afternoon at Spa

L’Antica Querciolana or town of Cortona  •  Dinner in the countryside.

DAY 7

San Gimignano: City of Towers

Morning visit to the hill town of San Gimignano  •  Afternoon and farewell

dinner at Villa Dei Lecci.

DAY 8

Departure

Only 2 spaces remaining! 7 nights in private villa; land transportation;
professional driver; cultural escort; daily breakfast; 7 dinners & 5 lunches;
cooking demo; guided cultural walks; winery tours and tastings

Call 1-866-237-7787, or email allisoncross@rsvpitalia.com for details.


