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Villa Torlonia throughout the ages 

 Anyone who has ever entered through the Aurelian walls knows there is no denying that 

the city of Rome is one of a profound history and culture.  In every direction with which one 

turns or looks, there is something different and fascinating that captures one’s eyes. What makes 

Rome so unique, however, is its ability to hold onto the “old” while still managing to develop a 

brand new period in its history.  As has become the custom throughout the ages, the people of 

Rome have used the old materials of generations before them to build up their city.  Because of 

this, Rome has become both physically and historically stratified, with each period in history 

being built upon that which came before it.  As a result, even some of the little wonders of Rome 

have a deeper history than that of places like the United States. One of these “little wonders,” is 

the splendid villa of Villa Torlonia, found off of Via Nomentana in the North-East part of Rome.  

As one walks through the large iron gates of Villa Torlonia, they are instantly captured by the 

breathtaking view before them.  The splendor of the villa and the park surrounding it, which 

glimmers off of the reflection of the bright sun in the mid-morning sky, leaves one speechless as 

they try to envision what once took place here.  As visitors look around, they are first attracted to 

the large white building on a slight diagonal in front of them that looks as if it housed an Italian 

official.  However, as they continue to look around, they begin to see other sights that do not 

necessarily belong in the same picture as this prestigious home.  There are joggers, dog walkers, 

children playing games, and even exercise classes taking place in every which way. One cannot 

help but question “what is this place?” and “how did it get here?’. Villa Torlonia, like much of 

Rome, has no simple history that can be used to explain how it came to be.  Instead, it must be 

explained through three major periods of history, all of which are essential in helping to 
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understand how Villa Torlonia became what it is today.  The scope of this paper is discuss the 

development of Villa Torlonia throughout these three periods, beginning first with the propriety 

of the Torlonia Family, then to the reign of Mussolini, and lastly onto the restoration of the Villa, 

as all three points in history have allowed the villa to reach its modern day state. 

 Although Villa Torlornia gets its name from the family with which it is often associated, 

the first record of Villa Torlonia dates all the way back to 1661 when it served as a farm sold by 

Giuseppe Maturo to Giovanni Bovrei.1  A little more than ten years later, the property was then 

sold to Benedetto Pamphilj in 1673, who later went on to become a cardinal in Rome.2 Although 

Cardinal Benedetto then moved to Bologna, where he remained until his death in 1730, he held 

onto the property on Via Nomentana, which came to be inherited by his nephew Girolamo who 

had the main Palazzo Nobile and Casino of Princes built.  From Girolamo, the property was then 

passed onto another noble family of Rome, the Colonnas in 1762, and finally made it into the 

hands of the Torlonias when Filippo and Marco Colonna sold it to Giovanni in 1797.3  While the 

property was mainly used by its predecessors as an agricultural area in which fruit and 

vegetables were always found growing, all of this changed when it came into the hands of 

Giovanni Torlonia. Giovanni’s father, Marino, who transferred to Rome from France in the mid 

1700’s, worked as a merchant and found himself the owner of a large fortune.  Giovanni later 

increased his father’s wealth by funding Il Banco Torlonia, or the Torlonia Bank, and upon 

                                                 
1 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 6. 
2 Benedetto Pamphilj was the son of Camillo and Olimpia Pamphilj born on April 25, 1653. As a member of one of 
the papal families, he was very much interested in theatre and music. He often held large receptions and 
performances in the vineyards outside of Porta Pia, one of which was Villa Torlonia.  On September 1, 1681, 
however, he became a cardinal and later moved to Bologna. "PAMPHILI, Benedetto in "Dizionario Biografico"." 
Treccani. Accessed May 04, 2017. http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/benedetto-pamphili_(Dizionario-
Biografico)/. 
3 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 6. 
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becoming the intermediary between France and the Pope, he received the title of Marchese of 

Romavecchia in 1797, and then the title of Prince of Civitella Cesi ini 1813.4  In order to 

demonstrate his new noble status, Giovanni hired Giuseppe Valadier, who began the 

transformation of the gardens of the villa with the addition of fountains, stables, and a main gate, 

as well as the enlargement of the main Palazzo.5 

 Upon Giovanni’s death in 1829, his youngest son, 

Alessandro, inherited both the family bank and villa.  Up 

until this point, very little construction on Villa Torlonia had 

taken place. However, beginning in the early 1830’s, 

Alessandro commissioned the work needed to further 

develop the villa’s beauty and commemorate his family. The 

first architect he hired for the job was Giovan Battista 

Caretti, who both amplified the size of the Palazzo Nobile 

and transformed Valadier’s Casino of Princes and the stables 

using a neo-gothic style. 6  In addition to these alterations, he 

also added several other elements to the villa including the Fake Ruins, Temple of Saturn, 

Tribuna Fountain, Amphitheater, Coffee-house, and Chapel of Saint Alexander. 7 However, for 

reasons unknown, Giovanni lost his trust in Caretti, and in 1836 called in two new architects, 

Quintiliano Raimondi and Giuseppe Jappelli, to finish the task at hand.  While Raimondi is 

                                                 
4 Ibid. 
5 The Museum of Villa Torlonia. Via Nomentana 70, Rome, Italy. 
6 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 7. 
7 The last three of these additions listed, the Amphitheater, Coffee-house, and Chapel of Saint Alexander, no longer 
exist today. Musei di Villa Torlonia. Accessed May 04, 2017. http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/. 

Figure 1: Alessandro Torlonia with his 
daughter Anna Maria  
Source: Roma Sparita 

http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/
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credited with the building of the Theatre and Lemon- House, referred to as the Aranciera in 

Italian, Japelli designed the southern part of the villa’s garden with winding paths, mounds, and 

ponds, in addition to the having furnished the grotto, tournament field, Green House, and the 

Swiss Hut, which later became the Casino delle Civette, or House of Owls.8   

During this period of time, Alessandro also had two granite obelisks carved and shipped 

via water transportation from the Cave of Baveno to commemorate his parents Giovanni and 

Anna Maria.  The first obelisk was put up on June 4, 1842 to honor his father, and a little more 

than a month later, the second was positioned in place on July 26th to honor his mother.9  Once 

both of the obelisks had been placed in 

their desire spots, Alessandro held a 

banquet to celebrate the event. Included 

were fireworks and a band, and the 

participants of the banquet were even 

graced with the attendance of Pope 

Gregory XVI.10  After this period of time, 

however, very little renovation and construction of the villa took place until 1901, when 

Alessandro’s grandson, Giovanni, inherited the villa directly from his grandfather.  Between the 

time in which the obelisks were put into place and Giovanni’s inheritance, Alessandro’s only son 

and wife had both died, and the villa was placed into the care of his daughter Anna Maria. 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
9 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 13. 
10 Musei di Villa Torlonia. Accessed May 04, 2017. http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/. 

Figure 2- Raising of the obelisks at Villa Torlonia 
Source:http://www.andreagaddini.it 

http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/
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Meanwhile, her husband, Giulio Borghese, changed his last name in 1872 to guarantee that the 

villa would prosper under the Torlonia family name until their son Giovanni could take over.11 

 With each new addition to the villa, the Torlonia family, hoped to create the same 

grandiose sentiment that was achieved by several other villas owned by the nobles of Rome. No 

matter how hard Alessandro tried, however, Villa Torlonia did not become the “grand” and 

“fashionable” meeting place of the Roman aristocrats as he had hoped.12  What came from the 

villa instead, are three charismatic buildings that are unique in design and have served a purpose 

in the villa since their time of construction.  These three buildings are the Casino Nobile, Casina 

delle Civete, and the Casino dei Principi.13  The Casino Nobile was the main residence of the 

Torlonia family, and the first building that 

one sees as they enter the villa through the 

gates of Via Nomentana.  Although started 

by Valadier, the primary architect of the 

Casino Nobile was Giovan Battista 

Caretti, with much of the internal 

decorations having been designed by 

several other artists and architects 

including Francesco Gasparoni.14 The building consisted of two floors and twelve separate 

rooms made up of bedrooms, sitting rooms, a bath, ballroom, and library.  Painted along these 

                                                 
11Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 7. 
12 The Museum of Villa Torlonia. Via Nomentana 70, Rome, Italy. 
13 In English, they are known as the following in their listed order; House of Nobles, House of Owls, and House of 
the Princes. 
14 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 11-12. 

Figure 3- Casino Nobile 
 Source: Musei di Villa Torlonia 
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walls, one could find the scenes of mythological stories like Alexander, Bacchus, and Venus as 

they walked through halls from room to room.15  

Although the Casino Nobile drew the most attention as the main building of Villa 

Torlonia, the other two buildings were also of service to the Torlonia family. The Casina delle 

Civete, designed by Jappelli in 1839, first started as the Cappana Svizzera, or Swiss House, and 

received its initial name from the style in 

which Jappelli was inspired while designing it. 

The Casina remained untouched until 1908, 

when Giovanni decided to leave the lavish 

Casino Nobile and make the Swiss Hut his 

home. Additions were then added by architect 

Enrico Gennari, and later in 1917 by architect 

Vincenzo Fasolo. Fasolo included additional decorations relating to owls to the Swiss Hut, and 

from that moment on, it became known as the House of Owls.16  On the other hand, the Casino 

dei Principi, present before the property was even obtained by the Torlonias, is one of the oldest 

buildings in the villa along with the Casino Nobile.  At one point, an underground pathway was 

built to allow for easy access from one building to the other. The Casino dei Principi, designed 

by Valadier and later worked on by Caretti, contained three floors, and its front faced the 

Amphitheatre that no longer exists today.17 Decorated with ornate mosaic floors, French 

windows, and Ancient Greek and Roman themed rooms, Prince Alessandro often used the 

                                                 
15 Isa Belli Barsali, Ville di Roma, vol. 1, Ville di Roma (Milano: SISAR, 1970). 349. 
16 Villa Torlonia. Vol. 3. Comune di Roma- I Giardini Storici di Roma. Roma: De Luca, 2000. 28-29. 
17 Ibid. 15-16. 

Figure 4- Casina delle Civete  
Source: passeggiateperroma.blogspot.com 
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Casino dei Principi for the social gatherings he held at the Villa Torlonia.18 However, little did 

Alessandro or his grandson Giovanni know, but the time for his aristocratic parties at Villa 

Torlonia would soon be coming to an end. 

On October 30, 1922, a man by the name of Benito Mussolini arrived in Rome from 

Milan, and was accepted by the King as the Prime Minister of Italy. Only two days before, his 

army of 26,000 fascisti entered into Rome and prepared to great him.  A former socialist and 

wounded soldier in the First World War, Mussolini had pushed for a dictator of Italy who was 

“ruthless and energetic enough to make a clean sweep” in unifying the Italian people and 

bringing Italy to power.19 Not long after making this statement, he began to hint that the perfect 

man to regain that power was himself, and after an unsuccessful first attempt in the polls, 

Mussolini finally achieved acceptance. “Il Duce,” as he was often called by the Italian people, 

was even welcomed by Giovanni Torlonia, who offered the Casino Nobile to Mussolini at a 

symbolic price of only one lira a year. 20 Mussolini and his family lived in the villa from 1925 

until his death in 1943, while Prince Giovanni lived in the Casina delle Civete nearby.   

Upon moving into the Casino Nobile, the Mussolini family made very few changes to the 

home with which they were offered. While Mussolini slept in the Prince’s bedroom, and his wife 

in the bedroom symmetrical to his on the other side of the first floor, his children and house staff 

slept on the second.  The Egyptian Room, which was the closest to his bedroom, became Il 

Duce’s office, while the other sitting rooms, especially the Bacchus Room, were used leisurely 

by the family. The Mussolini’s even used the Alexander Room as their dining room, much like 

                                                 
18 The Museum of Villa Torlonia. Via Nomentana 70, Rome, Italy. 
19 Christopher Hibbert, Rome: the biography of a city (London: Penguin, 1985), 286-287. 
20 Ibid. 289. 
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the Torlonias had done before them. Despite hosting very few parties as an attempt to maintain 

their privacy, the Ballroom was indeed used when the Mussolini’s held celebrations. In 1931, it 

is where the family most famously welcomed Ghandi, but more times than not, the ballroom was 

used for film projection or a casual game of billiards. A few small adjustments were later made 

by Mussolini and his wife Rachele, however, in order to add to the comfort of the home.21 In 

creating the addition of a connecting bathroom to both of their rooms, Mussolini had the veranda 

that looked out at the gardens beyond removed completely.  At the same time, the kitchen was 

also renovated and modernized in order to meet Rachele’s needs.  However, for the most part, 

under the propriety of the Mussolini family, the Casino Nobile remained almost the same as it 

was before. 

The Mussolini’s also made use of the surrounding area of the Casino Nobile within Villa 

Torlonia.  The Lemon House, although often used as the cinema, was occasionally used for 

public parties and the distribution of epiphany presents, following the fascist tradition.22 In 

addition, the Mussolinis took advantage of the encompassing garden of the Casino Nobile. 

Mussolini had the original Tournament Fields turned into a tennis court, and added a riding track 

in the far south side of the villa so he could practice. When it was not being used by the children 

for games and recreational activities, one could often find parades, receptions, official meetings, 

and Mussolini’s fencing lessons taking place. The 

most famous reception to be held within the garden, 

however, was the wedding celebration of his 

                                                 
21 The Museum of Villa Torlonia. Via Nomentana 70, Rome, Italy. 
22 Ibid. 

Figure 5- Edda Ciano wedding at Villa Torlonia 1930 
Source: History And Other Thoughts  
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daughter Edda to Galeazzo Ciano in 1930.23 Here they welcomed family and friends to celebrate 

with them in style. As the war came around, however, Rachele decided to make some 

modifications of her own to the garden.  Rachele promoted the “wartime vegetable gardens” 

project in which Italian families were encouraged to grow crops for self-support, given the 

shortage as a result for the war, and her garden produced numerous amounts of fruits and 

vegetables for her family to use.24 

The wartime gardens, nonetheless, were not the only additions that came about as a result 

of the Second World War. Upon assessing the need for protection from aerial bombings, 

Mussolini decided to add a bunker, and later a shelter, to the villa. 25 The bunker, which was 

originally a cellar, was outside and placed next to the modern theatre.  It was equipped with steel 

doors, an anti-gas filter, electricity, beds, a toilet, first-aid kit, and even a telephone. Despite 

having all of these amenities, the bunker still raised some security issues. Being that the bunker 

was to be accessed from the outside, cover would be broken if one tried to reach it.  Another 

issue that raised concern was that bunker was situated next to a pond, making the villa an easy 

target for aerial attacks.26  With that being said, it was decided that 

it was necessary to place a shelter under the ballroom of the 

Casino Nobile.  With a ceiling that stretched 120 cm thick in 

concrete and its cylindrical shape to better resist strong bomb 

compressions, the shelter had two airtight iron doors, showers, and 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Mussolini made this decision after the aerial bombings that took place in Genova, Milano, and Torino. "Bunker e 
rifugi antiaerei di Villa Torlonia: il tour tra le paure di Mussolini." Repubblica Tv - la Repubblica.it. 
26 The Museum of Villa Torlonia. Via Nomentana 70, Rome, Italy. Figure 6- Present day photo of entrance 
to Mussolini's bunker 
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wash-basins to try and help eliminate any possible gas from reaching one’s skin. The shelter also 

had two safety exists, one of which was by the Tribuna Fountain, to make sure its inhabitants 

could escape if need be.27   

However, the construction done on the shelter soon came to a halt and was never 

completed.  On a summer day in July of 1942, after having lost the faith of the Italian people and 

government, Mussolini agreed to meet with the King, despite his wife warning him not to. 

“Don’t go, he’s not to be trusted” she said, and despite her warnings, Mussolini left his home in 

Villa Torlonia to do so. Upon entering the Kings home, Mussolini was arrested and only a few 

days later, on July 27th, was taken from the barracks and put into exile on the island of Ponza.28  

Although he later escaped with the help of Hitler, he was killed by a mob of angry Italians on 

April 28, 1945.29 Near the end of the war, from 1944 to 1947 to be exact, the Allie High 

Command came into possession of Villa Torlonia.  The villa was not kept up during their 

occupation, and when the Allies left, the villa fell apart.30  Italy, including Rome, was no longer 

concerned with the luxuries of nobles as they were now a country trying to put itself back 

together after a long war. Villa Torlonia soon found itself in ruins, and it was not until three 

decades later when attention was once again turned to this prestigious place. 

The final, and just as equally important period of history of Villa Torlonia to be 

mentioned, is when its restoration began in 1977.  Bought by the municipality of Rome, the goal 

of the city was to “reproduce and conserve the aesthetic tastes of the past, while also ensuring the 

protection of the important species of trees and allow for better use of the parks by the 
                                                 
27 Ibid. 
28 28 Christopher Hibbert, Rome: the biography of a city (London: Penguin, 1985), 297-298. 
29 Ibid.301. 
30 Musei di Villa Torlonia. Accessed May 04, 2017. http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/. 

http://www.museivillatorlonia.it/
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inhabitants of Rome”.31  In order to do so, the city conducted two major projects; Il progetto 

strutturale and Il progetto vegetazionale.32  Under the structural project, work was done on both 

the structural form of the park, in addition to the architectural features. This work included 

creating a new recycling and purification system, reconstruction on the Tribuna Fountain, and 

the rebuilding of the artificial hill dating back to Jappelli.  In the vegetation reclamation portion 

of the project, the city worked to re-beautify the villa and make it more accessible to the needs of 

the Roman people.  They did this first by rehabilitating the land and reintroducing species of 

plants that were once present there during the time of the Torlonia family, and then keeping up 

the maintenance of the park, to ensure that it would not fall apart as it had done before.33  These 

restorations to Villa Torlonia proved beneficial, and Roman citizens and tourists began to flock 

to the villa in order to see what it had to offer.  

In order to accommodate the needs of the Roman people, changes were made to the three 

Casini mentioned before.  The Casino Nobile, turned into the villa’s museum where the first 

floor demonstrates what the building looked like at the time of the Torlonias, and the second 

became the Roman School Museum, showing a collection of works by Roman artists throughout 

the ages. In 1997, the Casina delle Civete became a museum and gallery dedicated to stain glass, 

owls, and modern art.  In the spring and summer months, one can often find an author reading a 

section of his or her book to an attentive audience. Lastly, the Casino dei Principi became home 

to both the Roman School archive on its ground floor, and temporary art exhibits on the 

                                                 
31 Ibid. 
32 The structural and vegetation projects accordingly. Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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second.34  The purposes of these buildings are now far from what they used to be during the time 

of the Torlonias and Mussolinis, but the villa has proven once again to adapt to the times and 

serve the needs of the Roman people where they need it most.  

Villa Torlonia has come a long way from the strictly agricultural area that it once was, 

and has proven to hold an important place in Roman history from generation to generation.  

What started as an attempt to demonstrate the Torlonia family’s nobility and wealth soon turned 

into a glamorous villa, the home of Il Duce, and a picturesque park for all of Rome to enjoy. As 

one walks through the villa today, they are still able to see many of the monuments that existed 

more than two-hundred years before.  However, these sites are also juxtaposed with those that 

represent the modern day life of Rome. On the Tournament Fields or tennis courts, depending on 

which part of history one refers back to, one can find couples having picnics, citizens exercising, 

and teachers explaining to students the history of the villa.  On the weekends, it is not uncommon 

to see families playing soccer, tourists exploring the grounds, and even yoga classes being held 

near the pond.  Villa Torlonia’s transformation from a private villa, to the home of Mussolini, 

and lastly a public park has demonstrated, like much of Rome, a long lasting history built on the 

generation before it. 

 

 

  

                                                 
34 Ibid. 

Figure 7-Modern Day Villa Torlonia  
Source: nbiciperoma.blogspot.com 
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