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I will donate Villa Monastero
 to the State, 
that shall preserve it forever (...), 
The Villa will have to become 
a museum, 
a library and a cultural centre 
for public use

Marco De Marchi, 1936
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HOUSE MUSEUM

The events of Villa Monastero in 
Varenna happened over a long 
period of time. Although it now 
looks like a typical dwelling of 
the late 19th century, the property 
underwent major redevelopment 
over nine centuries. 

Originally, it was a Cistercian 
nunnery dedicated to the Holy 
Virgin, built at the end of the 
12th century in conjunction with 
the nunnery of Acquafredda in 
nearby Lenno.

The first owners of the house 
were the Mornico family from 
Valsassina, who named it “Villa 
Leliana”, in honour of the man 
who turned it into a house 
between 1609 and 1645. 

The property still has its original 
17th century structure, as shown 
by the airy loggia looking out 
onto the lake. In 1862, Pietro 
Genazzini, an engineer from 
Bellagio, bought the Villa and 
renovated it. 
After a few years, however, in 
1869, he had to sell it due to 
financial disarray. 

The new owner was the Milanese 
widow Carolina Maumari 
Seufferheld (1811-1894). 
The noble woman was the third-
born daughter of the Swiss silk 
trader Giovanni Bartolomeo 
Maumari and Antonietta Blondel. 
The latter was the sister of 
Enrichetta Blondel, Alessandro 
Manzoni’s wife. 

Antonietta Blondel later married 
the patriot Massimo D’Azeglio, 
who had been previously 
married to Giulia Manzoni, the 
famous author’s daughter. 

The Villa was extremely 
popular at the time: prominent 
personalities of the cultural 
scene already considered the 
lake area one of the major 
leisure destinations, thanks to 
its excellent communication 
advancement. 
Villa Monastero was regarded as 
a place worth visiting, thanks to 
this.

Ancient origins, that had been 
mentioned in all the records 
since the 15th century. 
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Its marvellous garden and 
strict connection to religional 
so encouraged people to visit 
the Villa. It was Walter Kees, 
a German businessman from 
Leipzig, who lent the Villa the 
Nordic, eclectic appearance we 
can see today. 

Mr Kees renovated the property 
between 1897 and 1909 and 
extended the garden to its 
current dimension. 

In 1918 the Italian State 
confiscated the Villa to pay its 
war debts. In 1925 the De Marchi, 
a Milanese family of Swiss origin, 
bought the Villa and donated it 
to the State in 1939. 

In 1940 the Garden was 
opened to the public, while the 
conference centre was opened 
in 1953.  Among the cultural and 
scientific events that took and 
still take place here, it is worth 
mentioning the summer corse 
organised by the Italian School 
of Physics, which have been 
attended by over sixty Noble 
Prize winners. 

In 2004 Villa Monastero 
was officially recognised a 
House Museum by the Region 
Lombardy. 
In 2009 it was bought by the 
Province of Lecco from the 
previous owner, National Council 
of Research. 

It consists of 14 rooms, complete 
with original furniture and 
decorations. 
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HALLS AND 
ROOMS

GROUND FLOOR:
• Lobby and staircase 
• Black room
• Pool hall
• Fermi hall
• Red room
• Mornico parlour

FIRST FLOOR:
• South-east room
• Parlour
• Council room
• Oriental parlour 
• Music room
• Main room
• Cloakroom and bathroom
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LOBBY AND STAIRCASE

The lobby has a typical 17th 
century structure. 
Records dating back to that 
period confirm this and also 
mention a “mosaic fountain”. 
The decorations were 
commissioned by the Kees 
family (1897), who wanted 
to reproduce the staircase of 
the Leipzig’s library. 
Mr Kees added his family crest. 

The panels in majolica on the 
wall glorify art and science: 
half-length portrays of the 
physician H.K.F. von Helmoltz, 
the philosopher I. Kant, the 

sculptor and architect A. 
Schlüter and the composer 
J.S. Bach were displayed in 
the room, as well as sculptures 
in serpentino marble 
representing the Rape of the 
Sabine Women. 

Precious, multi-coloured 
marble covers the staircase 
and the walls.
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THE BLACK ROOM

It still has the furniture that 
Mr Kees chose. The central 
heating system with the 
exquisite radiators, which he 
had installed, is still working. 
Furniture handbooks of the time 
described the stile chosen by 
W.E.J. Kees as neorenaissance, 
suitable for a dining room. 
The furniture was created by 
Michelangelo Guggenheim, 
whose workshop at Palazzo 
Balbi in Venice supplied 
European aristocrats and 
burgeoises. The tapestry, with its 
exquisite golden hams and little 
angels, matches the decorations 
of the majestic mirrors.

THE POOL HALL

The Pool Hall lies at the foot 
of the big staircase leading 
up to the ancient church, 
now a conference hall. 
It has imposing marble pillars 
in golden plaster. 

Their golden capitals are 
decorated with peacock 
feathers, like the elegant 
boiserie in painted wood, 
which used to contain pool 
cues. 

Pictures of the scientist Marco 
De Marchi, the Villa’s last 
owner, hang on the wall.  
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THE FERMI HALL

This hall is dedicated to the 
physician Enrico Fermi, who 
taught one of his last lessons 
here in 1954 as witnessed by a 
commemorative stone and by 
a bust of the scientist made by 
Giannino Castiglioni; the hall is 
what remains of the ancient 12th 

century Cistercian nunnery from 
which the Villa takes its name. 
Although the nunnery was 
abolished in 1567 by Carlo 
Borromeo, sacred functions  
continued to be held in the 
church until 1848, when Carolina 
Maumari’s successors decided 
to sell the property to W.E.J. 

Kees. A beautiful fresco, 
representing the passion 
of Christ, evokes the hall’s 
religious use.

THE RED ROOM

This room owes its name to 
the late-baroque tapestry and 
decor chosen by Mr Kees, who, 
just like his predecessors, used 
this room as a reception room. 

The large 18th century tapestry, 
showing an impressive hunting 
scene, 
was probably made in 
Antwerp at the end of the 14th 
century. The paintings, instead, 
probably belonged to the De 
Marchi family, who bought the 
property in 1925, adding new 
objects and furniture to those 
left by W.E.J. Kees. 

An exquisite Savonnerie carpet 
of the second half of the 19th 
century was especially created 
and decorated to match the 
late-baroque furniture.
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THE MORNICO PARLOUR

The Mornico family used this 
room as a study. 

The 19th century paintings 
depict episodes of William 
Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo 
and Juliet and one of the ovals 
shows the copy of the Ultimo 
bacio di Romeo e Giulietta (Last 
kiss of Romeo to Juliet) 
by F. Hayez, kept at the nearby 
Villa Carlotta.  

The furniture, which belonged 
to the De Marchi family, is 
refined and its decorations 
evoke those made by Giuseppe 
Maggiolini from Parabiago 

in the last decades 
of the 18th century. 

A set of chairs and a matching 
sofa have superb decorations 
that were extremely 
fashionable in Europe in the 
second half of the 18th century.

THE SOUTH-EAST 
BEDROOM

This was Carlotta Kees’s 
bedroom. After the Villa 
had been confiscated in 
1918, she requested the 
Italian State to return her the 
furniture; the Italian State 
satisfied her request. 
The bedroom’s furniture in 
Lombardy style belonged to 
the De Marchi family, has the 
paintings representing a 19th 
century gentleman, various 
views of 18th century ruins, the 
intense, uncommon Nativity 
with Saint Elizabeth, the Flute 
player and the Saint Girolamo.
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THE PARLOUR

It includes part of the furniture 
of the Kees family and other 
furniture belonging to the De 
Marchi family. 

The secretaire, the wardrobe 
with mirror, the desk and the 
small gondola-shaped armchairs 
are exceptionally elegant, 
as well as the wonderfully 
decorated radiator. 

An exquisite mirror, adorned in 
neoclassical style, hangs above 
the fireplace.

THE COUNCIL ROOM 
OR GREEN ROOM 

This room is adorned in a 
typical 15th century style 
adapted to 19th century 
taste: the pomegranate and 
candelabra graffiti on the 
walls and around the doors, 
the panelled ceiling with the 
star signs and the chandelier 
are all in neo-gothic style.

The furniture, mostly 
belonging to the De Marchi 
family, and the majestic, 
unique, oval, inlaid library 
table are also noteworthy.
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THE ORIENTAL PARLOUR

This parlour owes its name to 
a special Japanese piece of 
furniture where the Kees family 
arranged the vases (W.E.J. Kees 
was a collector of Chinese and 
Japanese vases in porcelain). 

The parlour is believed to have 
been a smoking room. 
Ancient records mention a sofa, 
two armchairs and four chairs in 
18th century style, but today only 
particularly beautiful chairs in 

Liberty style are displayed.

THE MUSIC ROOM

Two pianos, a German 
Blüthner and a Viennese 
Heltzman bearing the 
emblem of young Mozart, 
are placed against the wall 
facing the lake. 

The Majestic golden console 
mirror is richly decorated 
and was probably created 
by skilled artists of the 19th 

century. The French clock and 
the small angels adorning 
the candle holder are also of 
outstanding elegance.
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THE MAIN ROOM

This room used to be a music 
room (probably in the 19th 
century, as witnessed by the 
date 1853 written in one of the 
corners). 

This is also confirmed by the 
paintings on the vault, evoking 
Tiepolo’s style, probably painted 
by an artist from the Turri family 
from Legnano, specialised in 
the decoration of houses in 
neoclassic style. 

The Kees family turned this 
room into a bedroom. 
The original furniture in blond 
walnut wood, featuring the 

family crest, is also in 
late-baroque style, as 
suggested in the furniture 
manuals of the time; yet, the 
lavish, female figures in the 

ovals seem to hint at Liberty.

THE POLVANI LIBRARY

This is a library dedicated 
to Giovanni Polvani, Professor 
of Experimental Physics 
at Università degli Studi 
di Milano, President of the 
Italian Society of Physics from 
1948 to 1961, Director of the 
National Council of Research 
and Director of the Institute 
of Physics at Università degli 
Studi di Milano. 

This room is now a large, 
bright meeting room whose 
windows face the lake 
and the Garden.



22 HOUSE MUSEUM HOUSE MUSEUM 23

THE CLOAKROOM

The cloakroom has neo-Rococo 
furniture, exquisite Portoro 
marble, a fine wardrobe, 
a dressing table, a small table 
and some armchairs. 

Part of the Villa’s collection of 
glass items is displayed in the 
compartment in the wall, while 
the rest of it is displayed in the 
adjacent room, where beautiful 
decorated objects in Murano 
glass and other finely carved 
Bohemian, German and French 
items can be viewed.

THE BATHROOM

This unusual room, also 
known as King Faruk’s 
bathroom because of its 
clearly Oriental style, was 
commissioned by W.E.J. Kees. 
It is fully equipped with all 
comforts, including a powerful 
centralised heating system 
made in Germany.  

This system, that is still 
working, could give out hot 
air too. The tub is in majolica 
and marble; the beak-shaped 
taps are elegantly adorned 
with swan heads. In 1873 the 
historian J. Von Falke wrote 
that the modern man “lives 

and sleeps in the 18th century, 
dines in the 16th century, 
sometimes smokes cigars and 
drinks coffee in the East and 
bathes in Pompei or in Ancient 
Greece”.
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