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Tealy's Villa San Carlo
Borromen, now hous-
ing a hotel, has been
restored. See page 192,
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Designed for children:
a cheerful fabric (page
70) andd an antigue toy
train (page 72).

contimned om page 40
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Villa San Carlo Borromeo

A FALLEN GEM OUTS

SIDE

MILAN RECLAIMS

S I'TS ORIGINAL SPLENDOR

Text by Michael Frank/Photography by Mario Ciampi

ABOVE: a Frua De Angeli, president of the
International University of the Second Renais-
sance, has spent 25 years restoring the grandeur
of the 14th-century Villa San Carlo Borromeo,

near Milan, Italy. It now houses a 50-room hotel.

he way it appears today is the product of an
enormous labor,” she says. OpposrTe: A 17th-cen-
tury wood coat of arms is in the drawing room.
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here are several ways in which

great old houses resemble

great old novels. Both are ca-

pacious and rambling. Both
capture moments in time: houses with
their ornament, organization and inten-
tions; novels with their ornament—or
style—organization and intentions. Both
vividly convey human personality: Ambi-
tious houses reveal a good deal about the
architects and owners behind them, just
as ambitious novels, of course, reveal the
writers who made them up.

But where novels, once finished, are
fixed artifacts, houses
change. They are enlarged : decorat-
ed. They are sold or inherited. They are
vulnerable to weather and shifts in fortune
and fashion. They decay and are remade.
Sometimes they merely decay.

When a grand old house falls into se-
rious disrepair, it can take a determined
spirit to bring it back. Such was the case
with the Villa San Carlo Borromeo, out-

regularly undergo

side Milan, which was lucky to fall under
the custodianship of the multitalented
Cristina Frua De Angeli. As president of
the International University of the Sec-
ond Renaissance, the organization that
has owned the villa since 1983 and has
n[wr:ltcd it as a deluxe hotel since 2003,
De Angeli has spent the last 25 years re-
habilitating this storied place.

The villa is a novel-like house if ever
there was one. The site, which is just 12
kilometers from Milan, has Celtic roots
that go back to the eighth century B.c. It
was a Roman stronghold believed to have
been used by Julius Caesar himself. The
Visconti put up the first villa, which in the
17th and 18th centuries was expanded, and
expanded some more, by the Borromeo
family, whose descendants continued to
own the property until the 1980s. Over
the centuries the villa has been visited by
Leonardo da Vinci, who praised its hmlth)
air, Diderot, Stendhal, Pirandello and
Borges, among other notable figures. But
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by the late 20th century its furniture had
been auctioned off, its roof was |1.'.1k||1';—".
and the park was overgrown. The house
was, in bref, a wreck.

“This was not a simple restoration,” De
Angeli says with wry understatement. “It
was the effort of a lifeame.”

'he villa that De Angeli helps run today
wears several faces. [tis a luxury hotel and
a conterence center .!ILI|1IL'I| to both busi-
noss .|I'|I| sl .Hll._'ll'l!‘l._ :_|".|1_ill.,'1'|'|'|!_:‘\ I‘ Is |'|I||||I:_I
to a publishing house (Spirali, founded in
1973 and also directed by De Angeli) and a
private museum, and it offers studio space
10 Visiting artists,

Yet the hotel is in many ways the heart
of the villa, since it has enabled De Angeli
to restore and revive the structure’ inten
ors and put them to lively use. "Although
| am not professionally trained myself, |
come from a family of designers and archi
tects,” De Angeli says. “1t's probably fair to
say that everything I've lived and learned
I've poured into this place.”

One of the most surprising things about
the Villa San Carlo Borromeo s how in-
tact it now seems. It helps to have a full
time team of restorers living and working
on the property (the villa also has its own
printers, restaurant and florist), but much
15 due to De ."||'I;_'I,'|il\- meticulous detective
work. She guided her restorers to salvage

ar 111!["'||'-.'.“L‘ exisnng ﬂ"HH"\. 'l'-'Hlll“HTL.

Levrr: De Angeli says she was “lucky to track
down” the late-18th-century Murano glass chan-
delier that hangs above St. Basil's Staireay. Asov
wsny Oeposare: The |||'||'||'|_1: tables in Vienna Hall
feature plares depicting garden labyrinths and
(50} el-toned wine- and water glasses. When she
began the restoration project in 1983, all of the
rooms, including Vienna Hall, were empty.




“There s nothmng uniform or traditionally
hotel-like about the appintments,” asscrts
e Angeli. “Fach room has its own characwer”
Fam Lewr: A 19th-century fretwork screen is
the centerpiece of the Prince's Room. L

A Pier Caabricle Vangell bronse rests in 3 wing
of the villa's museum. Broow: =1 am partial to
Shakespeare s Room,” De Angeli admirs
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beed. a red soba, and murrors wath sl W rocin, because it 1s so masculine an

or De  atve, anid the room named for myv mother
I I : e ; i Villa San Carlo Borromeo

CORC When
1 small pamnng the doaor, 1t 15
back in utme. You almos
Does De Angeli have a favorite? “Thats  years ago the villa was falling to pieces

ike askang if you prefer one of your children Amost




