
The Borromean Islands: A Romantic Reader 

 
‘A manner equally singular and tasteful’ 

Mariana Starke, 1820 

 
Wishing to visit the Borromean Islands, on our way to Milan, we embarked at Baveno, on the 

Lago Maggiore…The picture, presented by this Lake, is enchanting; its banks being adorned 

by forest-trees, olives, and vineyards, interspersed with hamlets, white as snow, and enriched 

with villas and other edifices, remarkable for the variety and elegance of their construction; 

while, on its bosom, rise three little Islands, two of which contain palaces and gardens 

belonging to the family of S. Carlo Borromeo. Isola Bella generally strikes Travellers as the 

most beautiful of these islands. Half a mile distant from Isola Bella, toward the west, is Isola 

Pescatori; and about a mile distant, toward the north, Isola Madre. The passage from Isola 

Bella to Isola Madre seldom occupies more time than half an hour. The latter, at which we 

landed first, is about half a league from the shore, and consists of four gardens, or rather 

terraces, one above the other, embellished with luxuriant flowers, shrubs, and forest-trees; 

and crowned by a Palace, where the objects best worth notice are: a Madonna and Child, with 

other pictures, all painted on marble, and attributed to Perugino, etc. 

We proceeded next to Isola Bella; which consists of eight terraces, one above the other, 

carpeted with odoriferous flowers, enriched with exotics, refreshed by fountains, shaded with 

forest-trees, and crowned with a noble palace; which contains Paintings by Tempesta, etc… 

and a large subterranean Apartment, fitted up to imitate a series of grottoes, in a manner 

equally singular and tasteful; and which, during hot weather, must be delicious. 

 

‘Fine but too artificial’ 

Lord Byron, 1816 

 

Milan Oct. 13th  

 

To Augusta Leigh 

 

…We came by the Simplon—escaping all perils of precipices and robbers…Simplon as you 

know is the most superb of all possible routes; --so I shall not describe it—I also navigated 

the Lago Maggiore route—and went over the Borromean Islands—the latter are fine but too 

artificial—the lake itself is beautiful. 

 
‘Armida-like fascination’ 

Marianne Baillie, 1818 

 

The face of the whole country gradually smiled and brightened, till it at last expanded into the 

most glorious burst of exquisite loveliness that the imagination can conceive: for now we first 

beheld the Lago Maggiore, embosomed in romantic hills, with the superb Alps rising beyond 

them, and its shores studded with innumerable hamlets, villas, and cottages. The declining 

sun shed a warm colouring of inexpressible beauty upon the calm surface of this celebrated 

lake, whose waters, smooth and glassy, pure and tranquil, seemed indeed, in the words of 

Byron, to be a fit 

 

“Mirror and a bath 

For Beauty’s youngest daughters” 



 

It was impossible not to kindle into enthusiasm as we gazed upon a scene of such Armida-

like fascination. Why should I attempt a description of the Borromean Isles, the Isola Madre, 

Isola Bella, and other fairy-green gems. which adorned the bosom of the queen of waters? 

They have been so celebrated by the pencil and the lyre, that my efforts would be those of 

presumption. I find it quite too much to relate the effect they produced upon our minds; for 

no words can adequately express our feelings of admiration and surprise! 

 
‘What a waste of wealth and labour!’  

Dorothy Wordsworth, 1820 

 

September 8th, Saturday, Bavenno 

 

Rose before 5 and walked alone on the shore. I was early enough to see the lake and 

mountain-tops decked with splendor reflected from the eastern sky…Before breakfast, we 

embarked for the famous islands. A gentle breeze and hot sunshine; --first to Isola Madre, 

which presents to the eye a very straight line of walls, one above another, with an ordinary 

large house at the top…Landed at a flight of broad steps hewn in the rock, passed through a 

gateway, and found ourselves on one of the Terraces between rows of lemon trees:--rich 

flowers growing in profusion—and fruits of various kinds—all very beautiful in their way; 

but, when we could look below on the natural breakings of the rocky shore hung with wild 

shrubs and flowers, it was impossible not to lament a little over the contrast;--but, at the top 

of the island, there is much of natural wildness…The Duke’s summer residence is at Isola 

Bella, but he sometimes pays a visit for a few days to this island… Steered direct towards 

Isola Bella , so mis-named now, yet before it wass ‘edified and adorned’ by the Italian Dukes 

it might well have deserved that title, though then but a naked rock…It is much smaller than 

Isola Madre, and on approaching it we see the white walls of the ponderous Palace rise 

directly out of the water, without either grace or dignity…This island is very small—a superb 

prison on the wide waters, surrounded by green hills overtopped by the points of higher 

mountains…terraces are crowded together one above another, hewn out of the rock or piled 

upon that foundation—marble walls, parapets, steps, statues, lemon trees. Here is a Grotto 

fountain, a pile of stone and marble, high, upraised with monstrous heads intended to spout 

out water; but not a drop to trickle when we were at the island. Surmounting all, appeared a 

winged Pegasus, intent upon the sky!—and, to complete the absurdity—below this fountain 

lay a formal garden…In short, the whole island is covered with heaps of little things—or 

great things little in design; and while the eyes and the limbs are oppressed with glare and 

heat, one is tempted to exclaim at every short turning, what a waste of wealth and labour!  

 

‘The most scorching places in the world’ 

Mary Wordsworth, 1820  

 

Bavana Sat Sepr. 9th 

 

The first sound I heard this morning, was from the voice of a female in the adjoining 

Apartment, – the Mother, or a friend teaching a little child its prayers – patter, patter, patter, 

echoed by a slender note. Have since visited two of the Borromean Islands, Isola Madre & 

Isola Bella, – mere masonry – the most scorching places in the world… 

 


