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Given the great number of places in which Lawrence and Frieda 
stayed in the course of their travels in four of the world’s five 
continents, it is hardly surprising that even the most meticulous 
biographer would not succeed in tracing every single hotel, house 
or apartment in which they lived. But focusing on one of them, or 
perhaps several in a particular area, can yield surprising results. 
Stefania Michelucci’s researches, centred around the Villa Mirenda, 
near Florence, have proved enormously interesting, particularly in 
discovering the high regard in which Lawrence and Frieda were 
held by those with whom they came into contact.1 But even 
returning to places where the couple resided for periods as short as 
a few weeks can reveal much of interest. Visits to San Gaudenzio, 
overlooking Lake Garda, for example, where they stayed as paying 
guests for two weeks in 1913, have offered new insights into some 
of the people about whom Lawrence wrote in Twilight in Italy.2  

When researchers first went to San Gaudenzio and the Villa 
Mirenda, people who had known Lawrence were still living, and 
conversations with them formed the core of the written accounts of 
what they discovered. There could not be anyone living today who 
remembers Lawrence and Frieda’s stay at the Villa Leonardi in 
Riva del Garda in September 1912. Indeed, by the time Piero Nardi 
published his biography of Lawrence in Italian more than 60 years 
ago, two at least of the three sisters who ran the guesthouse where 
he and Frieda stayed were already dead.3 These, the Leonardi 
sisters, were the only people who were likely to have remembered 
their impoverished guests.4 In the absence of personal memories, an 
exploration of Lawrence and Frieda’s stay in Riva has had to draw 
on different sources, largely archival and literary, although, as will 
be seen, these would have contributed little without the help and 
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enthusiasm of several people in Riva who thought of Lawrence’s 
association with their small city as something of which they should 
be proud.5   

The story of Lawrence going to Germany and then Italy with 
Frieda, the wife of Professor Weekley of Nottingham University, 
has often been told, most recently by John Worthen.6 Here it will be 
taken up some months into its course, when the couple, probably at 
the suggestion of Frieda’s sister Else, decided to walk from 
southern Germany into Italy. Conserving the limited means at their 
disposal, they did indeed walk for most of the early part of their 
journey, but on reaching the Tyrol, then part of the Austrian Empire 
but today in northern Italy, they continued their travels by rail. 
They stopped briefly in Sterzing (Vipiteno), Bolzen (Bolzano) and 
Trient (Trento), and, depressed at the poor standards of hygiene in 
the latter city in particular, they decided on Riva del Garda as their 
next destination. Apart from expressing his delight at the fact that 
the train in Trento actually waited for him to board, Lawrence 
wrote nothing in his letters about the journey to Riva.7 This is 
surprising, as the branch line to Riva, which they took when they 
left the main line to Verona at Mori, was one of the most beautiful 
train journeys in Italy at the time. Closed down in 1936, much of 
the line is now either a pathway for pedestrians and cyclists or part 
of the roadway.8   

Riva in 1912 was a tourist resort, but it had once been an 
important port and commercial centre, where corn and other 
agricultural produce from the fertile Po Valley arrived by boat from 
Desenzano at the bottom of the lake and was moved onwards by 
road to the markets of central Europe. The opening of the railway 
from Verona to Bolzano in 1859 lessened the importance of water 
transport on the lake and so reduced Riva’s importance as a port. 
The city, which already had an incipient tourist industry, expanded 
it into a major enterprise in the second half of the nineteenth 
century.9 It had much to recommend it. Besides its striking beauty, 
whether approached by land or water, it had a moderate climate, 
even in winter. Once the Veneto was detached from the Austrian 
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Empire to become part of the Kingdom of Italy in 1866, Riva 
offered Austrians the nearest point where they could enjoy the 
typical Italian lifestyle without actually leaving the Habsburg 
Empire.10 Accommodation and facilities in the town were geared 
towards Austrians and Germans, and the majority of hotel 
proprietors had German names.11 Increasing prosperity and leisure 
time permitted more of the middle class to travel, and the narrow 
gauge railway from Mori to Riva, later taken by Lawrence and 
Frieda, was opened in 1891 to ensure tourists could reach the resort 
without the discomforts of the long journey by horse-drawn 
carriage.12  

As a commercial and tourist centre linking the Empire with the 
south (the Kingdom of Italy began a few miles down the lake), Riva 
was ideally situated to play a role in the dissemination of northern 
European culture into the Italian Peninsula. Born in Molina near 
Riva in 1798, the multilingual intellectual Andrea Maffei, for 
example, is best remembered for his translations of Milton, Goethe, 
Schiller, Victor Hugo and Thomas Moore into Italian.13 Of the great 
number of modern writers associated with the resort, three (Franz 
Kafka, and Heinrich and Thomas Mann) are the main subjects of a 
book by literary historian Albino Tonelli, which traces guests at the 
sanatorium run by the von Hartungen family in Riva, with its 
commitment to natural cures and preventive practices in medicine.14 
All three writers were treated at the sanatorium, although Kafka’s 
first visit to the resort was not to the sanatorium but on a holiday 
with his friend and future biographer Max Brod and Brod’s brother 
Otto in 1909. Besides swimming in the lake, much of their time was 
spent “in contemplation in the little bathing station under the Ponale 
Road”,15 but they also found time to visit the air show at 
Montichiari near Brescia, about which Kafka wrote an article.16 
Both Thomas Mann and his older brother Heinrich frequently 
visited Riva, staying sometimes in the von Hartungen Sanatorium 
but at other times in private accommodation. The brothers were 
guests (or patients) at the von Hartungen Sanatorium in 1901 and 
when Thomas returned the following year, working on the final 
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version of his autobiographical novella Tonio Kröger, he again 
undertook the vigorous therapeutic regime, which included 
gymnastics, swimming, mountain walking and rowing on the lake.17 
Heinrich Mann, on the other hand, stayed in a guest house when he 
was in Riva in 1904 and worked for at least some of the time on the 
novel that was later to be published as Professor Unrat.18 The novel 
became better known when it was filmed by Josef von Sternberg as 
Der Blaue Engel (The Blue Angel), starring Marlene Dietrich. The 
guesthouse in which Heinrich Mann stayed was the Villa 
Leonardi.19  

Within days of his arrival in Riva Lawrence was writing to 
Edward Garnett about the beautiful but expensive room they had 
found in the Villa Leonardi, with roses, oleanders and grapes in the 
adjoining garden (1L 448). To Louie Burrows, his ex-fiancée, he 
wrote that Riva was “quite Italian” and “fearfully nice” (1L 452). A 
few days later he told Arthur McLeod, his former teaching 
colleague in Croydon, that the lake was “dark blue, purple and clear 
as a jewel” and that the Villa Leonardi was “quite gorgeous and 
palatial” (1L 456). He made no mention in his letters of the 
proprietors of the Villa, but Frieda later expressed her gratitude 
that, despite the dishevelled appearance of the two travellers, the 
three Leonardi sisters running the establishment took them in, “and, 
instead of fearing the worst for their silver, sent us yellow and blue 
figs to our room”.20 The sisters’ pleasant disposition seemed to 
confirm what Giuseppe Solitro found among Rivans in his guide to 
Lake Garda, published in 1912: “Riva is among the most illustrious 
and congenial places on the lake”, he wrote, “because of its 
pleasant gardens, its tree-lined public walks, its squares and streets, 
its comfortable modern hotels, its elegant modern buildings, the 
number and quality of its civic institutions and the kindness of its 
inhabitants”.21        

Lawrence’s letters from Riva tell us little about what he actually 
did there, apart from working hard on rewriting part of ‘Paul Morel’ 
and reading some of it to Frieda, after which “we fight like blazes 
over it” (1L 449).22 Part II of Lawrence’s biographical novel Mr 
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Noon fills in some of the details. Nothing is more conducive to 
forming a favourable opinion of a strange place than a warm 
welcome and, despite their weather-worn clothes and their 
generally ragged appearance, everybody seems to have been nice to 
them from the moment of their arrival. People and places are seen 
in the most favourable light. The Austrian army officers Gilbert 
Noon sees on the street between the railway station and the centre, 
for example, far from being viewed as part of an army of 
occupation, which they were, strike him as creating “a genial, cosy, 
elegant holiday feeling”. He is enchanted by the lake and its boats 
with sails of red and orange, yellow and white (MN 287). Walking 
away from the expensive hotels along the lakeside, where wealthy 
guests were likely to arrive with their luggage in private carriages, 
the couple without luggage – they have left their knapsacks at the 
station – come upon the Villa Leonardi (called Villa Florian in the 
novel), a square building behind a high wall. Here, one “old maid” 
consults another (there is no mention of a third sister) before 
accommodation is offered and a price agreed. The room they rent, 
with a decorated ceiling, convinces them they have reached “the 
real Italy” (MN 288). There is a garden, with vines and shady trees. 
They keep their living expenses low by cooking discreetly in their 
room (MN 289). 

Part II of Mr Noon, in which a couple resembling Lawrence and 
Frieda travel on foot and by rail from Germany to Riva, was written 
in draft form eight years after Lawrence was in Riva. It was not 
published during his lifetime and was therefore never subject to any 
final revisions by its author. In introducing it for publication in 
1984, Lindeth Vasey wrote that in addition to being a work of 
fiction, the novel was “a biographical document of the first 
importance” (MN xli). While this is true, John Worthen and Peter 
Preston have pointed out that it may not always reflect what 
Lawrence felt in 1912. It is a biographical novel and not an 
autobiography and to treat it as the latter without confirmation from 
other sources may be misleading.23 With regard to practicalities like 
finding accommodation and the kindness of the proprietors towards 
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them, the account of the couple’s stay in Riva that appears in Mr 
Noon corresponds closely enough with the shorter accounts in 
Lawrence’s letters. This would also seem to be the case with 
straightforward feelings, such as, for example, Lawrence’s attitude 
towards the place. It is clear that his positive feelings towards Riva 
and the lake were as strong eight years later as they had been when 
he was there. It is with the introduction of more complex feelings 
and ideas that the distinction between fiction and autobiography 
becomes most pertinent.  

Besides Lawrence’s admiration for the place itself, his stay in 
Riva might also be thought significant for an experience that he 
recounts in the final pages of Mr Noon, but here we need to 
exercise caution. Taking our cue from Mark Kinkead-Weekes, we 
may question whether the profound sexual experience that the 
novel’s main protagonist Gilbert (the Lawrence character) 
undergoes in his relationship with Johanna (the Frieda character) – 
her power “to draw his soul out” – really took place in Riva in 
1912. The same might be said for the way forward Lawrence 
prescribes for love’s progress – “out of the sheer, pure, 
consummated fight” rather than “out of lovey-doveyness” (MN 
290). This was certainly influenced by developments in Lawrence’s 
life and thinking which post-date his time in Riva.24 Given this, 
there is certainly no case to be made for Costanza Lunardi’s claim 
that while biographical knowledge tells us “that Lawrence was born 
in Eastwood, in reality he was ‘born’ in Riva in September 1912”.25 
Nevertheless, the fact that Lawrence chose to locate so profound an 
experience in the Villa Leonardi in Riva, albeit in fictional form, 
might suggest that the Villa and the small city by the lake 
represented something unique for him. 

 
          

I thought that finding the Villa Leonardi, where parts of Sons and 
Lovers and parts of Professor Unrat were written, would have been 
easy, since Lawrence wrote at least six letters and two postcards in 
Riva, with all of the letters naming the Villa Leonardi and four of 
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them bearing the exact address: Viale Giovanni Prati No 8.26 It was 
not. Described in Mr Noon as being on the road out of town, the 
street is today very much a part of the tiny city, running north from 
the busy Viale Dante Alighieri. The first people to whom I spoke 
insisted I was in the wrong street and assured me that the Villa 
Leonardi was not on Viale Giovanni Prati but on Viale S. 
Francesco, near the centre. It transpired that this palatial building 
had been the home of Leonardo Leonardi, an Italian with important 
and lucrative connections with the occupying Austrian Army in 
Riva before the First World War, particularly related to horses and 
horse transport.27 Certain that I had the correct address from 
Lawrence’s letters, I persisted with Viale Giovanni Prati only to 
find that there was no number 8. Next to where it ought to have 
been was number 10, a large villa with a substantial garden and 
trees, and next to that was a block of apartments with shops 
underneath. Perhaps the Villa Leonardi had been where the 
apartment block was now and the garden next to number 10 had 
been the Leonardi sisters’ garden?28 An elderly passer-by to whom 
I spoke said that he lived in an adjoining street but had never heard 
of the Villa Leonardi, nor of anybody in Viale Giovanni Prati called 
Leonardi. As a boy, though, he had heard of three sisters who had 
run a hotel at the other end of the street. They were all dead by the 
time he came to the area in 1948 and he felt they were remembered 
because it was unusual at the time for women to run a business 
without men. It was a long way from number 10, but my informant 
assured me that street numbers had changed at least once and 
maybe more since 1912. The villa at the north end of the street 
fitted the description: large, square-shaped and with a high wall and 
sizeable garden. As I received no response when I rang the bell I 
adjourned for the day. 

Next morning I visited the history archives in the local library. 
The archivist, Signora Federica Fanizza, informed me that she had 
no photograph of the Villa Leonardi, but she was able to find me 
the design of the building submitted to the local planning authority 
prior to its construction in 1897 and a map of Riva for 1910.29 
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When I returned to the villa I thought might have been the Villa 
Leonardi, it was clear from the design that it was not. Further 
enquiries led me to a block of flats further down on the same 
(eastern) side of the street, where it joins Viale Pilati. As the ground 
floor was occupied by shops, I went from one to the other with the 
photocopy of the design for the Villa Leonardi, asking if anyone 
had remembered this as the building that had been on the site before 
their block was built. Nobody had, but one lady, Signora Emilia 
Sartorelli, proprietor of the Miringhi Fishing and Sports Shop, 
thought she recognised the balustrade on top of the wall in the 
design as that of the building on the opposite (western) side of the 
road to her block before it was pulled down a few years ago. 
Because she had liked the balustrade, she had taken a photograph of 
the building before the demolition team set to work. This was now 
the fourth possibility for the site of the Villa Leonardi. Having 
checked the map to ensure that it had been there in 1910, I had to 
declare it not only a valid candidate but the strongest so far, since 
an additional factor in its favour was that the grounds surrounding it 
on the 1910 map were the most extensive of any villa in the street 
and certainly sufficient to accommodate the vines, oleanders and fig 
trees that Lawrence mentioned. I expressed great interest in seeing 
her picture, but despite emptying six boxes of family photographs 
onto the pavement in front of the shop, she failed to find it. She 
assured me she had other boxes and would keep looking, and that if 
she failed to find it, she would ask around the neighbourhood to see 
if anyone else might have photographed the building in question 
before its demolition. 

By the time I returned to Signora Sartorelli, I had explored two 
other avenues recommended by Signora Fanizza. The first was to 
search for details of the Leonardi sisters in the city’s Anagrafe, the 
equivalent of our registries of births, marriages and deaths. 
Although not all records have survived First World War damage 
and the transfer of the city from Austrian to Italian control, Signora 
Angela Bertoldi found me the record cards for all three Leonardi 
sisters. The marital status of the three probably explained the 
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discrepancy between Lawrence’s “two” and Frieda’s “three” sisters. 
One, Maria Melide (born in 1863), had been married – confusingly 
– to a man also named Leonardi. His details could not be traced but 
he was not the prosperous Leonardo Leonardi mentioned above. 
There was no address for the married sister before World War One. 
Later, presumably after the death of her husband in 1924, she 
shared an address with her two unmarried sisters, Adalgisa (born in 
1865) and Romilda (born in 1860). The “profession or condition” 
section for the unmarried sisters was entered as “private means” 
while that for Maria Melide was “housewife”. The pre-World War 
One address for the two unmarried sisters was Viale Giovanni Prati 
9. The one-number difference from that which appears on 
Lawrence’s letters is probably accounted for by there having been 
separate entrances to the Villa Leonardi for owners and guests. It 
might have been that, as a married woman, Maria Melide was not 
always at the guesthouse, while the two unmarried sisters ran the 
Villa full time, at least during the tourist season. Lawrence, busy 
revising ‘Paul Morel’, may not have noticed Maria Melide, while 
the rather less industrious Frieda clearly had done so. 

The second piece of advice from the archivist was that, if I 
found details of the Leonardi sisters at the Anagrafe, I should go 
next to the Catasto. This institution derived from a land reform of 
Maria Teresa in 1760 that had far-reaching effects on property 
holders within the Habsburg Empire, but only one of its benefits is 
of relevance here.30 It can help in identifying who owned what. 
Given the name of the three sisters and the street in which they had 
lived, the official at the Catasto was able to identify the building 
pointed out by Signora Sartorelli as the Villa Leonardi. But why, it 
may well be asked, did I not go to the Catasto first? The simple 
answer is that I did not know it held such detailed information. But 
I must add that had I done so, I would indeed have located the site 
of the Villa Leonardi earlier, but at the same time I would have 
denied myself the opportunity of finding out several other 
interesting things about the Leonardi sisters and their guesthouse. 
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I made my way immediately to Signora Sartorelli’s shop. Before 
I had time to congratulate her on correctly identifying the Villa 
Leonardi for me, she had smothered me with a hug (an unusual 
acquisition for a historian in the course of his duties in Italy, or any 
country, in my experience). The gesture was accompanied by an 
Italian expression equivalent to “success beyond our wildest 
dreams”. The first part of this success was that, having pulled her 
home apart looking for it, she had eventually found the photograph 
of the Villa Leonardi taken before it was demolished. Earlier, 
before she found it, she had asked around the neighbourhood if 
anyone else had such a picture. As a result, an unidentified 
gentleman had called that morning and left a photocopy of a 
postcard, which she triumphantly presented to me.  

The photocopy, which is reproduced here, was taken from the 
south and is consistent with the architect’s drawings. The caption 
reads in German: “Villa Leonardi, Riva a Gardasee, Via [sic] 
Giovanni Prati 8”. The full extent of the garden is not visible, but 
enough is shown to indicate that the greater part of it is hidden 
behind the Villa. The building immediately to the north of the Villa, 
which appears on the 1910 map, is not shown in the photograph, so 
it must be assumed that the photograph was taken sometime 
between 1897, when the plans were submitted, and 1910, the date 
of the map. Looking at the windows facing south and facing the 
camera, people appear in at least three of them and in the garden by 
the roadside, also facing the camera, are three ladies, two standing 
and one sitting. So many faces towards the camera leave the 
unmistakable impression that the picture is posed, perhaps for 
publicity purposes. Maybe it was the opening day, and it is hardly 
too fanciful to believe that the three ladies in the garden, in the 
prime spot for the camera, were the lady proprietors, the Leonardi 
sisters. 

If we cannot be certain of identifying them in the photograph, 
neither can we be sure of how they came to be of “private means”. 
The possibility of their financial independence deriving from 
Leonardo Leonardi and his horse-transport emporium cannot be 
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discounted, especially if their father, Michelangelo Leonardi, or the 
Giuseppe Leonardi that Maria Melide married should prove to have 
been related to him. The name of their mother, Zavia Traffellini, 
offers another, equally intriguing possibility. The Traffellini family 
were proprietors of one of the oldest hotels in Riva, the Sole, later 
named the Hotel Imperial Sole. I visited the present hotel in 2007, 
but my suggestion that I might look at the hotel records to ascertain 
if Zavia Traffellini was indeed one of the hotelier family was not 
greeted with approval. While we may never know how their 
financial independence was acquired, we may note that it does not 
seem to have removed from the sisters the kindness which Solitro 
had seen as characteristic of Rivans; Lawrence and Frieda were 
fortunate to have encountered them. 
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garden of the Villa Leonardi and number 10 itself, adjoining the garden, to 
have been the Villa Leonardi. His photographic collection of sites 
associated with Lawrence on the continent is held in Swansea University 
Library. I am grateful to Neil Reeve for arranging for me to consult these 
photographs and Frederick Owen’s papers, and to Mrs E. A. Bennett, the 
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Archivist at the University’s Library and Information Service, for making 
them available to me. 
29  ASR, 583 (197). The map was from Guida di Riva-Torbole e dintorni 
(Riva: F. Mori, 1911). 
30  The full implications of the Catasto and its significance for the taxes 
for which landowners within the Habsburg Empire were liable is briefly 
but clearly explained in Giovanni Cavvolotti, ‘Maria Teresa, matringa 
benifica’, Indro Montanelli (a cura di), Storia di Milano dai Romani ai 
Tognoli (Milano: Mondadori, 1986), 57-8. 
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