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Clematis – Tuscan Style 
Massimo Mazzoni  Italy  massymassi@hotmail.com 

 
Interesting insights into growing clematis in Italy. Massimo Mazzoni kindly answers some questions 
about his clematis nursery in beautiful Pescia, Tuscany. 
 

hen did you first start growing clematis in your home town of Pescia, in 
Tuscany? 
My very first experience with Clematis was about sixteen years ago. I bought a 

plant in a garden center, just because I was fascinated by the picture of the flower on the 
label. At that time I’d never seen such flowers and, in this region, very few people were 
at all familiar with clematis. So I decided to buy the plant and take it home, to grow it 
and see just what it would be like. 
 

How did you discover your first clematis plants and how many do you now grow? 
I can't quite remember which the very first cultivar actually was, but what I recall very 
well was that in the first spring it produced an impressive cloud of pink flowers, above 
the lush green foliage. I was so entranced by the sheer effect, size and beauty of the 
flowers that I decided I had to read up and get to know a lot more about clematis in 
general. This was in the relatively early days of the internet and most of the available 
information was in English. Of course, our climate is completely different to yours, so 
some of the information was inapplicable; certainly it was difficult to find cultural 
information in my own language, or pertaining to local conditions. As I’ve said, clematis 
were not well known in these parts, so I started travelling around Italy, visiting any 
nurseries I could find that stocked any clematis; also, visiting horticultural shows that I 
came across, where clematis might be more important. Just how many miles I’ve 
travelled, up and down the length and breadth of Italy, ‘plant hunting’, I can’t tell you!  
     Among the early plants, as you might expect, were ‘The President’, ‘Niobe’, ‘Miss 
Bateman’ and florida ‘Sieboldii’ (Clematis florida var. sieboldiana’). My love of clematis  
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Vivaio delle Clematidi from my kitchen window 
 

has steadily increased with time! So far, I have managed to collect about forty different 
cultivars, most of which I keep in pots (as space in the garden is limited) and, with care, 
they do very well. I’ve always enjoyed cultivating attractive flowering plants, but my 
interest in clematis gave me a big boost, and I decided to start my new adventure – our 
nursery, Vivaio delle Clematidi – around two years ago. My full time job is in a 
supermarket and the nursery is a second job for me; nevertheless it represents a ‘dream 
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come true’. With some sacrifices, and a lot of patience, I can spend part of each day 
working with my plants. Of course, all this doesn’t leave much free time, however, with 
the help of my parents, I am making steady progress.  
     In our little nursery we now grow about sixty different cultivars, covering  a fairly 
wide range – ‘Patens Group’, Viticellas, Texensis Group, Integrifolias, C. flammula, C. 
armandii and the various forms of C. florida. At this point I must give a big thank you to 
Wim Snoeijer for his helpfulness and patience, as, now, all our young stock liner plants 
are bought in from the J. van Zoest nursery, in the Netherlands. 
 

What are your 
general climatic 
conditions, spring, 
summer, autumn, 
winter? 
The seasons are 
much altered, in 
recent years. In 
central Italy, the 
frostiest winter 
months are January 
and February; spring 
only lasts for a short 
time and the cold 
winter quickly 
transforms into very 
hot summer weather. 
The intensity of the 
sun is very strong 
indeed, especially 
around midday. It is 
essential to site all the 
plants in garden or 
terrace areas where 
the sun cannot 
impinge directly, or, 
at most, where they 
can enjoy some direct 
sun, but only for a 
few hours, in the 
morning. Otherwise, 
the strong sunlight 
causes rapid burning 
and withering of the 

 

 In the beginning… 
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 In the greenhouse 
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leaves, desiccating and thereby debilitating the plants and reducing their vitality. If over-
exposed, they don’t recover properly until the autumn, when the temperatures fall and 
the air becomes fresher.  
     In recent years we’ve had to steadily evolve our management of the plants, to get the 
best results.  In the last few seasons the cooler winter temperatures have not manifested 
until very late on in the year – until mid December the temperatures have been mild, 
still, and the clematis continue to grow and flower throughout. We find, therefore, that 
things work best if the plants are not tidied or pruned until just at the very end point of 
the season – January to mid February. The plants begin growing again in spring and, if 
they are pruned back once more, in September, we can usually expect a second splendid 
flowering, over the course of a few months. 
 

      
 

   From this year’s Open Day 
 

In my experience, the types that best withstand the heat are the hybrids of the Viticella 
Group, the Jackmanii-types and the Texensis Group. Early-flowering Patens-types are 
much more easily damaged, so we have to be extremely careful about light exposure – 
these plants can suffer badly, if we get it wrong. Cultivation in containers virtually 
guarantees excellent results because we can precisely control the location, conditions, 
light and moisture. Whether they are plastic or terracotta pots doesn’t seem to make any 
difference – in my experience the results are just about the same. 
 
How do you find the large-flowered cultivars fare, in Tuscany? How do you 
advise customers with regard to establishing new plants?  
In my area of Italy the soils are quite frequently heavy and clayey. To get beautiful 
clematis the rule of thumb is to improve the structure of the soil before planting. In my 
own early years I had some disappointing failures because the plants did not grow well at  
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  A few more views of this year’s Open Day 
 

 
 

all. They lacked vigour, remained small, and blooms proved quite scarce. Once in the soil 
it was almost impossible to remedy the situation – in fact, I found it best to dig plants  
back up, and replant them into pots. On doing this, I quickly saw how much happier the 
plants were, as soon as they were in the new medium – immediately, plants developed 
better, produced lusher foliage, and, above all, many more flowers. If you want plants in   
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the open ground you must thoroughly prepare the plot, every time, fertilise well, and 
make sure the roots are well drained. It is essential to have a good volume of softer, 
penetrable medium that the roots can get fully into, and absorb nutrients from – which 
they cannot do, if the ground is too compact and heavy.  Given a good medium, plants 

will do well either in 
pots or outdoors at a 
prepared site. The 
golden rule with 
clematis is to always 
cater for the needs of 
the root – if you look 
after the needs of the 
root, you will always 
get very good results. 
 

What about pruning 
- in your climate? 
In our zone the best 
time to prune is 
around the end of 
January to mid 
February, when the 
temperatures are 
about at their lowest 
averages, and before 
the plants restart into 
growth. This year, I 
completed the final 
pruning and fertilising 
in the second week of 
February. 

What are your own favourite clematis, and why? 
Some of my favourite clematis are: ‘The President’: for her beautiful violet flowers, with 
wavy tepals that seem to quiver in the breeze – and her hardiness. One of my very first 
clematis, she always performs superbly well. ‘Gravetye Beauty’: I love her strong red 
flowers of tulip form and her light, heart-shaped leaves. An extremely vigorous clematis 
that produces an abundance of flowers, like a multitude of sky-facing trumpets. ‘Freda’: 
the foliage is a lovely bronze-green and the small pink flowers are so delicate, subtle and 
pretty. They remind me a little of begonias – really charming! Clematis armandii: this 
species, so strong and powerful, with a fantastic fragrance and evergreen leaves...simply 
marvellous! 
 

Do you also grow species clematis in Tuscany? 
We’re gradually beginning to get more involved with some of the species. I’ve had two 
plants of Clematis flammula in my garden since last year. I love this clematis for its form, 
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flowers and above all, its perfume. I will be propagating the species in numbers, very 
soon. It is a beautiful endemic of this region – I think people should be made more 
aware of the great wealth and diversity of our own, local flora, especially this beautiful 
plant. At our latitude we also have many populations of Clematis vitalba, but, of course, 
this is not regarded in the same light as Clematis flammula, because in our climate it can 
become a nuisance, if left uncontrolled. 
 

Which would you say are the most popular clematis in your region? 
As is not unusual, most people are immediately struck by the glitz and glamour of the 
large-flowered forms, so the most popular clematis are those from the ‘Patens Group’. 
People do eventually move on to other forms and types, usually after a little guidance; 
they tend to do this once they have gained some experience and confidence with the 
large-flowered plants first, then they know they can get good results with other types of 
clematis, too. One of our aims is make customers more appreciative of some of the 
smaller flowered forms, so they get to see that these, too, are very beautiful. 
 

Which would you say are the most suited, that you have tried, in your climate?  
As long as the ground is prepared correctly and sufficiently, virtually all clematis can be 
grown well, here, even in the open garden. We get the very best results from the Viticella 
Group – they grow really vigorously, reach a good height, and, above all, we get fantastic 
flowerings. In open situations, plants of the Patens Group don’t stand the heat very well, 
and can struggle. We always get fabulous results from Texensis Group plants. 
 

What are the most common questions asked by customers new to clematis? 
The most frequent question is: Do clematis only live for one season? Why did my 
clematis turn dry and look dead at the end of last year? People new to clematis are 
generally unaware that the ‘seasonal cycle’ provides for a rest period, during which it 
looks as though they have died off. I remember thinking the same thing, myself, when I 
had my own early experiences with clematis. Of course, the other main questions pertain 
to pruning and maintenance. We strive to give customers as much accurate information, 
and growing tips, as possible, so that they fully understand how they can best make the 
plants thrive, and flower as well as possible. 
 

Do you know of any people propagating clematis in Italy? 
To be honest, no, I don't know of anyone else producing clematis from liners, as we do, 
in our Region. Usually, where nurseries do actually sell any clematis, they are just another 
plant among many others being sold. These plants tend to be larger adults, ready to be 
immediately sold, for planting out straight into the garden.  
 

Are clematis increasing in popularity in your Region/in Italy, generally? Without 
doubt, in the last few years, clematis have become much more popular. There’s a far 
wider range of plants available nowadays and you can find them at virtually every garden  
center, most flower shows and even in supermarkets! Unfortunately, though, I don’t  
think this is always in the best interests of the customer, because they don’t really get the  
information and advice they need. The imperative here is sell, sell, sell. Most people buy 
clematis purely for the beauty of the flowers, but they don't really understand what they 
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are actually getting when they buy a very young plant. This, of course, can result in 
disappointments that ultimately put people off the genus. This isn’t so important to the 
commercial mass vendor, of course, but the downside is that for nurseries who do want 
to see the plants do well, for customers, it can create a bad impression in their minds and 
put them off trying them. Fortunately, there are also those who want to see buyers really 
get a lot out of their plants and are minded to offer advice, assistance and the benefit of 
their experience. Overall, we definitely do see more clematis being grown well, in 
people’s gardens nowadays, and this is always very gratifying. 
 

 

Are there many good books on Clematis available in Italy? 
Unfortunately, no! In fact, there are hardly any at all, you just find the occasional brief 

booklet now 
and then, 
with very 
general 
comments 
only. This is 
definitely a 
future goal of 
mine – to 
write a good 
‘Clematis 
book’ in the 
Italian 
language, 
with sound 
advice and 
lots of good 
images.  
 

‘Piilu’ in a pot 
 

Personally, I 
have studied 

and consulted quite a few books published in the UK and elsewhere, in English:  
An illustrated Encyclopedia of Clematis             Toomey, Leeds, Chesshire. 
The Montanas, a Book for Gardeners                John Howells. 
Trouble Free Clematis, The Viticellas                John Howells 
Clematis for Small Spaces                               Raymond J. Evison 
Clematis, an Essential Guide                          Ruth Gooch 
 

What about the website? 
Our website is actually under construction as we speak. A lot of work is going into it; it 
will be straightforward to navigate with information relating to all our cultivars. It will 
also give tips and ideas for cultivation, details on pruning and siting, for every clematis 
group. For the time being, whilst it is under construction, I use the Vivaio delle Clematidi 
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Facebook page to publish photographs, plant descriptions, culture details, growing tips 
and videos.  
 

Do you produce any of your own plants from cuttings, or other methods? 
I’ve begun to experiment in producing cuttings, with some success. Sometimes I layer 
plants also, but, obviously, this is nowhere near as productive as the cuttings method. I 
find I get best results working with Montana Group cuttings. But I don’t undertake it as 
a serious venture, just an amateur’s interest. Recently I’ve had particularly good results 
with cuttings of Clematis 
armandii. I’ve tried taking 
the cuttings at various 
points in the year and 
found that the very best 
time is in mid September, 
so now I always take 
them at this time of year. 
I bury one node in a 
potting soil/perlite mix, 
and keep them in the 
greenhouse. I don’t use 
rooting hormone. After 
about six or seven weeks, 
the roots are visible, 
emerging from the base 
of the pot. If the same 
type of cuttings are taken 
in spring, after flowering, 
or before the summer, I 
find they won’t root well 
enough. I don’t know 
exactly why this is the 
case, it may be to do with 
temperatures, hormone 
levels, etc. But, without 
doubt, September is best! 
 

Do you send plants out by mail order? 
Most of our plants are sold directly from the nursery and we occasionally go to flower 
shows – but time is very limited for this. We do, however, also send quite a lot of plants 
out by post, to all parts of Italy. People email us (clematidipescia@hotmail.it) or contact 
us via the Facebook page, asking for specific cultivars and to check on availability. We 
use the normal inland postal service to send plants; in Italy the service is reliable and 
quick and the plants usually arrive at their destination in just a couple of days, in perfect 
condition. It is also much cheaper than using a courier – good news for customers, 
especially in these times of austerity.  
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Anything else you’d like to add? 
Our nursery is a small business based on a great passion for growing clematis. We have 
limited space but we have managed to build a small tunnel of about seventy square 
metres space. The actual owner is my mother, but it’s me that does the day to day work 
of managing the plants, and everything else, right through to keeping the books. We 
don’t really want to expand too much – we just like to buy-in very young plants (our 
plants come to us as rooted cuttings in 9cm pots) and grow them on, into fine, strong 
vigorous plants, ready for planting out in the garden. We don’t plan to change this 
philosophy – we simply concentrate on producing high quality, healthy plants and we 
put in the commitment, enthusiasm, care and attention necessary to achieve that aim. 
That’s the way I prefer to run the venture. We produce the best clematis plants we 
possibly can for people who appreciate clematis or want to try them. 
     I hope things work out so that I can develop and expand my work in connection with 
clematis. For the time being, though, things are fairly modest in extent; nevertheless, I 
am very grateful for all the help and support given to me by my nearest and dearest – my 
family and friends – over the last several years. Without them I would not have got the 
same results.  
     I look forward to the challenge every day, hopefully I can move on to bigger and 
better things in the fullness of time. You have to always keep your feet on the ground, 
though, even if you let your thoughts fly. To-date, my dream of having my own small 
clematis nursery has become a reality and we are living it; I am sure that what we are 
working towards, we will achieve in time to come. 
 

From Wikipedia:  
Tuscany is a region in Italy having an area of about 23,000 square kilometers (8,900 sq mi) and a 
population of about 3.8 million. The regional capital is Florence (Firenze). Tuscany is known for its 
landscapes, traditions, history, artistic legacy and its permanent influence on high culture. It is regarded 
as the birthplace of the Italian Renaissance and has been home to many figures influential in the history 
of art and science. Tuscany is famous for its wines, including the well-known Chianti, Vino Nobile di 
Montepulciano, Morellino di Scansano and Brunello di Montalcino. 
Tuscany has an immense cultural and artistic heritage, expressed in the region's churches, palaces, art 
galleries, museums, villages and piazzas. Many of these artifacts are found in the main cities, such as 
Florence and Siena, but also in smaller villages scattered around the region.  
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