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Pisa’s Field of Miracles—the Duomo with its leaning Bell Tower
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Tuscany—farmhouses, cypress trees, sunshine, and a timeless way of life
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Michelangelo’s David
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Tuscan hill town










[image: Image]


Brunelleschi’s dome of the Duomo, Florence
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Traveling as a Temporary Local


Florence is Europe’s cultural capital. As the home of the Renaissance and the birthplace of the modern world, Florence practiced the art of civilized living back when the rest of Europe was rural and crude. Democracy, science, and literature, as well as painting, sculpture, and architecture, were all championed by the proud and energetic Florentines of the 1400s.


When the Florentine poet Dante first saw the teenaged Beatrice, her beauty so inspired him that he spent the rest of his life writing poems to her. In the same way, the Renaissance opened people’s eyes to the physical beauty of the world around them, inspiring them to write, paint, sculpt, and build.


Today, Florence is geographically small but culturally rich, with more artistic masterpieces per square mile than anyplace else. In a single day, you can look Michelangelo’s David in the eyes, fall under the seductive sway of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus, and climb the modern world’s first dome, which still dominates the skyline.


Of course, there’s a reality here, too. As the historic center becomes increasingly filled with visitors, rents are rising and locals are fleeing to the suburbs, threatening to make Florence a kind of Renaissance theme park. Sure, Florence is touristy. But where else can you stroll the same pedestrian streets walked by Michelangelo, Leonardo, and Botticelli while savoring the world’s best gelato?


To round out your visit, see Florence and then escape to the Tuscan countryside. With its manicured fields, rustic farms, cypress-lined driveways, and towns clinging to nearly every hill, Tuscany is our romantic image of village Italy. Venture beyond the fringes of Florence and you’ll find a series of sun- and wine-soaked villages, each with its own appeal. Stretching from the Umbrian border to the Ligurian Sea, the landscape changes from pastoral (Crete Senesi) to rocky (Chianti) to mountainous (the Montagnola) to flat and brushed with sea breezes (Pisa).
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


Each of Tuscany’s time-passed villages seems to have its own claim to fame: Volterra (Etruscan ruins), San Gimignano (towers), Montepulciano (artisans), Montalcino (wine), Pienza (tidy Renaissance-planned streets), and so on. But Tuscany also has a variety of intriguing cities that fully engage even the most restless traveler. Siena huddles around one of Italy’s coziest squares and finest cathedrals. Pisa boasts the famous Field of Miracles (with its Leaning Tower, an icon of all Italy) and a gritty working-class-meets-university-town bustle. And Lucca is graced with churches, towers, and a delightful city wall-turned-city park that’s ideal for a stroll or pedal.


You’ll discover that peaceful Tuscan villages and bustling Florence—with its rough-stone beauty, art-packed museums, children chasing pigeons, students riding Vespas, artisans sipping Chianti, and supermodels wearing Gucci—offer many of the very things you came to Italy to see.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Florence & Tuscany 2017 is a personal tour guide in your pocket. Better yet, it’s actually two tour guides in your pocket: The co-author of this book is Gene Openshaw. Since our first “Europe through the gutter” trip together as high school buddies in the 1970s, Gene and I have been exploring the wonders of the Old World. An inquisitive historian and lover of European culture, Gene wrote most of this book’s self-guided museum tours and neighborhood walks. Together, Gene and I keep this book up-to-date and accurate (though for simplicity, from this point we’ve shed our respective egos to become “I”).


In this book, you’ll find the following chapters:




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated every year—but things change. As soon as you pin down Italy, it wiggles. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. Accommodations are categorized with a Sleep Code (described on here); eateries are classified with a Restaurant Price Code (here). To indicate discounts for my readers, I include RS% in the listings.


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


A [image: image] symbol in a sight listing means that the sight is covered in greater detail elsewhere—either with its own self-guided tour, or as part of a self-guided walk. A [image: image] symbol indicates that a free, downloadable self-guided audio tour is available.


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Orientation to Florence has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information. The “Planning Your Time” section suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Sights in Florence describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


The Self-Guided Walks & Tours take you through the core of Renaissance Florence, starting with Michelangelo’s David and cutting through the heart of the city to Ponte Vecchio on the Arno River. You’ll tour Tuscany’s most fascinating museums and sights, including Florence’s Accademia Gallery (home to Michelangelo’s David), Uffizi Gallery, Bargello, Museum of San Marco, Duomo Museum, the Palazzo Vecchio, Medici Chapels, Medici-Riccardi Palace, Church of Santa Maria Novella, Santa Croce Church, the Oltrarno neighborhood (south of the Arno), Brancacci Chapel, the Pitti Palace, and the Galileo Science Museum, as well as Siena’s Duomo, Duomo Museum, and Civic Museum, and, in Pisa, the Leaning Tower, Duomo, and Field of Miracles.


Sleeping in Florence describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating in Florence serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive cafés to fancy restaurants.


Florence with Children includes my top recommendations for keeping your kids (and you) happy.


Shopping in Florence gives you tips for shopping painlessly and enjoyably, without letting it overwhelm your vacation or ruin your budget.


Nightlife in Florence is your guide to after-dark fun, including concerts, theaters, pubs, and clubs.


Florence Connections lays the groundwork for your smooth arrival and departure, covering transportation by train, bus, car, cruise ship, and plane (with information on Florence’s Amerigo Vespucci Airport).


The Siena chapter covers the highlights in this captivating Gothic city, from the stay-awhile central piazza to the 13th-century cathedral.


The Pisa chapter takes you beyond the Leaning Tower.


The Lucca chapter introduces you to the charms of this little-touristed, well-preserved city.


Three chapters on Tuscan hill towns—Volterra and San Gimignano, The Heart of Tuscany (Montepulciano, Pienza, and Montalcino), and Cortona—bring you the best of village Italy.


The Florentine & Tuscan History chapter takes you on a whirlwind tour through the ages, covering two millennia, from ancient Tuscany to the present.


The Practicalities chapter near the end of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation (trains, buses, driving, and flights).


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and Italian survival phrases.


Throughout this book, you’ll find money- and time-saving tips for sightseeing, transportation, and more. Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer special discounts to my readers, indicated in their listings.


Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a terrific trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Florentines.


Planning


This section will help you get started planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Many people travel through Italy thinking it’s a chaotic mess. They feel that any attempt at efficient travel is futile. This is dead wrong—and expensive. Italy, which seems as orderly as spilled spaghetti, actually functions quite well. Only those who understand this and travel smart can enjoy Italy on a budget.


This book can save you lots of time and money. But to have an “A” trip, you need to be an “A” student. Read it all before your trip, noting holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed. You can wait in line for two hours to get into the Uffizi—or, by planning ahead (making reservations or buying the Firenze Card), you can walk right in. Saving Michelangelo’s David for your trip finale is risky, and on Monday, impossible. (Florence’s major sights, along with some minor ones, are closed on Mondays.) If you visit Siena as a short day trip, you’ll miss the city’s medieval magic at twilight. Designing a smart trip is a puzzle—a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness in Tuscany, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth taking a long drive after dinner to be settled in a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Get online or call ahead to learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.


Enjoy the friendliness of your Tuscan hosts. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the best gelato, piazza, enoteca (wine bar), or Renaissance painting or sculpture. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for confirming prices, noting directions, and organizing your thoughts. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


Six components make up your total trip cost: airfare to Europe, transportation in Europe, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, shopping and miscellany, and gelato.


Airfare to Europe: A basic, round-trip flight from the US to Florence can cost about $1,000-2,000 on average, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter or sometimes if flying into Milan or Rome). If Florence is part of a longer trip, consider saving time and money in Europe by flying into one city and out of another (for instance, into Florence and out of Paris). Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Transportation in Europe: Most of Florence’s sights, clustered in the downtown core, are within easy walking distance of each other. If you’d rather use taxis than walk, allow at least $80-100 over the course of a one-week visit (taxis can be shared by up to four people). Round-trip, second-class train transportation to recommended nearby destinations is affordable (about $11 for a train ticket to Pisa or Siena; slightly less for a bus ticket to San Gimignano). For a one-way trip between Florence’s airport and the city center, allow $8 by bus or $30 by taxi (can be shared). The other cities and villages covered in this book are made for walking. For more on public transportation and car rental, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.


Room and Board: You can thrive in Tuscany in 2017 on $135 a day per person for room and board. This allows $15 for lunch, $35 for dinner, and $85 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $170 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Tuscany for as little as $65 a day ($30 for a bed, $35 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Figure about $20 for major sights (Michelangelo’s David, Uffizi Gallery), $5-10 for minor ones (museums, palaces), and $35-50 for splurge experiences (e.g., walking tours and concerts). An overall average of $40 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Florence.


Shopping and Miscellany: Figure $3 per postcard, coffee, soft drink, or gelato. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.




Tuscany at a Glance


▲▲▲Florence Art-packed, bustling city—starring Michelangelo’s David, Renaissance paintings, and Brunelleschi’s dome—with Ponte Vecchio spanning the flood-prone Arno River.





▲▲▲Siena Red-brick hilltop city known for its pageantry, Palio horse race, and a stunning traffic-free main square—great anytime but best after dark.





▲▲▲Heart of Tuscany Picturesque, wine-soaked villages of Italy’s heartland—including mellow Montepulciano, Renaissance Pienza, and Brunello-fueled Montalcino—and jaw-dropping scenery best seen on a driving tour (I’ve outlined three: the region’s heart, the Brunello wine country, and the Crete Senesi).





▲▲Pisa A city more famous for its iconic Leaning Tower than for its other equally impressive monuments on the gleaming white Field of Miracles.





▲▲Lucca Charming city with a lively (and flat) town center, ringed by intact old walls wide enough for biking and strolling.





▲▲Volterra Just far enough off the beaten path, surrounded by thick walls and hilly scenery, with a long Etruscan history and unusually interesting sightseeing for a small town.





▲San Gimignano Epitome of a hill town, spiked with medieval towers offering superb views, popular with tourists who crowd the narrow alleys by day.





Cortona Hillside town under the Tuscan sun, with historic churches and museums featuring Etruscan and Renaissance artifacts and art.





WHEN TO GO


Tuscany’s best travel months (also its busiest and most expensive) are April, May, June, September, and October. These months combine the conveniences of peak season with pleasant weather.


The most grueling thing about travel in Tuscany is the summer heat in July and August, when temperatures hit the high 80s and 90s. Most midrange hotels come with air-conditioning—a worthwhile splurge in the summer—but it’s often available only from June through September.




Florence Almanac


Population: Approximately 380,000 people


Currency: Euro


City Layout: Florence is the capital of Tuscany and lies on the Arno River. It’s divided into five administrative wards: the Historic Center, Campo di Marte, Gavinana, Isolotto, and Rifredi.


[image: Image]


Best Viewpoints: Piazzale Michelangelo (and San Miniato Church, above it) overlooks the city and the Duomo from across the river, as does the top of the Boboli Gardens. For other panoramic views of Florence, climb the Campanile or the Duomo’s dome (next to each other) or the tower at the Palazzo Vecchio. If you like your beverage with a view, try a rooftop café (see here).


Sweetest Festival: In spring, the city hosts an annual gelato festival, featuring tastings and demonstrations by gelato makers from all over Italy (www.gelatofestival.it).


Tourist Tracks: Tourism in Florence and Tuscany is booming. Each year, nearly two million tourists flock to the Uffizi Gallery to gaze at Botticelli’s Birth of Venus.


Culture Count: A little over 90 percent of Florence’s population is indigenously Italian and Roman Catholic. Immigrant groups are mostly European (3.5 percent) and East Asian (2 percent), with small percentages of North and South Americans and Northern Africans.


Famous Florentines: Florence, birthplace of the Renaissance, bred many great minds, including Michelangelo, Leonardo, Donatello, Brunelleschi, Machiavelli, Dante, and...Florence Nightingale, whose English parents named her after the city in which she was born.


Average Florentine: The average Florentine is 46 years old (2 years older than the average Italian) and will live to be 80.





In April and October, you’ll generally need a sweater or light jacket in the evening. In winter the temperatures can drop to the 40s or 50s (for more specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix). Off-season has none of the sweat and stress of the tourist season, but sights may have shorter hours, lunchtime breaks, and fewer activities. Confirm your sightseeing plans locally, especially when traveling off-season.




[image: image] Rick Steves Audio Europe [image: image]


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app is a great tool for enjoying Europe. This app makes it easy to download my audio tours of top attractions, plus hours of travel interviews, all organized into destination-specific playlists.


My self-guided audio tours of major sights and neighborhoods are free, user-friendly, fun, and informative. In this book, these audio tours include the Accademia, Uffizi Gallery, Bargello, Museum of San Marco, Renaissance Walk, and Siena City Walk. Sights covered by my audio tours are marked with this symbol: [image: image]. These audio tours are hard to beat: Nobody will stand you up, your eyes are free to appreciate the sights, you can take the tour exactly when you like, and the price is right.


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app also offers a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book.


[image: Image]


This app and all of its content are entirely free. (And new content is added about twice a year.) You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audioeurope.





KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in Italy. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports and requirements for Italy, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season (summer) and any major holidays (see here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, request your PIN if you don’t already know it, and more. See here for details.


Do your homework if you’re considering travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


If you’re taking an overnight train and need a couchette (cuccetta) or sleeper—and you must leave on a certain day—consider booking it in advance through a US agent (such as www.ricksteves.com/rail), even though it may cost more than buying it in Italy. Other Italian trains, such as high-speed ES trains, require a seat reservation, but it’s usually possible to make these arrangements in Italy just a few days ahead. (For more on train travel, see Practicalities).




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? You can share tips, concerns, and discoveries at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





If you’re planning on renting a car in Italy, bring your driver’s license and an International Driving Permit (see here). Driving is prohibited in many city centers; if you drive in restricted areas marked with signage and monitored by cameras, you can be fined without the police ever stopping you (see here).


Make museum reservations before your trip or buy a Firenze Card in Florence to avoid standing in long lines for the Uffizi (Renaissance paintings) and Accademia (Michelangelo’s David). The Uffizi is often booked up a month or more in advance, while the Accademia is usually full at least a few days out. Reservations are explained on here, and the Firenze Card on here.


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up well in advance.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as translators, maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Check for recent updates to this book at www.ricksteves.com/update.



Traveling as a Temporary Local



We travel all the way to Italy to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Italian hospitality.


[image: Image]


Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to Italians’ image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


Think about the rationale behind “crazy” Italian decisions. For instance, many hoteliers turn off the heat in spring and can’t turn on air-conditioning until summer. The point is to conserve energy, and it’s mandated by the Italian government. You could complain about being cold or hot...or bring a sweater in winter, and in summer, be prepared to sweat a little like everyone else.


While Italians, flabbergasted by our Yankee excesses, say in disbelief, “Mi sono cadute le braccia!” (“I throw my arms down!”), they nearly always afford us individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and buon viaggio!
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Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“Through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!








FLORENCE
Firenze
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ORIENTATION TO FLORENCE


FLORENCE: A VERBAL MAP


Map: Florence Overview


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Florence


ARRIVAL IN FLORENCE


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND FLORENCE


Tours in Florence


WALKING (AND BIKING) TOURS


LOCAL GUIDES FOR PRIVATE TOURS


BUS OR CAR TOURS


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


The best of Florence lies on the north bank of the Arno River. The main historical sights cluster around the venerable dome of the cathedral (Duomo). Everything is within a 20-minute walk of the train station, cathedral, or Ponte Vecchio (Old Bridge). The less famous but more characteristic Oltrarno area (south bank) is just over the bridge.


Though small, Florence is intense. Prepare for scorching summer heat, crowded narrow lanes and sidewalks, slick pickpockets, few WCs, steep prices, and long lines. Easy tourist money has corrupted some locals, making them greedy and dishonest (check your bill carefully).


FLORENCE: A VERBAL MAP


For a big and touristy city, Florence (pop. 380,000) is remarkably compact and easy to navigate. Most of the attractions lie just north of the Arno River, clustered in distinct zones. Here’s a neighborhood-by-neighborhood rundown of the city:


Historic Core: The Duomo—with its iconic, towering dome—is the visual and geographical center of Florence; all other sights radiate out from here. The Duomo sits at the northeast corner of the oblong, grid-planned old town (immediately apparent on any map, and dating from Roman times). At the southeast corner is Piazza della Signoria—marked by the tower of the Palazzo Vecchio (city hall) and adjacent Uffizi Gallery, with the Galileo Science Museum tucked just behind it. These two main landmarks are connected by the wide, pedestrianized, heavily tourist-trod Via de’ Calzaiuoli, which bisects the old Roman town. To the west is a glitzy shopping zone (between Piazza della Repubblica and the river), and to the east is a characteristic web of narrow lanes. This central axis—Duomo to Piazza della Signoria by way of Via de’ Calzaiuoli—is the spine for Florentine sightseeing and the route of my self-guided Renaissance Walk.


Accademia/San Lorenzo (North of the Duomo): Via Cavour runs north from the Duomo, past the Medici-Riccardi Palace and through a nondescript urban zone. For the sightseer, the eastern part of this zone is dominated by the Accademia, with Michelangelo’s David; nearby are the Museum of San Marco and the quintessentially Renaissance Piazza S.S. Annunziata. The western part clusters around the Basilica of San Lorenzo, with its Medici Chapels, and (a block north) Mercato Centrale, with the vendor stalls of San Lorenzo Market. The streets immediately surrounding Mercato Centrale (especially the pedestrianized Via Faenza) are tourist-central: They teem with midrange and budget hotels, and trattorias catering exclusively to out-of-towners, creating a touristy area that’s convenient, but one that insulates you from a more authentic slice of Florence.


Train Station/Santa Maria Novella (West of the Duomo): Northwest of the historic core, things get a bit more urban and dreary. This area, dominated by the train station and Church of Santa Maria Novella, specializes in inexpensive hotels and characteristic eateries. Closer to the river (especially around Palazzo Strozzi) is a posh shopping zone, with a more affordable mix of shops lining Via del Parione and Borgo Ognissanti.


Santa Croce (East of the Duomo): Tourists make the 10-minute trek from Piazza della Signoria east to Piazza Santa Croce, facing this neighborhood’s main landmark, the Church of Santa Croce. Along the way—effectively across the street from the old town—is the Bargello, filling a former police station with some of Florence’s best sculptures. The area stretching north and west from Santa Croce is increasingly authentic and workaday (especially along Via Pietrapiana and Borgo la Croce), offering an insightful glimpse at untouristy Florence just a short walk from the big sights.


Oltrarno (South of the River): Literally the “Other Side of the Arno River,” this neighborhood opens up just across Ponte Vecchio from the main tourist zone. While the streets immediately around that bridge are jammed and tacky, two or three blocks away are pockets of Florence from a time before tourism. Many artisans still have workshops here, and open their doors to passing visitors. The Oltrarno is roughly divided in half by the giant Pitti Palace and surrounding gardens (Boboli and Bardini). To the west of the palace are Piazza di Santo Spirito (with its namesake church) and—a bit farther out—the Church of Santa Maria del Carmine, with its lavishly frescoed Brancacci Chapel. To the east of Pitti and the gardens, perched high on the hill, is the magnificent-view Church of San Miniato; just below that sits Piazzale Michelangelo (with Florence’s most popular viewpoint), and tucked below and between there and the river is the funky little San Niccolò neighborhood, with its lively bars and eateries.
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Farther Out: Everything mentioned above is within about a 30-minute walk of the Duomo. To venture farther, one popular choice is the adjacent, hilltop town of Fiesole (to the northeast, with archaeological sites and fine views). But in all directions, Florence is hemmed in by forested Tuscan hills with picturesque cypress-lined roads connecting lavish villas.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Set up a good itinerary in advance. Do my recommended Renaissance Walk in the morning or late afternoon to avoid heat and crowds.


Skipping Lines at Major Sights: The plans outlined here assume that you’ll use my strategies to avoid wasting hours in line for the big attractions—especially the Uffizi Gallery and Accademia (starring Michelangelo’s David). These sights nearly always have long ticket-buying lines, especially in peak season (April-Oct) and on holiday weekends. Crowds thin out on off-season weekdays. (Note that both of these major sights are closed on Monday.)


Whatever time of year you visit, you have two surefire options for skipping lines: Make reservations (see here) or buy a Firenze Card (see here). Another place where you’re likely to encounter lines are the Duomo sights, especially for climbing to the top of the dome. These sights don’t take reservations, but you can skip the line at the dome with a Firenze Card—or you can try visiting at a time when it’s less crowded (I’ve noted these times, as well as more crowd-beating tips for several other sights, throughout this book).


The Firenze Card makes things easy—just show up and flash your card—but it’s expensive. Because the card is valid for three days, it’s not a good value if you’re in town for just one or two days—buy one only if you want to pay a premium to skip lines or avoid making reservations. For a three-day visit with lots of sightseeing, the Firenze Card can be a great value.


Closures: Some sights close early; see the early closing warning in the “Daily Reminder,” later in this chapter. In general, Sundays and Mondays are not ideal for sightseeing, as many places are either closed or have shorter hours. Sights may also have shorter hours off-season.


Free Sundays: On the first Sunday of the month all state museums are free. While that’s good news for more overlooked sights, free admission makes both the Accademia and the Uffizi impossibly crowded. I’d skip those sights on that day.


Planning Note: Admittedly, the following day plans are jam-packed. While perfectly doable if you’re well-organized, they are not relaxing. If you have the luxury of more time, spread out these priorities to give yourself some breathing room.


Florence in One Brutal Day










	8:30

	Accademia (David)—with a reservation.






	10:00

	Take Renaissance Walk through town center.






	12:00

	Bargello (best statues) or Duomo Museum (great bronze work).






	13:30

	Grab a quick lunch in or near Mercato Centrale.






	14:00

	Shopping at San Lorenzo Market (or elsewhere).






	16:30

	Uffizi Gallery (finest paintings)—with a reservation.






	19:30

	Cross Ponte Vecchio and take the Oltrarno Walk (best local color) and have dinner across the river at 21:00.







Florence in Two Days


Day 1










	8:30

	Accademia (David)—with a reservation.






	10:00

	Museum of San Marco (art by Fra Angelico).






	12:00

	Explore Mercato Centrale and have lunch.






	14:00

	Medici Chapels (Michelangelo sculptures).






	
16:00

	Visit Duomo interior and/or the Baptistery.






	17:30

	Renaissance Walk through heart of old town.






	20:00

	Dinner in the old center or tour the Palazzo Vecchio (open many evenings until 23:00).
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Day 2










	9:00

	Bargello (great statues).






	10:30

	Duomo Museum (statues by Donatello and Michelangelo) or the Galileo Science Museum (if art’s not your thing).






	12:30

	Lunch, then wander and shop.






	14:00

	Take a bike or walking tour.






	16:30

	Uffizi Gallery (best paintings)—with a reservation.






	19:00

	Cross Ponte Vecchio for the Oltrarno Walk.






	21:00

	Dinner in Oltrarno.







Florence in Three (or More) Days


Day 1










	8:30

	Accademia (David)—with a reservation.






	10:00

	Museum of San Marco (Fra Angelico).






	12:00

	Explore San Lorenzo Market area, shop, and have lunch in or near Mercato Centrale.






	14:00

	Medici Chapels (Michelangelo) and Basilica of San Lorenzo.






	16:00

	Baptistery, Duomo interior, or climb the dome or Campanile.






	17:00

	Renaissance Walk through heart of old town.






	19:00

	Explore and shop the Piazza della Signoria/Ponte Vecchio area.






	20:00

	Dinner in the old center.







Day 2










	9:00

	Bargello (top statues).






	11:00

	Duomo Museum or Galileo Science Museum (if you prefer science to art).






	13:00

	Lunch, then wander and shop.






	
15:30

	Uffizi Gallery (unforgettable paintings)—with a reservation.






	18:00

	Cross Ponte Vecchio, take the Oltrarno Walk, and have dinner in Oltrarno.







Day 3










	9:00

	Whatever you didn’t get to yesterday morning (Duomo Museum or Galileo).






	13:00

	Lunch and time to shop, relax, or get to any sights you haven’t seen yet (you could circle back to the daytime Oltrarno sights—Brancacci Chapel and the Pitti Palace—or tour the Church of Santa Maria Novella, near the train station).






	16:00

	San Miniato Church (Gregorian chants generally at 17:30), Piazzale Michelangelo (city views), walk back into town.







Day 4


Side-trip to Siena (sights open daily; 1.5 hours away by bus), or consider an overnight stay to enjoy the town at twilight.


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Florence has two separate TI organizations.


The city TI has three branches. The crowded main branch is across the square from the train station (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-14:00; with your back to tracks, exit the station—it’s 100 yards away, near corner of church at Piazza della Stazione 4; tel. 055-212-245, www.firenzeturismo.it). Upstairs, drop by the easy-to-miss “Experience Florence” visitors center, with big touch screens to help you virtually explore the city and plan an itinerary, and a well-produced 3-D movie about the city, offering evocative slices of Florentine life and lingering images of the big landmarks (free, 13 minutes, English subtitles).


The smaller branch is centrally located at Piazza del Duomo, at the west corner of Via de’ Calzaiuoli (inside the Loggia; Mon-Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-14:00, tel. 055-288-496). They also have a branch at the airport.


The other TI, which covers both the city and the greater province of Florence, can be less crowded and more helpful. It’s a couple of blocks north of the Duomo, just past Medici-Riccardi Palace (Mon-Fri 9:00-13:00, closed Sat-Sun, at Via Cavour 1 red, tel. 055-290-832).


The TIs sell the Firenze Card, an expensive but handy sightseeing pass that allows you to skip the lines at top museums (see here).
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Publications: At any TI, you’ll find free, handy resources in English. Pick up a city map and information sheet with the latest opening hours; or search for “Monuments and Museums” on their website. For information on goings-on around town, pick up the monthly Florence & Tuscany News, and check The Florentine newspaper, which has great articles with cultural insights (in English, published monthly and updated online every other Thu at www.theflorentine.net), along with the similar Florence Is You (www.florenceisyou.com).


ARRIVAL IN FLORENCE


For a rundown on Florence’s train station, bus station, airport, and cruise ship arrival at the Livorno port, see the Florence Connections chapter.


HELPFUL HINTS


Exchange Rate: €1 = about $1.10


Country Calling Code: 39 (see here for dialing instructions)


Theft Alert: Florence has hardworking thief gangs who hang out near the train station, the station’s underpass (especially where the tunnel surfaces), and at major sights. American tourists are considered easy targets. Some thieves even dress like tourists to fool you. Logically, any crowded bus likely holds at least one thief.


Also beware of the “slow count”: Cashiers may count change back with odd pauses in hopes you’ll gather up the money early and say “Grazie.”


Medical Help: To reach a doctor who speaks English, call Medical Service Firenze (tel. 055-475-411, www.medicalservice.firenze.it); the phone is answered 24/7. You can have a doctor come to your hotel within an hour of your call, or go to the clinic when the doctor’s in (Mon-Fri 11:00-12:00, 13:00-15:00 & 17:00-18:00, Sat 11:00-12:00 & 13:00-15:00, closed Sun, no appointment necessary, Via Roma 4, between the Duomo and Piazza della Repubblica).


Dr. Stephen Kerr is an English doctor specializing in helping sick tourists (drop-in clinic open Mon-Fri 15:00-17:00, other times by appointment, Piazza Mercato Nuovo 1, between Piazza della Repubblica and Ponte Vecchio, tel. 055-288-055, mobile 335-836-1682, www.dr-kerr.com). The TI has a list of other English-speaking doctors.


There are 24-hour pharmacies at the train station and on Borgo San Lorenzo (near the Baptistery).


Museum Strategies: If you want to see a lot of museums, the pricey Firenze Card—which saves you from having to wait in line or make reservations for the Uffizi and Accademia—can be a worthwhile investment (see here).


Visiting Churches: Modest dress is required in some churches, including the Duomo, Santa Maria Novella, Santa Croce, Santa Maria del Carmine/Brancacci Chapel, and the Medici Chapels (see here for details). Be respectful of worshippers and the paintings; don’t use a flash. Many churches, though not the biggies we mention, close from 12:00 or 12:30 until 15:00 or 16:00.


Chill Out: Schedule several breaks into your sightseeing when you can sit, pause, cool off, and refresh yourself with a sandwich, gelato, or coffee. Carry a water bottle to refill at Florence’s twist-the-handle public fountains (near the Duomo dome entrance, around the corner from the “Piglet” at Mercato Nuovo, or in front of the Pitti Palace). Try the fontanello (dispenser of free cold water, gassata or naturale) on Piazza della Signoria, behind the statue of Neptune (on the left side of the Palazzo Vecchio).


Addresses: Florence has a ridiculously confusing system for street addresses, with “red” numbers for businesses and “black” numbers for residences, though the red numbers are slowly being phased out. Street signs are indeed red or black (though usually faded and hard to read); in print, addresses are indicated with “r” (as in Via Cavour 2r) or “n” (for black—nero, as in Via Cavour 25n). Red and black numbers are interspersed together on the same street; each set goes in roughly consecutive order, but their numbers bear no connection with each other. I’m lazy and don’t concern myself with the distinction (if one number’s wrong, I look nearby for the other) and easily find my way around.


Pedestrian Safety: Once nightmarish for pedestrians, the city is increasingly delightful on foot, though even in traffic-free zones nearly silent hybrid taxis nudge their way through crowds with a persistent beep-beep-beep.


Wi-Fi: Virtually all Florence hotels have Wi-Fi free for guests, and many cafés and restaurants will tell you their password if you buy something. The city has a free Wi-Fi hotspot network that covers all the main squares in town (network name is “Firenze WiFi”—click on “Accedi”; good for two hours).


Useful App: [image: image] For free audio versions of some of the self-guided tours in this book (the Renaissance Walk, and tours of the Uffizi, Accademia, Bargello, and Museum of San Marco), get the Rick Steves Audio Europe app (for details, see here).


Bookstores: For a good selection of brand-name guidebooks (including mine), try these: Paperback Exchange has the widest selection of English books, new and used (Mon-Fri 9:00-19:30, Sat 10:30-19:30, closed Sun and a couple of weeks in Aug, just south of the Duomo on Via delle Oche 4 red, tel. 055-293-460). RED (stands for “Read, Eat, Dream”), a flagship store for the Feltrinelli chain (the Italian Barnes & Noble) with a café and restaurant inside, has a small selection of English books (daily 9:30-23:00, on Piazza della Repubblica). For locations of these bookstores, see the map on here.


WCs: Public restrooms are scarce. Use them when you can, in any café or museum you patronize. Pay public WCs are typically €1. Convenient locations include one at the Baptistery ticket office (near the Duomo), just down the street from Piazza Santa Croce (at Borgo Santa Croce 29 red), up near Piazzale Michelangelo, and inside the train station (near track 5).


Laundry: The Wash & Dry Lavarapido chain offers long hours and efficient, self-service launderettes at several locations (about €8 for wash and dry, change machine but bring plenty of coins just in case, generally daily 7:30-23:00). These locations are close to recommended hotels: Via dei Servi 105 red (near David), Via del Sole 29 red and Via della Scala 52 red (between train station and river), Via Ghibellina 143 red (Palazzo Vecchio), and Via dei Serragli 87 red (Oltrarno neighborhood). For more options, ask your hotelier or the TI.


Bike Rental: The city of Florence rents bikes cheaply at the train station (€2/hour, €5/5 hours, €10/day, mobile 346-883-7821; information at any TI). Florence by Bike rents two-wheelers of all sizes (€3/hour, €9/5 hours, includes bike lock and helmet, child seat-€3 extra; Mon-Fri 9:00-13:00 & 15:30-19:30, Sat 9:00-19:00, Sun 9:00-17:00, closed Sun Nov-March; a 15-minute walk north of the Duomo at Via San Zanobi 54 red, tel. 055-488-992, www.florencebybike.it).
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Travel Agencies: While it’s easy to buy train tickets to destinations within Italy at machines at the station, travel agencies can be more convenient and helpful for getting both domestic and international tickets (€2 fee), reservations, and supplements. Convenient travel agencies in the town center are Intertravel Viaggi (also a DHL package mailing office, Mon-Fri 9:00-18:30, Sat 9:30-12:30, closed Sun, centrally located south of Piazza della Repubblica at Via de Lamberti 39 red, tel. 055-280-706) and Turishav Travel (Mon-Fri 9:30-18:00, closed Sat-Sun, Via dei Servi 23 red, a block off the Duomo, tel. 055-292-237).


GETTING AROUND FLORENCE


I organize my sightseeing geographically and do it all on foot. I think of Florence as a Renaissance treadmill—it requires a lot of walking. You likely won’t need public transit, except maybe to head up to Piazzale Michelangelo and San Miniato Church for the view, or to Fiesole.


By Bus


The city’s full-size buses don’t cover the old center well (the whole area around the Duomo is off-limits to motorized traffic). Pick up a map of transit routes at the ATAF windows at the train station; you’ll also find routes online (www.ataf.net) and on the app “ATAF 2.0” (free from Apple’s App Store and Google Play). Of the many bus lines, I find these to be of most value for seeing outlying sights:


Bus #12 goes from the train station, over the Carraia bridge to Porta Romana, then up to San Miniato Church and Piazzale Michelangelo. Bus #13 makes the return trip down the hill.


Bus #7 goes from Piazza San Marco (near the Accademia and Museum of San Marco) to Fiesole, a small town with big views of Florence.


The train station and Piazza San Marco are two major hubs near the city center; to get between these two, either walk (about 15 minutes) or take bus #1, #6, #14, #17, or #23.


Fun little minibuses (many of them electric—elettrico) wind through the tangled old center of town and up and down the river—just €1.20 gets you a 1.5-hour joyride. These buses, which run every 10 minutes from 7:00 to 21:00 (less frequent on Sun), are popular with sore-footed sightseers and eccentric local seniors. The minibuses also connect many major parking lots with the historic center (buy tickets from machines at lots).


Bus #C1 stops behind the Palazzo Vecchio and Piazza Santa Croce, then heads north, passing near San Marco and the Accademia before ending up at Piazza Libertà. On its southbound route, this bus also stops near the train station and the Basilica of San Lorenzo.


Bus #C2 twists through the congested old center from the train station, passing near Piazza della Repubblica and Piazza della Signoria to Piazza Beccaria.


Bus #C3 goes up and down the Arno River, with stops near Piazza Santa Croce, Ponte Vecchio, the Carraia bridge to the Oltrarno (including the Pitti Palace), and beyond.


Bus #D goes from the train station to Ponte Vecchio, cruises through the Oltrarno (passing the Pitti Palace), and finishes in the San Niccolò neighborhood at Ponte San Niccolò.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: Mercato Centrale is closed. The Bargello, Palazzo Davanzati, and the Medici Chapels close on the second and fourth Sundays of the month. The Museum of San Marco is closed on the first, third, and fifth Sundays.


The Baptistery’s interior closes early, at 14:00. A few sights are open only in the afternoon: the Duomo and its dome (13:30-16:40), Santa Croce Church (14:00-17:30), Basilica of San Lorenzo (13:30-17:30), Brancacci Chapel (13:00-17:00), and Church of Santa Maria Novella (12:00-17:00, from 13:00 Oct-June).


The following sights are free and crowded on the first Sunday of the month, and reservations are not available: Uffizi, Accademia, the Pitti Palace, Bargello, Medici Chapels, and Museum of San Marco.


Monday: The biggies are closed, including the Accademia (David) and the Uffizi Gallery, as well as the Pitti Palace’s Palatine Gallery, Royal Apartments, and Gallery of Modern Art. The Pitti Palace’s Boboli and Bardini Gardens, Argenti/Silverworks Museum, Costume Gallery, and Porcelain Museum close on the first and last Mondays. The Museum of San Marco closes on the second and fourth Mondays. The Bargello, Palazzo Davanzati, and the Medici Chapels are closed on the first, third, and fifth Mondays. San Lorenzo Market is closed on Mondays in winter.


Target these sights on Mondays: the Duomo and its dome, Duomo Museum, Campanile, Baptistery, Medici-Riccardi Palace, Brancacci Chapel, Mercato Nuovo, Mercato Centrale, Casa Buonarroti, Galileo Science Museum, the Palazzo Vecchio, and churches (including Santa Croce and Santa Maria Novella). Or take a walking tour.


Tuesday: Casa Buonarroti and the Brancacci Chapel are closed. The Duomo Museum is closed on the first Tuesday of the month. The Galileo Science Museum closes early (13:00).


Wednesday: The Medici-Riccardi Palace is closed.


Thursday: The following sights close early: the Palazzo Vecchio (14:00) and off-season, the Duomo (16:00 May and Oct, 16:30 Nov-April).


Friday: All sights are open.


Saturday: All sights are open, but the Duomo’s dome closes earlier than usual, at 17:40.


Early-Closing Warning: Some of Florence’s sights close surprisingly early most days, as early as 13:50 for the following sights—the Bargello (unless it’s hosting a special exhibit, when it closes at 17:00), Palazzo Davanzati, Medici Chapels (early closure off-season only), and the Museum of San Marco (on weekdays only, open later on Sat and when open on Sun). Mercato Centrale’s lower level closes at 14:00 (except on Sat, when it stays open until 17:00).


For all sights, be advised the last entry is usually 30 to 60 minutes before the closing times.





Buying Bus Tickets: Buy bus tickets at tobacco shops (tabacchi), newsstands, or the ATAF ticket windows inside the train station (€1.20/90 minutes, €4.70/4 tickets, €5/24 hours, €12/3 days, €18/week, day passes aren’t always available in tobacco shops, tel. 800-424-500, www.ataf.net). Be sure to validate your ticket in the machine on board. You can sometimes buy a ticket on board, but you’ll pay more (€2; must have exact change), and you still need to validate it in the machine. Follow general bus etiquette: Board at front or rear doors, exit out the center.


By Taxi


The minimum cost for a taxi ride is €5 (€8.30 after 22:00, €7 on Sundays); rides in the center of town should be charged as tariff #1. A taxi ride from the train station to the Duomo costs about €8. Taxi fares and supplements (e.g., €2 extra if you call a cab rather than hail one) are clearly explained on signs in each taxi. Look for an official, regulated cab (white; marked with Taxi/Comune di Firenze, red fleur-de-lis, and one of the official phone numbers: 4390 or 4242). Before getting in a cab at a stand or on the street, ask for an approximate cost (“Più o meno, quanto costa?” pew oh MEH-noh, KWAHN-toh KOH-stah). If you can’t get a straight answer or the price is outrageous, wait for the next one. It can be hard to find a cab on the street; to call one, dial 055-4390 or 055-4242 (or ask your waiter or hotelier to call for you).


Tours in Florence


Tour companies big and small offer plenty of excursions that go out to smaller towns in the Tuscan countryside (the most popular day trips: Siena, San Gimignano, Pisa, and into Chianti country for wine-tasting). Florence city tours are readily available, but for most people, the city is really best on foot (and the book you’re holding provides at least as much information as you’ll get with a generic bus tour).


[image: image] To sightsee on your own, download my free audio tours that illuminate some of Florence’s top sights and neighborhoods (see sidebar on here for details).




Affordable Tuscany


Here are some ideas to help stretch your travel dollars:


Sightseeing


• Many of Florence’s sights are free. There is no entry charge for the Duomo, Orsanmichele Church, Santo Spirito Church, and San Miniato Church. It’s free to visit the leather school at Santa Croce Church and the perfumery near the Church of Santa Maria Novella. The three markets (Centrale for produce, San Lorenzo and Nuovo for goods) are fun to browse through.


• Free public spaces include the Uffizi, Palazzo Vecchio (including a small exhibit of scenes of old Florence), and Palazzo Strozzi courtyards; the art-filled loggia on Piazza della Signoria; the quintessentially Renaissance square Piazza S.S. Annunziata; and Piazzale Michelangelo, with glorious views over Florence. A walk across the picturesque Ponte Vecchio costs nothing at all, and a stroll anywhere with a gelato in hand is an inexpensive treat.


• In the evening, street musicians often perform on the Piazza della Signoria and Ponte Vecchio.


• Download my free self-guided walking tours from the Rick Steves Audio Europe app; see here.


Hotels


• Choose hotels that offer a Rick Steves discount.


• Offer to pay cash to get the lowest rate.


Dining


• Don’t order too much at restaurants. Servings are often big—and splittable. While restaurants frown on a couple splitting just one dish, if you order a selection and enjoy them family-style, you can sample several things, save some euros, and still have room for gelato. Pizzerias and cafés are your best bets for a cheap meal.
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• Takeaway sandwich shops and food carts abound in Florence’s old center, making it easy to grab a €3-4 lunch to enjoy on a picturesque piazza. Or order takeout from delicatessens. Many shops have ready-to-eat entrées and side dishes, and will heat them up and provide plastic cutlery and napkins.


• For a cheap, light dinner, head to an aperitivo happy hour. All over town, bars—many of them very elegant with fine views—attract customers with free little buffets of light bites. Buy a drink, and make it a meal—a practice locals call “apericena” (combining the word aperitivo with cena—dinner). For a €10 cocktail or glass of wine, you’ll enjoy a light meal for no extra.





For extra insight with a personal touch, consider the tour companies and individual Florentine guides listed here. Hardworking and creative, they offer a worthwhile array of organized sightseeing activities. Study their websites for details. If you’re taking a city tour, remember that individuals save money with a scheduled public tour (such as those offered daily by Florencetown or Artviva). If you’re traveling as a family or small group, however, you’re likely to save money by booking a private guide (since rates are hourly for any size of group).


WALKING (AND BIKING) TOURS


While I’ve outlined the general offerings for each company, check their websites or pick up their brochures for other tour options and to confirm specific times and prices. Several of the below companies—as well as some dedicated culinary schools—offer food tours and cooking classes, sometimes including a shopping trip to pick up ingredients at a local market. This can be fun, memorable, educational, efficient (combining a meal with a “sightseeing” experience)...and delicious. For more on these options, see here.


Florencetown


This company runs English-language tours on foot or by bike. They offer student rates (10 percent discount) to anyone with this book, with an additional 10 percent off for second tours (if booking online, enter the code “RICKSTEVES”). Their most popular offerings: “Walk and Talk Florence” (basic stops including the Oltrarno, €25, 2.5 hours) and “I Bike Florence” (15-stop blitz of town’s top sights, €29, 2.5 hours on one-speed bike, helmets optional; in bad weather it goes as a walking tour). Their office is at Via de Lamberti 1 (facing Orsanmichele Church; see map on here); they also have a “Tourist Point” kiosk on Piazza della Repubblica, under the arches at the corner with Via Pellicceria (also offers cooking classes, tel. 055-281-103, www.florencetown.com).


Artviva


Artviva offers an intriguing variety of tours (guided by native English speakers, 18 people maximum). Popular choices include their overview tours (€29 “Original Florence” 3-hour town walk; €99 “Florence in One Glorious Day” combines town walk and tours of the Uffizi and Accademia, over 6 hours total). They also have stand-alone Uffizi and Accademia tours, cooking classes, minibus tours around Tuscany and to the Cinque Terre, and more. They offer a 10 percent discount at www.artviva.com/ricksteves (username “ricksteves,” password “reader”). Their office is above Odeon Cinema near Piazza della Repubblica (Mon-Sat 8:00-18:00, Sun 8:30-13:30, Via de’ Sassetti 1, second floor, tel. 055-264-5033, www.artviva.com).


Walks Inside Florence


Two art historians—Paola Barubiani and Marzia Valbonesi—and their partners provide quality guided tours. They offer a daily 2.5-hour introductory tour (€55/person, 8 people maximum; includes David—Accademia entry fee not included) and three-hour private tours (€190, €60/hour for more time, price is a discounted Rick Steves rate and for groups of up to 6 people). Among their tour options are an insightful shopping tour that features select artisans, a guided evening walk, and cruise excursions from the port of Livorno (Paola’s mobile 335-526-6496, www.walksinsideflorence.com, paola@walksinsideflorence.it).


Florentia


Top-notch private walking tours—geared for thoughtful, well-heeled travelers with longer-than-average attention spans—are led by one of six Florentine scholars. The tours range from introductory city walks and museum visits to in-depth thematic walks, such as the Oltrarno, Jewish Florence, and family-oriented tours (tours-€275 and up, includes planning assistance by email, www.florentia.org, info@florentia.org).


Context Florence


This scholarly group of graduate students and professors leads “walking seminars,” such as a 3.5-hour study of Michelangelo’s work and influence (€85/person, plus museum admission) and a two-hour evening orientation stroll (€70/person). I enjoyed the fascinating three-hour fresco workshop (€80/person plus materials, take home a fresco you make yourself). See their website for other innovative offerings: Medici walk, family tours, and more (tel. 06-9672-7371, US tel. 800-691-6036, www.contexttravel.com, info@contexttravel.com).


LOCAL GUIDES FOR PRIVATE TOURS


Alessandra Marchetti, a Florentine who has lived in the US, gives private walking tours of Florence and driving tours of Tuscany (€60-75/hour, mobile 347-386-9839, www.tuscanydriverguide.com, alessandramarchettitours@gmail.com).


Paola Migliorini and her partners offer museum tours, city walking tours, private cooking classes, wine tours, and Tuscan excursions by van—you can tailor tours as you like (€60/hour without car, €70/hour in a van for up to 8 passengers, mobile 347-657-2611, www.florencetour.com, info@florencetour.com). They also do excursions from the cruise port of Livorno (€580 for up to 4 people, €680 for up to 6, €780 for up to 8, includes a driver/tour guide).


Elena Fulceri, specializing in art, history, and secret corners, is a delightful and engaging guide. She organizes heartfelt, tailor-made private tours, has good Oltrarno artisan connections, and enjoys family tours (€60/hour, tel. 347-942-2054, www.florencewithflair.com, info@florencewithflair.com).


BUS OR CAR TOURS


Hop-On, Hop-Off Bus Tours


Around town, you’ll see big double-decker sightseeing buses double-parking near major sights. Tourists on the top deck can listen to brief recorded descriptions of the sights, snap photos, and enjoy a drive-by look at major landmarks (€23/1 calendar day, €28/48 hours, pay as you board, www.firenze.city-sightseeing.it). As the name implies, you can hop off when you want and catch the next bus (usually every 30 minutes, less frequent off-season). But since the most important sights are buried in the old center where big buses can’t go, Florence doesn’t really lend itself to this kind of tour bus. Look at the route map before committing.


Driving Tours


500 Touring Club offers a unique look at Florence: from behind the wheel of one of the most iconic Italian cars, a vintage, restored Fiat 500. After a lesson in la doppietta (double-clutching), you’ll head off in a guided convoy, following a lead car while listening to Italian oldies, with photo stops at the best viewpoints. Tours depart from a 15th-century villa on the edge of town; the tiny Fiats are restored models from the 1960s and 1970s. Itineraries vary from basic sightseeing to countryside excursions with winemaking and lunch. They also offer tours by Vespa—the equally iconic Italian scooter; see their website for options (classic 2.5-hour tour-€80/person, US tel. 713/570-9025, Italian mobile 346-826-2324, Via Gherardo Silvani 149a, www.500touringclub.com, info@500touringclub.com, David).


TOUR PACKAGES FOR STUDENTS


Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA Europe), offering 3-day and 10-day budget travel packages across Europe including accommodations, skip-the-line sightseeing, and unique local experiences. Locally guided and DIY unguided options are available for student and budget travelers in 12 of Europe’s most popular cities, including Florence (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com for details).
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SIGHTS IN FLORENCE


Florence at a Glance


SIGHTSEEING STRATEGIES


THE DUOMO AND NEARBY SIGHTS


Map: Duomo Tour


NORTH OF THE DUOMO


Map: Heart of Florence


BETWEEN THE DUOMO AND PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


ON AND NEAR PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


EAST OF PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


NEAR THE TRAIN STATION


THE OLTRARNO (SOUTH OF THE ARNO RIVER)


Map: Oltrarno, South of the Arno River


NEAR FLORENCE


Fiesole


GETTING TO FIESOLE


Orientation to Fiesole


Sights in Fiesole


ON OR NEAR THE MAIN SQUARE


UP THE HILL, AT THE TOP OF TOWN


Eating in Fiesole


In this chapter, some of Florence’s most important sights have the shortest listings and are marked with a [image: image]. That’s because they are covered in much more detail in one of the self-guided walks or tours included in this book. A [image: image] means the walk or tour is available as a free audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see here). Some walks and tours are available in both formats—take your pick.


For general tips on sightseeing, see here. Remember to check www.ricksteves.com/update for any significant changes that have occurred since this book was printed.


Opening Hours: Check opening hours carefully and plan your time well. Many museums have erratic hours (for example, closing on alternating Sundays and Mondays), and Florence—more than most cities—has a tendency to change these hours from season to season. Get the most up-to-date info at the TIs or online.


Price Hike Alert: Most of the major museums host special exhibits that boost the base admission price. Even if you only want to see the permanent collection, you’ll pay for the special exhibit. Consider yourself lucky if you happen to visit when admission is the normal price.


Free First Sundays: The state museums in Italy are free to all on the first Sunday of each month (no reservations are available). Among the biggies in Florence, that means the Uffizi, Accademia, Pitti Palace, Bargello, Medici Chapels, and Museum of San Marco are free—and packed. It’s actually bad news, and I’d make it a point to avoid the Uffizi and the Accademia on that day.


SIGHTSEEING STRATEGIES


Florence’s two most popular sights (the Uffizi Gallery and the Accademia with David) have notorious lines all year long. Smart travelers save hours in two ways: buying tickets with a reserved entry time online, or purchasing a Firenze Card, which lets you skip the line.


Overview: The Firenze Card (€72 per person) is the easiest way to avoid lines at multiple sights. (And it’s the only way to skip the often-long lines to ascend the Duomo’s dome.) It works like an amusement park “fast-track” pass, letting travelers with more money than time skip long lines, so they can see more of the city. Getting the card makes the most sense from April through October, when crowds are worst. You’ll have to sightsee like mad for the full three-day validity period just to break even.


On a shorter visit (one or two days), or if you won’t be entering too many sights, you can save money and still avoid the lines by skipping the Firenze Card and instead making reservations for the Accademia and Uffizi.


A €15 combo-ticket covers Duomo-related sights: the Baptistery, dome, Campanile, Duomo Museum, and Santa Reparata (the church crypt, inside the Duomo). You should only get the combo-ticket if you don’t have a Firenze Card (which covers the same sights).


Firenze Card


This three-day sightseeing pass gives you admission to many of Florence’s sights, including the Uffizi Gallery and Accademia. Just as important, it lets you skip the ticket-buying lines without making reservations. With the card, you simply go to the entrance at a covered sight (look for the Firenze Card logo), show the card, and they let you in (though there still may be delays at popular sights with bottleneck entryways or capacity limits). At some sights, you must first present your card at the ticket booth or information desk to get a physical ticket before proceeding to the entrance.


[image: Image]


Cost and Coverage: The Firenze Card costs €72 and is valid for 72 hours from when you validate it at your first museum (e.g., Tue at 15:00 until Fri at 15:00). Validate your card only when you’re ready to tackle the covered sights on three consecutive days. Make sure the sights you want to visit will be open (many sights are closed Sun or Mon; for details, see the “Daily Reminder” on here). The Firenze Card covers the regular admission price as well as any special-exhibit surcharges, and is good for one visit per sight.


What’s Included: To figure out if the card is a good deal for you, tally up the entry fees for what you want to see. Here’s a sampling of popular sights and their ticket prices:


• Uffizi Gallery (€12.50, or €8 if no special exhibits, plus €4 fee if reserved ahead)


• Accademia (same as Uffizi)


• Palazzo Vecchio (€10 apiece for museum or tower, €18 for combo-ticket that includes museum, tower, and excavations)


• Bargello (€8, or €4 if no special exhibits)


• Medici Chapels (€8, or €4 if no special exhibits)


• Museum of San Marco (€4)


• Duomo sights: Baptistery, Campanile, dome climb, Santa Reparata crypt (inside the Duomo), and Duomo Museum (€15)


• Pitti Palace sights: Palatine Gallery and Royal Apartments (€13, or €8.50 if no special exhibits)


• Santa Croce Church (€8)


• Basilica of San Lorenzo (€5)


If you enter all of the above sights within three days—an ambitious plan—the Firenze Card will pay for itself. The Firenze Card also covers a long list of minor sights that you might enjoy popping into, but wouldn’t otherwise pay for. Of the Florence sights I list, the only one not covered by the Firenze Card is the Gucci Museum. For a complete list of included sights, see www.firenzecard.it.


Buying the Firenze Card: You can buy the card at some TIs (across from train station, at Via Cavour 1 red, facing the Campanile, and at the airport). Several participating sights also sell them: the Uffizi Gallery’s door #2 (enter to the left of the ticket-buying line), the back entrance of the Church of Santa Maria Novella, the Bargello, the Palazzo Vecchio, Brancacci Chapel, the Pitti Palace, and Palazzo Strozzi. Lines are shortest at Palazzo Strozzi, the Via Cavour TI (credit cards only), the Bargello, and Santa Maria Novella (facing the train station, at Piazza della Stazione 4); if you’re doing the Uffizi first, door #2 is relatively quick. Don’t bother buying the card online, as you have to go to one of these desks to swap the voucher for the actual pass.


The Fine Print: The Firenze Card is not shareable, and there are no family or senior discounts for Americans or Canadians. Children under 18 are allowed free into any state museum in Italy, and into any municipal museum in Florence. However, at the Uffizi and Accademia, to skip the lines with their Firenze Card-holding parents, children still must (technically) pay the €4 “reservation fee” (which can be paid on the spot—no need to reserve ahead). However, in practice, enforcement of this policy seems to vary. Don’t confuse this card with the Firenze PASSport.


Advance Reservations (Without the Firenze Card)


If you don’t get a Firenze Card, it’s smart to make reservations at the often-crowded Accademia and Uffizi Gallery. Some other Florence sights—including the Bargello, Medici Chapels, and the Pitti Palace—offer reservations, but they are generally not necessary. The Brancacci Chapel officially requires a reservation, but it’s usually possible to get it on the spot (for details, see the Brancacci Chapel Tour chapter).


Accademia and Uffizi Reservations


Get reservations for these two top sights as soon as you know when you’ll be in town. Without a reservation at the Accademia and Uffizi, you can usually enter without significant lines from November through March after 16:00. But from April through October and on weekends, it can be crowded even late in the day. Any time of year, I’d reserve a spot. Note that reservations are not possible on the first Sunday of the month, when the museums are free and very busy.


There are several ways to make a reservation:


Online: You can book and pay for your Accademia or Uffizi visit via the city’s official site (€4/ticket reservation fee, www.firenzemusei.it—click on “B-ticket”). You’ll receive an order confirmation email, which is followed shortly by a voucher email. Bring your voucher to the ticket desk to swap for an actual ticket.


Pricey middleman sites—such as www.uffizi.com and www.tickitaly.com—are reliable and more user-friendly than the official site, but their booking fees run about €10 per ticket. (When ordering from these broker sites, don’t confuse Florence’s Accademia with Venice’s gallery of the same name.)


By Phone: From a US phone, dial 011-39-055-294-883, or from an Italian phone call 055-294-883 (€4/ticket reservation fee; booking office open Mon-Fri 8:30-18:30, Sat 8:30-12:30, closed Sun). When you get through, an English-speaking operator walks you through the process—a few minutes later you say grazie, having secured an entry time and a confirmation number. You’ll present your confirmation number at the museum and pay for your ticket. You pay only for the tickets you pick up (e.g., if you reserved two tickets but only use one, you’ll pay for just one ticket).


Through Your Hotel: Some hoteliers are willing to book museum reservations for their guests (ask when you reserve your room); some offer this as a service, while others charge a small booking fee.


Private Tour: Various tour companies—including the ones listed on here—sell tours that include a reserved museum admission.


Last-Minute Strategies: If you arrive without a reservation, call the reservation number (see “By Phone,” earlier), ask your hotelier for help, or head to a booking window, either at Orsanmichele Church (daily 9:00-16:00, closed Sun off-season, along Via de’ Calzaiuoli—see map on here) or at the My Accademia Libreria bookstore across from the Accademia’s exit (Tue-Sun 8:15-17:30, closed Mon, Via Ricasoli 105 red—see map on here). It’s also possible to go to the Uffizi’s official ticket office (use door #2 and skirt to the left of the long ticket-buying line), and ask if they have any short-notice reservations available. Any of these options will cost you the €4 reservation fee. Because the museums are closed on Mondays, the hardest day to snare a last-minute, same-day reservation is Tuesday—get an early start. As a last resort, remember that even if you’re in town for just a few hours and neglected to get reservations, if you’re determined to see the Uffizi and David at the Accademia you can always buy a Firenze Card just for the line-skipping privileges.




Florence at a Glance


▲▲▲Accademia Michelangelo’s David and powerful (unfinished) Prisoners. Reserve ahead or get a Firenze Card. Hours: Tue-Sun 8:15-18:50, closed Mon. See here.





▲▲▲Uffizi Gallery Greatest collection of Italian paintings anywhere. Reserve well in advance or get a Firenze Card. Hours: Tue-Sun 8:15-18:35, closed Mon. See here.





▲▲▲Bargello Underappreciated sculpture museum (Michelangelo, Donatello, Medici treasures). Hours: Tue-Sat 8:15-17:00, until 13:50 if no special exhibits; also open second and fourth Mon and first, third, and fifth Sun of each month. See here.





▲▲▲Duomo Museum Freshly renovated cathedral museum with the finest in Florentine sculpture. Hours: Daily 9:00-22:00, April and Nov until 21:00, Dec-March until 19:00, closed first Tue of every month. See here.





▲▲Duomo Gothic cathedral with colorful facade and the first dome built since ancient Roman times. Hours: Mon-Fri 10:00-17:00 (Thu until 16:00 May and Oct, until 16:30 Nov-April), Sat 10:00-16:45, Sun 13:30-16:45. See here.





▲▲Museum of San Marco Best collection anywhere of artwork by the early Renaissance master Fra Angelico. Hours: Tue-Fri 8:15-13:50, Sat 8:15-16:50; also open 8:15-13:50 on first, third, and fifth Mon and 8:15-16:50 on second and fourth Sun of each month. See here.





▲▲Medici Chapels Tombs of Florence’s great ruling family, designed and carved by Michelangelo. Hours: Tue-Sat 8:15-16:50, Nov-March until 13:50; also open second and fourth Mon and first, third, and fifth Sun of each month. See here.





▲▲Palazzo Vecchio Fortified palace, once the home of the Medici family, wallpapered with history. Hours: Museum and excavations open Fri-Wed 9:00-23:00 (Oct-March until 19:00), Thu 9:00-14:00 year-round; tower keeps similar but shorter hours. See here.





▲▲Galileo Science Museum Fascinating old clocks, telescopes, maps, and three of Galileo’s fingers. Hours: Wed-Mon 9:30-18:00, Tue 9:30-13:00. See here.





▲▲Santa Croce Church Precious art, tombs of famous Florentines, and Brunelleschi’s Pazzi Chapel in 14th-century church. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 14:00-17:30. See here.





▲▲Church of Santa Maria Novella Thirteenth-century Dominican church with Masaccio’s famous 3-D painting. Hours: Mon-Thu 9:00-19:00 (Oct-March until 17:30), Fri 11:00-19:00 (Oct-March until 17:30), Sat 9:00-17:30 (July-Aug until 18:30), Sun 13:00-17:30 (July-Aug 12:00-18:30). See here.





▲▲Pitti Palace Several museums in lavish palace plus sprawling Boboli and Bardini Gardens. Hours: Palatine Gallery, Royal Apartments, and Gallery of Modern Art open Tue-Sun 8:15-18:50, closed Mon; Boboli and Bardini Gardens, Costume Gallery, Argenti/Silverworks Museum, and Porcelain Museum open daily June-Aug 8:15-19:30, April-May and Sept 8:15-18:30, March and Oct 8:15-17:30, Nov-Feb 8:15-16:30, closed first and last Mon of each month. See here.





▲▲Brancacci Chapel Works of Masaccio, early Renaissance master who reinvented perspective. Hours: Mon and Wed-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 13:00-17:00, closed Tue. Reservations required, though often available on the spot. See here.





▲▲San Miniato Church Sumptuous Renaissance chapel and sacristy showing scenes of St. Benedict. Hours: Daily 9:30-20:00, mid-Oct-Easter 9:30-13:00 & 15:30-19:00, closed sporadically for special occasions. See here.





▲Climbing the Duomo’s Dome Grand view into the cathedral, close-up of dome architecture, and, after 463 steps, a glorious city vista. Hours: Mon-Fri 8:30-19:00, Sat 8:30-17:40, Sun 13:00-16:40. See here.





▲Campanile Bell tower with views similar to Duomo’s, 50 fewer steps, and shorter lines. Hours: Daily 8:15-19:30. See here.





▲Baptistery Bronze doors fit to be the gates of paradise. Hours: Doors always viewable; interior open Mon-Fri 8:15-10:15 & 11:15-19:00, Sat 8:15-19:00, Sun 8:15-14:00. See here.





▲Piazza S.S. Annunziata Lovely square epitomizing Renaissance harmony, with Brunelleschi’s Hospital of the Innocents, considered the first Renaissance building. Hours: Always open. See here.





▲Medici-Riccardi Palace Lorenzo the Magnificent’s home, with fine art, frescoed ceilings, and Gozzoli’s lovely Chapel of the Magi. Hours: Thu-Tue 8:30-19:00, closed Wed. See here.





▲Ponte Vecchio Famous bridge lined with gold and silver shops. Hours: Bridge always open. See here.





▲Piazzale Michelangelo Hilltop square with stunning view of Duomo and Florence, with San Miniato Church just uphill. Hours: Always open. See here.






THE DUOMO AND NEARBY SIGHTS



While the Duomo itself is free to enter, several associated sights are all covered by a single €15 combo-ticket, valid for 48 hours: the Baptistery, dome, Campanile, Duomo Museum, and Santa Reparata crypt (enter from inside the Duomo). The main ticket office faces the Baptistery entrance (at #7 on the square) and has a staffed counter (credit cards or cash) as well as self-service machines (credit cards only, requires PIN); there’s another office at the Duomo Museum. You can buy cash-only tickets at the Santa Reparata crypt or at the Campanile. Advance tickets are available online (www.museumflorence.com).


All of these sights are also covered by the Firenze Card (see here), which lets you skip the often-long lines for climbing the dome. But before entering any of the Duomo sights, you must present your Firenze Card at the ticket office opposite the Baptistery to obtain a free combo-ticket.


Tours: Themed tours (€30 each, price includes combo-ticket) include a Duomo visit and access to the north terrace of the church (daily at 10:30), an opportunity to watch contemporary stonemasons at work in the same workshop where Michelangelo carved David (Mon, Wed, and Fri at 12:00), and an up-close look at the mosaics of the Baptistery (Mon, Wed, and Fri at 16:30). To book a spot, call 055-230-2885, email info@operaduomo.firenze.it, or stop by the main ticket office.


▲▲Duomo (Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore)


(See “Duomo Tour” map, here.)


Florence’s Gothic cathedral has the third-longest nave in Christendom. The church’s noisy Neo-Gothic facade (from the 1870s) is covered with pink, green, and white Tuscan marble. The cathedral’s claim to artistic fame is Brunelleschi’s magnificent dome—the first Renaissance dome and the model for domes to follow. While viewing it from the outside is well worth ▲▲, the massive but empty-feeling interior is lucky to rate ▲—it doesn’t justify the massive crowds that line up to get inside.


[image: Image]
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Cost and Hours: Free; Mon-Fri 10:00-17:00 (Thu until 16:00 May-Oct, until 16:30 Nov and April), Sat 10:00-16:45, Sun 13:30-16:45, opening times sometimes change due to religious functions, modest dress code enforced, tel. 055-230-2885, www.museumflorence.com.


Lines: Because the church is free (and therefore not “covered” by the Firenze Card), lines can be long, but they move fast.


[image: image] Self-Guided Tour: Enter the Duomo (from Latin domus, as it’s the “house” of God).


Survey the [image: image] huge nave—it’s 500 feet long and 300 feet wide. The structural elements are unabashedly highlighted by the gray stone and cream-colored filling. In medieval times, engineers weren’t accustomed to spanning such distances, so they used iron support bars between the columns to ensure stability. A church has been on this spot since the fall of Rome c. A.D. 500. (You can see part of the earlier church at the end of this tour.)


While there are no tombs here, the church honors its great architects—[image: image] Arnolfo di Cambio, [image: image] Giotto, [image: image] Filippo Brunelleschi, and [image: image] Emilio de Fabris—with four small, round (tondo) memorials on either wall near the rear of the nave (see map for locations). In 1296, the present church was begun under Arnolfo (shown here holding the Duomo’s blueprint), who also built the Palazzo Vecchio and Santa Croce Church. Giotto started the church’s Campanile in 1334.


[image: Image]


By 1420, the nave was done, except for a 140-foot-wide hole in the roof over the altar. Brunelleschi covered that with the famous dome that helped define the Renaissance. Finally, in the 19th century, the church was completed with a multicolored facade by Fabris.


[image: Image]


Above the main entrance is a [image: image] huge clock, painted by Paolo Uccello (1443). It still works. It’s a 24-hour clock, starting with sunset as the first hour, and turning counterclockwise.


As you stroll down the nave, notice the equestrian portraits on your left. The church, originally financed by the city of Florence, honors great (secular) men, such as [image: image] General John Hawkwood (on horseback; 1436, it’s the second horse picture, colored green). Paolo Uccello wowed Florence by creating this 3-D illusion of an equestrian statue on the flat wall. Farther up the left (north) wall is a painting of Florence’s great poet [image: image] Dante, in a frilly stone frame. He holds his Divine Comedy, points toward Hell (Inferno), puts his back to Mount Purgatory (a spiral with souls working their way out of limbo, upward to heaven), and turns toward Paradise—its skyline none other than that of Florence (circa 1465).


[image: Image]


Continue all the way up to the very front of the church, beneath the brightly painted dome. The [image: image] altar area is octagonal, echoing the shape of the Baptistery. At the base of the crucifix is a high-backed wooden chair—the cathedra of Florence’s bishop, which makes the Duomo a “cathedral.” Looking up, notice how the dome stretches halfway into the transepts—that was one big hole Brunelleschi had to cover. Look up 300 feet, into the dome, to see the expansive (if artistically uninteresting) [image: image] Last Judgment by Giorgio Vasari and Federico Zuccari. From their graves, the dead rise into a multilevel heaven to be judged by a radiant Christ. Beneath Christ, Mary intercedes. Below them is the pagan god Kronos with the hourglass and a skeleton—symbolizing that mankind’s time is up, and they (we) are entering eternity.


[image: Image]


Just below that, on the base that supports the dome, is a [image: image] round stained-glass window by Donatello, showing the coronation of the Virgin—demonstrating that human beings can eventually be exalted through the Christian faith.


Follow the crowds back toward the exit. Before leaving, if you have a combo-ticket for the Duomo sights, consider a quick visit to the [image: image] crypt, an archaeological cross-section of 1st- to 14th-century Florence, with the footprint and miscellaneous historical fragments of an earlier church called Santa Reparata. But as there’s little to see and it’s sparsely explained, it’s skippable. Brunelleschi’s tomb is tucked unceremoniously (and free to view) in a corner of the crypt’s bookstore.


▲Climbing the Duomo’s Dome


For a grand view into the cathedral from the base of the dome, a chance to see Brunelleschi’s “dome-within-a-dome” construction, and a glorious Florence view from the top, climb 463 steps up the dome. While you’re waiting in line—as you likely will unless you have a Firenze Card—spend a few minutes studying the precious Donatello sculpture above the recently restored side entrance door, called the Porta della Mandorla (“Almond Door”): Madonna and Bambino are carried by angels in an almond-shaped frame, above the delicately carved door frame and Annunciation mosaics by Nanni di Banco. If you look up from here you’ll see an empty pedestal atop the transept. Michelangelo’s David was originally destined to adorn one of these. The claustrophobic one-way route takes you up narrow staircases and walkways to the top.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €15 ticket covers all Duomo sights, covered by Firenze Card, Mon-Fri 8:30-19:00, Sat 8:30-17:40, Sun 13:00-16:40, last entry 40 minutes before closing, enter from outside church on north side. Because it’s slippery, the dome is closed during rain.


Crowd-Beating Tips: The line for the dome can be long and slow-moving. The only way to skip the line is with the Firenze Card (you must first show your card at the office near the Baptistery to get a ticket). Crowds are relatively thin when it first opens, and may subside a bit at lunchtime (13:00-14:30) and again near the end of the day. If it’s just too long, consider ascending the Campanile.


[image: image] See here of the Renaissance Walk chapter.


▲Campanile (Giotto’s Tower)


The 270-foot bell tower has 50-some fewer steps than the Duomo’s dome (but that’s still 414 steps—no elevator); offers a faster, relatively less-crowded climb (with typically shorter lines); and has a view of that magnificent dome to boot. On the way up, there are several intermediate levels where you can catch your breath and enjoy ever-higher views. The stairs narrow as you go up, creating a mosh-pit bottleneck near the very top—but the views are worth the hassle. While the various viewpoints are enclosed by cage-like bars, the gaps are big enough to let you snap great photos.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €15 ticket covers all Duomo sights, covered by Firenze Card, daily 8:15-19:30, last entry 40 minutes before closing.


[image: image] See here of the Renaissance Walk chapter.


▲Baptistery


Michelangelo said the bronze doors of this octagonal building were fit to be the gates of paradise. Check out the gleaming copies of Lorenzo Ghiberti’s bronze doors facing the Duomo (the originals are in the Duomo Museum). Making a breakthrough in perspective, Ghiberti used mathematical laws to create the illusion of receding distance on a basically flat surface.


The doors on the north side of the building (around to the right) were designed by Ghiberti when he was young; he’d won the honor and opportunity by beating Brunelleschi in a competition (the rivals’ original entries are in the Bargello).


Inside, sit and savor the medieval mosaic ceiling, where it’s always Judgment Day and Jesus is giving the ultimate thumbs-up and thumbs-down.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €15 ticket covers all Duomo sights, covered by Firenze Card, interior open Mon-Fri 8:15-10:15 & 11:15-19:00, Sat 8:15-19:00, Sun 8:15-14:00. The (facsimile) bronze doors are on the exterior, so they are always “open” and viewable.


[image: image] See here of the Renaissance Walk. For more on the famous doors, see here of the Bargello Tour chapter and here of the Duomo Museum Tour chapter.


▲▲▲Duomo Museum (Museo dell’Opera del Duomo)


The cathedral museum, recently reopened after a major renovation, is filled with some of the best sculpture of the Renaissance, including a late Michelangelo Pietà and statues from the original Baptistery facade. It also holds Brunelleschi’s models for his dome, Donatello’s anorexic Mary Magdalene and playful choir loft, and Ghiberti’s original bronze Gates of Paradise panels (the ones on the Baptistery’s doors today are copies).


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €15 ticket covers all Duomo sights, valid 48 hours, covered by Firenze Card; daily 9:00-22:00, April and Nov until 21:00, Dec-March until 19:00, closed first Tue of every month, last entry one hour before closing; one of the few museums in Florence always open on Mon; behind the church at Via del Proconsolo 9, tel. 055-282-226, www.museumflorence.com.


[image: image] See the Duomo Museum Tour chapter.


NORTH OF THE DUOMO


▲▲▲Accademia (Galleria dell’Accademia)


This museum houses Michelangelo’s David, the consummate Renaissance statue of the buff, biblical shepherd boy ready to take on the giant. Nearby are some of the master’s other works, including his powerful (unfinished) Prisoners and St. Matthew, as well as a Pietà (possibly by one of his disciples). Florentine Michelangelo Buonarroti, who would work tirelessly through the night, believed that the sculptor was a tool of God. He would chip away at the stone to let the intended sculpture emerge. Beyond the magic marble are some mildly interesting pre-Renaissance and Renaissance paintings, including a couple of Botticellis, the plaster model of Giambologna’s Rape of the Sabine Women, and a musical instrument collection with an early piano.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €12.50 (or €8 if there’s no special exhibit), additional €4 for recommended reservation, free and crowded on first Sun of the month, covered by Firenze Card; Tue-Sun 8:15-18:50, closed Mon; audioguide-€6, Via Ricasoli 60, reservation tel. 055-294-883, www.galleriaaccademiafirenze.beniculturali.it. To avoid long lines in peak season, get the Firenze Card or make reservations (see here).


[image: image] See the Accademia Tour chapter or [image: image] download my free audio tour.


▲Piazza S.S. Annunziata


The most Renaissance square in Florence is tucked just a block behind the Accademia. It’s like an urban cloister from the 15th century, with three fine buildings—a convent church, a hospital, and an orphanage—ringing a fine equestrian statue of Ferdinand, a Medici grand duke. Stand in the center and slowly spin, imagining being here in 1500 as you survey the only Renaissance square in Florence, with the towering Duomo down the street.


Filippo Brunelleschi’s Hospital of the Innocents (Ospedale degli Innocenti), built in the 1420s, is considered the first Renaissance building. Its graceful arches and columns, with each set of columns forming a square, embody the quintessence of Renaissance harmony and typified the new aesthetic of calm balance and symmetry. It’s ornamented with terra-cotta medallions by Luca della Robbia—each showing a different way to wrap an infant (meant to help babies grow straight, and practiced in Italy until about a century ago). Terra-cotta—made of glazed and painted clay—was a combination of painting and sculpture, but cheaper than either. For three generations the Della Robbia family guarded the secret recipe and made their name by bringing affordable art to Florence.


[image: Image]


With its mission to care for the least among society (parentless or unwanted children), this hospital was also an important symbol of the increasingly humanistic, and humanitarian outlook of Renaissance Florence. For four centuries (until 1875), orphans would be left at the “wheel of the innocents” (the small, barred window at the far left of the porch). Today the building houses a museum (Museo degli Innocenti), telling the story of the babies left here, and serving as UNICEF’s local headquarters (€6, covered by Firenze Card, daily 10:00-19:00).


I love sleeping on this square (at the recommended Hotel Loggiato dei Serviti) and picnicking here during the day (with the riffraff, who remind me of the persistent gap—today as in Medici times—between those who appreciate fine art and those just looking for some cheap wine).


The 15th-century Santissima Annunziata church (with its Bill and Melinda Gates-type patronage attribution to the Pucci brothers: Alexander and Roberto) is also worth a peek. The welcoming cloister has early 16th-century frescoes by Andrea del Sarto, and the church’s interior is slathered in Baroque—rare in Florence.


▲▲Museum of San Marco (Museo di San Marco)


Located one block north of the Accademia, this 15th-century monastery houses the greatest collection anywhere of frescoes and paintings by the early Renaissance master Fra Angelico. The ground floor features the monk’s paintings, along with some works by Fra Bartolomeo.


[image: Image]


Upstairs are 43 cells decorated by Fra Angelico and his assistants. While the monk/painter was trained in the medieval religious style, he also learned and adopted Renaissance techniques and sensibilities, producing works that blended Christian symbols and Renaissance realism. Don’t miss the cell of Savonarola, the charismatic monk who rode in from the Christian right, threw out the Medici, turned Florence into a theocracy, sponsored “bonfires of the vanities” (burning books, paintings, and so on), and was finally burned himself when Florence decided to change channels.


Cost and Hours: €4, free and crowded on first Sun of the month, covered by Firenze Card, Tue-Fri 8:15-13:50, Sat 8:15-16:50; also open 8:15-13:50 on first, third, and fifth Mon and 8:15-16:50 on second and fourth Sun of each month; reservations possible but unnecessary, on Piazza San Marco, tel. 055-238-8608.


[image: Image]
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[image: image] See the Museum of San Marco Tour chapter or [image: image] download my free audio tour.


Museum of Precious Stones (Museo dell’Opificio delle Pietre Dure)


This unusual gem of a museum features room after room of exquisite mosaics of inlaid marble and other stones. The Medici loved colorful stone tabletops and floors; you’ll even find landscapes and portraits (find Cosimo I in Room I). Upstairs, you’ll see tools and examples of the trade, including wooden work benches from the Medici workshop (1588), complete with foot-powered saws and drills. Rockhounds can browse 500 different stones (lapis lazuli, quartz, agate, marble, and so on) and the tools used to cut and inlay them. Borrow the English descriptions in each room.


Today, Florence is known less for artistic production, but continues its tradition of craftsmanship as a world leader in restoration technique. While not accessible to the public, the rooms off the humble courtyard serve as an active workshop and the center of the city’s preservation work. Here Ghiberti’s famous bronze doors from the Baptistery were restored, and work continues on Andrea Pisano’s south doors. It bears remembering that revenue from sight admission tickets helps preserve Florentine masterpieces for future generations.


Cost and Hours: €4, covered by Firenze Card, Mon-Sat 8:15-14:00, closed Sun, around corner from Accademia at Via degli Alfani 78, tel. 055-265-1357, www.opificiodellepietredure.it.


Basilica of San Lorenzo


The Basilica of San Lorenzo—on the site of the first Christian church in Florence—was built outside the Roman walls and consecrated in A.D. 393, then rebuilt in the early 1400s. That’s when Filippo Brunelleschi was hired to replace a Romanesque church that stood here. Brunelleschi designed the building, and Donatello worked on the bronze pulpits inside (among other things). Adjacent to the church is a cloister where you can visit the crypt and the library. (The famed Medici Chapels, with Michelangelo’s tomb sculptures, are part of the church complex but have a separate ticket; see next listing.)


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €5 for the church and crypt, buy ticket just inside cloister to the left of the facade, €7.50 combo-ticket also covers the library, covered by Firenze Card; church and crypt open Mon-Sat 10:00-17:30, Sun 13:30-17:30, closed Sun Nov-Feb; library open Mon, Wed, and Fri 8:00-14:00, Tue and Thu 8:00-17:30, closed Sat-Sun; Piazza di San Lorenzo, tel. 055-214-042, www.operamedicealaurenziana.it.


Visiting the Basilica: The exterior of San Lorenzo is rough and exposed brick—unfinished because the Church pulled the plug on the project due to dwindling funds—after Michelangelo had labored on a facade plan for four years, from 1516 to 1520. (Throughout the following decades, the square in front of the church was a literal marble yard with the materials stacked and awaiting construction. That marble was finally sliced up and used to pave the floor of the Duomo.)


Inside though, things are finished and you feel the spirit of Florence in the 1420s, with gray-and-white columns and arches in perfect Renaissance symmetry and simplicity. The simple color scheme seems designed to show off the architectural lines. Brunelleschi designed the interior to receive an even, diffused light. This is a post-Gothic church—with clear rather than stained glass. The Medici coat of arms decorates the ceiling, and everywhere are images of St. Lawrence, one of the Medici patron saints (who was martyred on a grill).


The highlights of the church include two finely sculpted Donatello pulpits overlooking the nave. One, dating from 1466, shows scenes from the Passion. Donatello heightens the drama by compressing the depth.


The high altar features exquisite inlaid stonework. Look closely at this 17th-century pietre dure work, uniquely Florentine and a favorite way for the Medici to show off. The round inlaid marble in the floor before the main altar marks where Cosimo the Elder—Lorenzo the Magnificent’s grandfather—is buried. His actual tomb is immediately under the altar (viewable in the crypt, described later), where he physically supports the church (like his money supported Florentine culture).


The Martelli Chapel (left wall of the left transept) has Filippo Lippi’s Annunciation, featuring a graceful angel greeting Mary in a 3-D courtyard. Light shines through the vase in the foreground, like the Holy Spirit entering Mary’s womb.


The Old Sacristy (in the far left corner as you face the front altar), designed by Brunelleschi and decorated by Donatello and Luca della Robbia, was the burial chapel for Giovanni di Bicci, the first Medici who made all the money and the family’s patriarch (Cosimo the Elder’s father). His tomb is in the center, under what looks like a fancy marble ping-pong table. Bronze doors by Donatello flank the sacristy’s small altar. Overhead, the dome above the altar shows the exact arrangement of the heavens on July 4, 1442, leaving scholars to hypothesize about why that particular date was used.


Cloister, Crypt, and Library: Outside the church, just to the left of the main door, is a cloister with peek-a-boo Duomo views (free entry, just walk past the church ticket line) and two worthwhile sights: the crypt (included with church entry) and library (separate ticket required).


The crypt features the tomb of Cosimo the Elder, who died in 1464. A great patron of the arts, he was fabulously wealthy and powerful. The tomb is past the black gate, directly under the church’s high altar (again, as if supporting the entire thing). Cosimo’s friend Donatello (a cultural soul mate) is buried nearby under a simple tombstone (near where you entered). The adjacent treasury has fine reliquaries, a holy Whitman’s Sampler of saintly bones. Outside the treasury stands a white plaster statue of Anna Maria Luisa de’ Medici (died 1743). The last of the family line, she willed all Medici art to the city with the legal obligation to keep it here in order to “provoke the interest and curiosity of the foreigners.” Without this “family pact,” signed in Vienna in 1737, many of the Renaissance treasures of the Medici would have ended up in Habsburg palaces and museums in Vienna and elsewhere. Anna Maria Luisa is particularly appreciated by Florentine guides, whose steady work is due to her visionary will.


The Laurentian Medici Library, designed by Michelangelo and finished by others, is worth a look (from the cloister, climb upstairs). It stars Michelangelo’s impressive staircase and vestibule. Viewed from the top of the staircase, it almost seems that Michelangelo woke from a stormy architectural dream and threw together a nonsensical warehouse of elements—empty niches, scrolls, oddly tapering pilasters—in a way that was revolutionary in 1520. Enter the Reading Room—a long, rectangular hall with a coffered-wood ceiling—designed to host scholars enjoying the Medici family’s collection of manuscripts. It has the feel of a Renaissance church, with its high ceiling, rows of ergonomic “pews,” and stained-glass windows. But instead of religious scenes, the windows are filled with Medici heraldic emblems. Knowledge is power, and this was like a public library—but the Medici were firmly in control. Various books were literally chained to the pews as the information was organized by subject (notice the proto-“index cards” at the front of each pew). The library includes special exhibits on historic books (in back room).


Nearby: Around the back end of the church is the entrance to the Medici Chapels and the New Sacristy, designed by Michelangelo for a later generation of dead Medici. And the lanes leading to Mercato Centrale (one block north) are clogged with the vendor stalls of San Lorenzo Market.



▲▲Medici Chapels (Cappelle Medicee)



The burial site of the ruling Medici family in the Basilica of San Lorenzo includes the dusky crypt; the big, domed Chapel of Princes; and the magnificent New Sacristy, featuring architecture, tombs, and statues almost entirely by Michelangelo. The Medici made their money in textiles and banking, and patronized a dream team of Renaissance artists that put Florence on the cultural map. Michelangelo, who spent his teen years living with the Medici, was commissioned to create the family’s final tribute.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €8 (or €4 if no special exhibits), free and crowded on first Sun of the month, covered by Firenze Card; Tue-Sat 8:15-16:50, Nov-March until 13:50; also open second and fourth Mon and first, third, and fifth Sun of each month; reservations possible but unnecessary (€3 fee), audioguide-€6, modest dress required, tel. 055-238-8602.


[image: image] See the Medici Chapels Tour chapter.


▲San Lorenzo Market


Florence’s vast open-air market sprawls in the streets just north of the Basilica of San Lorenzo, between the Duomo and the train station (daily 9:00-19:00, closed Mon in winter). You’ll find the highest concentration in the streets ringing Mercato Centrale, a block away.


More popular with tourists than locals, it’s a hodgepodge of vendors selling T-shirts, scarves, cheap souvenirs, and leather goods of varying quality. Many of the leather stalls are run by Iranians selling South American leather that was tailored in Italy; a few more-established, more-reputable leather shops with permanent addresses are nearby. At stalls or shops, prices are soft—don’t be shy about bargaining. (For advice about shopping for leather—including some recommendations of specific shops—see here.) Every night, in a poignant little parade that feels centuries old, the merchants fold their wares into their wheeled wooden stalls and push them through the city streets to their overnight parking spaces.


[image: Image]



▲Mercato Centrale (Central Market)



Florence’s giant iron-and-glass-covered central market, a wonderland of picturesque produce, is fun to explore. While the nearby San Lorenzo Market—with its garment and souvenir stalls in the streets—feels only a step up from a haphazard flea market, Mercato Centrale retains a Florentine elegance, particularly now that the upper level has been completely renovated and turned into an upscale food court. Wander around.


Downstairs, you’ll see parts of the cow (and bull) you’d never dream of eating (no, that’s not a turkey neck), enjoy free samples, watch pasta being made, and have your pick of plenty of fun eateries sloshing out cheap and tasty pasta to locals (Mon-Fri 7:00-14:00, Sat 7:00-17:00, closed Sun).


Upstairs, the meticulously restored glass roof and steel rafters soar over a sleek and modern food court, serving up a bounty of Tuscan cuisine (daily 10:00-24:00). For eating ideas downstairs, upstairs, and around the market, see here.


▲Medici-Riccardi Palace (Palazzo Medici-Riccardi)


Lorenzo the Magnificent’s home is worth a look for its art. The tiny Chapel of the Magi contains colorful Renaissance gems such as the Procession of the Magi frescoes by Benozzo Gozzoli. The former library has a Baroque ceiling fresco by Luca Giordano, a prolific artist from Naples known as “Fast Luke” (Luca fa presto) for his speedy workmanship. While the Medici originally occupied this 1444 house, in the 1700s it became home to the Riccardi family, who added the Baroque flourishes.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €7, cash only, covered by Firenze Card, Thu-Tue 8:30-19:00, closed Wed, ticket entrance is north of the gated courtyard, videoguide-€4, Via Cavour 3, tel. 055-276-0340, www.palazzo-medici.it.


[image: image] See the Medici-Riccardi Palace Tour chapter.


Leonardo Museums


Two different-but-similar entrepreneurial establishments—Le Macchine di Leonardo da Vinci and Museo Leonardo da Vinci—are several blocks apart and show off reproductions of Leonardo’s ingenious inventions. Either one is fun for anyone who wants to crank the shaft and spin the ball bearings of Leonardo’s fertile imagination. While there are no actual historic artifacts, each museum shows several dozen of Leonardo’s inventions and experiments made into working models. You might see a full-size armored tank, walk into a chamber of mirrors, operate a rotating crane, or watch experiments in flying. The exhibits are described in English, and you’re encouraged to touch and play with many of the models—it’s great for kids. The Macchine has larger scale models; the Museo is more extensive and has better visitor information.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Le Macchine di Leonardo da Vinci—€7, €2 discount with this book, daily 9:30-19:30, Nov-March 10:30-18:30, last entry one hour before closing; in Galleria Michelangelo at Via Cavour 21; tel. 055-295-264, www.macchinedileonardo.com. Museo Leonardo da Vinci—€7, €1 discount with this book, daily 10:00-19:00, Nov-March until 18:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing, Via dei Servi 66 red, tel. 055-282-966, www.mostredileonardo.com.


BETWEEN THE DUOMO AND PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


Casa di Dante (Dante’s House)


Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), the poet who gave us The Divine Comedy, is the Shakespeare of Italy, the father of the modern Italian language, and the face on the country’s €2 coin. However, most Americans know little of him, and this museum is not the ideal place to start. Even though it has English information, this small museum (in a building near where he likely lived) assumes visitors have prior knowledge of the poet. It’s not a medieval-flavored house with period furniture—it’s just a small, low-tech museum about Dante. Still, Dante lovers can trace his interesting life and works through pictures, models, and artifacts. And because the exhibits are as much about medieval Florence as they are about the man, novices can learn a little about the city Dante lived in.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €4, covered by Firenze Card, April-Sept daily 10:00-18:00; Oct-March Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon; near the Bargello at Via Santa Margherita 1, tel. 055-219-416, www.museocasadidante.it.


Visiting the Museum: As you traverse the three floors of this museum, you’ll walk through Dante’s life—from starry-eyed youth to bitter exile, to the beatific legacy of his poetic genius. Some call Dante the father of the Renaissance. If you’re new to the poet, this information may help the museum seem less Dante-ing.


First Floor: Begin in Room I (straight ahead from the ticket desk). Dante was born into the noble Alighieri family (see his family tree) and baptized in the Baptistery (see old sketch of it). His plan in life was to be a doctor, symbolized by the glass cases of herbs.


Continue into Room II to learn how Dante’s life changed dramatically when he set eyes on Beatrice (look for a starry-sky picture of the event), and fell in love with her. They ended up marrying other people, but Beatrice remained Dante’s muse, inspiring him to write lofty poetry.


In Room III, a model of Dante’s Florence shows it as a walled city of many towers, housing feuding clans. Backtrack through Room I to reach Room IV, dedicated to the decisive Battle of Campaldino, in which Florence’s army (including Dante) established the city’s dominance.


Second Floor: Head upstairs and go straight into Room V. Dante entered civic life, serving as the ambassador to Pope Boniface VIII. Exhibits explain the confusing politics that divided Florence between the victorious Black Guelphs and the defeated Whites, which included Dante. Politically incorrect Dante was exiled (in glass case, see the Book of the Nail—“Libro del Chiodo”—that condemns him), and never again returned to his beloved Florence. Dante probably would have liked the flattering modern portrait of him (hanging high above the book). Opposite the book is a reconstruction of a medieval bedroom—peer through the glass to see a more realistic painting of him, in red, forlorn, having received the news of his exile, with his distinctive ear-flap cap, hooked nose, and jutting chin.


Dante roamed Italy and was received by nobles. In exile, he worked on his magnum opus, The Divine Comedy (a video of scenes from this work plays in Room VI). He died and was buried in Ravenna in 1321.


Top Floor: Dante’s most enduring legacy is The Divine Comedy. The entire poem is displayed on the wall alongside pictures of Dante’s cosmos: Hell (inferno, a spiral-shaped hole through the Earth), Purgatory (purgatorio, a spiral-shaped mountain), and Paradise (paradiso, the concentric orbits of satellites that surround Earth). The display cases show off illuminated (illustrated) manuscripts of Dante’s masterpiece, dating as far back as the 14th century.


▲Orsanmichele Church


In the ninth century, this loggia (covered courtyard) was a market used for selling grain (stored upstairs). Later, it was enclosed to make a church.


Outside are dynamic, statue-filled niches, some with accompanying symbols from the guilds that sponsored the art. Donatello’s St. Mark and St. George (on the northeast and northwest corners) step out boldly in the new Renaissance style.


The interior has a glorious Gothic tabernacle (1359), which houses the painted wooden panel that depicts Madonna delle Grazie (1346). The iron bars spanning the vaults were the Italian Gothic answer to the French Gothic external buttresses. Look for the rectangular holes in the piers—these were once grain chutes that connected to the upper floors. The museum upstairs (free, open Monday only) displays most of the original statues from the niches outside the building, including ones by Ghiberti, Donatello, Brunelleschi, and others.


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 10:00-17:00, free upstairs museum open only Mon, niche sculptures always viewable from the outside.


Evening Concerts: You can give the Madonna delle Grazie a special thanks if you’re in town when the church is hosting an evening concert (sometimes held in museum, tickets sold on day of concert from door facing Via de’ Calzaiuoli; also books Uffizi and Accademia tickets, ticket window open daily 9:00-16:00, closed Sun off-season).


[image: image] See here of the Renaissance Walk chapter.


▲Mercato Nuovo (a.k.a. the Straw Market)


This market loggia is how Orsanmichele looked before it became a church. Originally a silk and straw market, Mercato Nuovo still functions as a rustic yet touristy market (at the intersection of Via Calimala and Via Porta Rossa; daily 9:00-18:30). Prices are soft, but San Lorenzo Market (listed earlier) is much better for haggling. Notice the circled X in the center, marking the spot where people landed after being hoisted up to the top and dropped as punishment for bankruptcy (easiest to find when the market is closed and the vendors disappear). You’ll also find Il Porcellino (a statue of a wild boar nicknamed “The Piglet”), which people rub and give coins to ensure their return to Florence. This new copy, while only a few years old, already has a polished snout. At the back corner, a wagon sells tripe (cow innards) sandwiches—a local favorite (for more on this Tuscan taste treat, see here).


▲Piazza della Repubblica


Located on the site of the original Roman Forum, this square holds all that survives of Roman Florence: a single column nicknamed the “belly button of Florence.” In the 1500s, this historical square served as the center of the city’s Jewish quarter (which became a ghetto after Cosimo I walled it up in 1571). The city razed the ghetto and the city walls in the 1860s to make way for Florence’s transformation into the grand capital of the newly united nation of Italy. This square was to be its centerpiece, and the triumphal arch is inscribed accordingly: “The squalor of the ancient city is given a new life.”


For more details about Piazza della Repubblica, [image: image] see here of the Renaissance Walk chapter.


Nearby: Between here and the river, you’ll find characteristic parts of the medieval city that give a sense of what this neighborhood felt like before it was bulldozed. Back in the Middle Ages, writers described Florence as so densely built up that when it rained, pedestrians didn’t get wet. Torches were used to light the lanes in midday. The city was prickly with noble families’ towers (like San Gimignano) and had Romeo and Juliet-type family feuds. But with the rise of city power (c. 1300), no noble family was allowed to have an architectural ego trip taller than the Palazzo Vecchio, and nearly all other towers were taken down.


Palazzo Strozzi


The former home of the wealthy Strozzi family, great rivals of the Medici, offers a textbook example of a Renaissance palace (built between 1489 and 1538). It feels like an attempt to one-up the Medici-Riccardi Palace just a few blocks away. Step into its grand courtyard and imagine how well-to-do families competed to commission grandiose structures (and artistic masterpieces) to promote their status and wealth. The Strozzi were bankers. And, considering how the family name, Strozzi, gave Italian its words for loan shark (strozzino) and strangle (strozzare), their loans (with notoriously high interest rates) must have come with some aggressive banking practices. Today the palace hosts top-notch special exhibitions, which are usually uncrowded and well described in English. The courtyard also hosts a tranquil, shaded café.


Cost and Hours: Free entry to courtyard and café, both open daily 9:00-20:00 and sometimes later; gallery price depends on changing exhibits—typically around €10, covered by Firenze Card, daily 10:00-20:00, Thu until 23:00, last entry one hour before closing; just west of Piazza della Repubblica at Piazza Strozzi, tel. 055-264-5155, www.palazzostrozzi.org.


▲Palazzo Davanzati


This five-story, late-medieval tower house offers a rare look at a noble dwelling built in the 14th century. The ground-floor loggia and first floor are always open to visitors; to see the remaining floors (more living quarters and the kitchen), you must make a timed-entry reservation with an escort (usually at 10:00, 11:00, and 12:00; call ahead to be sure there’s space or ask when you arrive). Like other buildings of the age, the exterior is festooned with 14th-century horse-tethering rings made from iron, torch holders, and poles upon which to hang laundry and fly flags. Inside, though the furnishings are pretty sparse, you’ll see richly painted walls, a long chute that functioned as a well, plenty of fireplaces, a lace display, and even an indoor “outhouse.” You can borrow English descriptions in each room.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €6, covered by Firenze Card, Tue-Sat 8:15-13:50; also open first, third, and fifth Sun and second and fourth Mon of each month; Via Porta Rossa 13, tel. 055-238-8610.


ON AND NEAR PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


▲▲▲Uffizi Gallery


This greatest collection of Italian paintings anywhere features works by Giotto, Leonardo, Raphael, Caravaggio, Titian, and Michelangelo, and a roomful of Botticellis, including the Birth of Venus. Start with Giotto’s early stabs at Renaissance-style realism, then move on through the 3-D experimentation of the early 1400s to the real thing rendered by the likes of Botticelli and Leonardo. Finish off with Michelangelo and Titian. Because only 600 visitors are allowed inside the building at any one time, there’s generally a very long wait. The good news: no Vatican-style mob scenes inside. The museum is nowhere near as big as it is great. Few tourists spend more than two hours inside.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €12.50 (or €8 if there’s no special exhibit), extra €4 for recommended reservation, free and crowded on first Sun of the month, covered by Firenze Card; Tue-Sun 8:15-18:35, closed Mon, last entry 45 minutes before closing; audioguide-€6, reservation tel. 055-294-883, www.uffizi.beniculturali.it. To avoid the long ticket lines, get a Firenze Card (see here) or make reservations (see here).


[image: image] See the Uffizi Gallery Tour chapter or [image: image] download my free audio tour.


Uffizi Courtyard: Enjoy the courtyard (free), full of artists and souvenir stalls. (Swing by after dinner when it’s crowd-free, and talented street musicians take advantage of the space’s superior acoustics.) The surrounding statues honor earthshaking Florentines.


Nearby: The Loggia dei Lanzi, across from the Palazzo Vecchio and facing the square, is where Renaissance Florentines once debated the issues of the day; a collection of Medici-approved sculptures now stand (or writhe) under its canopy, including Cellini’s bronze Perseus.




The Medici in a Minute and a Half


The Medici family—part Sopranos, part Kennedys, part John-D-and-Catherine-T art patrons—dominated Florentine politics for 300 years (c. 1434-1737). Originally a hardworking, middle-class family in the cloth, silk, and banking businesses, they used their wealth, blue-collar popularity, and philanthropy to rise into Europe’s nobility, producing popes and queens.


1400s: The Princes


Lorenzo the Magnificent (ruled 1469-1492), Cosimo the Elder’s grandson, epitomized the Medici ruling style: publicly praising Florence’s constitution while privately holding the purse strings. A true Renaissance Man, Lorenzo’s personal charisma, public festivals, and support of Leonardo, Botticelli, and teenage Michelangelo made Florence Europe’s most enlightened city.


1494-1532: Exile in Rome


After Lorenzo’s early death, the family was exiled by the Florentines. The Medici became victims of bank failure, Savonarola’s reforms, and the Florentine tradition of democracy. They built a power base in Rome under Lorenzo’s son (Pope Leo X, who made forays into Florence) and nephew (Pope Clement VII, who finally invaded Florence and crushed the republic).


1537-1737: The Grand Duchy—Mediocre Medici


Backed by Europe’s popes and kings, the “later” Medici—descendants of Cosimo the Elder’s brother—ruled Florence and Tuscany as just another duchy. Cosimo I was politically repressive but a generous patron of the arts, leaving his mark on the Palazzo Vecchio, the Uffizi, and the Pitti Palace. Cosimo II supported Galileo. Famous throughout Europe, the Medici married into Europe’s royal families (Catherine and Marie de’ Medici were queens of France), even while Florence declined as a European power.
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[image: Image]





The Uffizi courtyard and Loggia dei Lanzi are covered starting on here of my [image: image] Renaissance Walk chapter and in my [image: image] free Renaissance Walk audio tour.



▲▲Palazzo Vecchio



This castle-like fortress with the 300-foot spire dominates Florence’s main square. In Renaissance times, it was the Town Hall, where citizens pioneered the once-radical notion of self-rule. Its official name—Palazzo della Signoria—refers to the elected members of the city council. In 1540, the tyrant Cosimo I made the building his personal palace, redecorating the interior in lavish style. Today the building functions once again as the Town Hall.


Entry to the ground-floor courtyard is free, so even if you don’t go upstairs to the museum, you can step inside and feel the essence of the Medici. There’s also a fine little exhibit of scenes from old Florence. Paying customers can see Cosimo’s (fairly) lavish royal apartments, decorated with (fairly) top-notch paintings and statues by Michelangelo and Donatello. The highlight is the Grand Hall (Salone dei Cinquecento), a 13,000-square-foot hall lined with huge frescoes and interesting statues.
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Cost and Hours: Courtyard-free, museum—€10, tower climb-€10 (418 steps), museum plus tower—€14, excavations—€4, combo-ticket for all three sights—€18, special exhibits can incur small but optional fee, covered by Firenze Card (first pick up ticket at ground-floor information desk before entering museum). Museum and excavations open Fri-Wed 9:00-23:00 (Oct-March until 19:00), Thu 9:00-14:00 year-round; tower keeps similar but shorter hours (last entry one hour before closing); last tickets for all sights sold one hour before closing; videoguide-€5, English tours available (see here), Piazza della Signoria, tel. 055-276-8224, www.musefirenze.it.


[image: image] See the Palazzo Vecchio Tour chapter.


▲Ponte Vecchio


Florence’s most famous bridge has long been lined with shops. Originally these were butcher shops that used the river as a handy disposal system. Then, when the powerful and princely Medici built the Vasari Corridor (described next) over the bridge, the stinky meat market was replaced by the more elegant gold and silver shops that remain here to this day. A statue of Benvenuto Cellini, the master goldsmith of the Renaissance, stands in the center, ignored by the flood of tacky tourism.


[image: Image]


For more about the bridge, see here of the Renaissance Walk chapter and here of the Oltrarno Walk chapter.


Vasari Corridor


This elevated and enclosed passageway, constructed in 1565, gave the Medici a safe, private commute over Ponte Vecchio from their Pitti Palace home to their Palazzo Vecchio offices. It’s open only by special appointment, and while enticing to lovers of Florence, the actual tour experience isn’t much. Entering from inside the Uffizi Gallery, you walk along a modern-feeling hall (wide enough to carry a Medici on a sedan chair) across Ponte Vecchio, and end in the Pitti Palace. Half the corridor is lined with Europe’s best collection of self-portraits, along with other paintings (mostly 17th- and 18th-century) that seem like they didn’t make the cut to be hung on the walls of the Uffizi.


Entering the Corridor: Only a very limited number of tourists are allowed to enter the corridor (typically only for a few weeks each spring, requires a reservation and sells out far in advance; tel. 055-294-883). Barring that option, several Florence tour operators offer guided visits of the corridor; ask at the TI.


▲▲Galileo Science Museum (Museo Galilei e Istituto di Storia della Scienza)


When we think of the Florentine Renaissance, we think of visual arts: painting, mosaics, architecture, and sculpture. But when the visual arts declined in the 1600s (abused and co-opted by political powers), music and science flourished in Florence. The first opera was written here. And Florence hosted many scientific breakthroughs, as you’ll see in this fascinating collection of Renaissance and later clocks, telescopes, maps, and ingenious gadgets. Trace the technical innovations as modern science emerges from 1000 to 1900. Some of the most talked about bottles in Florence are the ones here that contain Galileo’s fingers. Exhibits include various tools for gauging the world, from a compass and thermometer to Galileo’s telescopes. Other displays delve into clocks, pumps, medicine, and chemistry. It’s friendly, comfortably cool, never crowded, and just a block east of the Uffizi on the Arno River.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €9, €22 family ticket, covered by Firenze Card, Wed-Mon 9:30-18:00, Tue 9:30-13:00, guided tours available—see here, Piazza dei Giudici 1, tel. 055-265-311, www.museogalileo.it.


[image: image] See the Galileo Science Museum Tour chapter.



▲Fashion Museums



Medici, Michelangelo, meh. Fashionistas who’ve had enough of 15th-century Florence enjoy delving into the 21st century at one of these fresh, well-presented, and stylish museums.


The Gucci Museum, right on Piazza della Signoria, stylishly tells the story of the famous designer Guccio Gucci, who, in 1921, founded the company that has been synonymous with style for decades. Seven rooms show off carefully curated items from the Gucci archives, while two more feature changing contemporary art exhibits, all watched over by the impeccably attired staff. Your visit begins with a section dedicated to travel, a limited-edition 1979 Gucci Cadillac, and all manner of top-of-the line travel cases. Then you’ll head up for temporary exhibits of contemporary art, along with exhibits on the company’s unique Flora pattern, handbags from every era, and eveningwear. The top floor shows how the interlocking-clasp “GG” logo has evolved and been incorporated into fashion over time, displays Gucci home decor, and shows off several of the company’s iconic bamboo-handle handbags. The suitably stylish café and bookshop are open even to those not visiting the museum (€7, not covered by Firenze Card, daily 10:00-20:00, Fri until 23:00, Piazza della Signoria 10, tel. 055-7592-7010, www.guccimuseo.com).


The Ferragamo flagship store has an interesting, nine-room shoe museum. The specific exhibit changes each year, but it’s typically more fanciful and imaginative than the Gucci Museum (€6, covered by Firenze Card, daily 10:00-19:30, near Santa Trinità bridge at Piazza Santa Trinità 5 red, see here for location, tel. 055-356-2846, www.ferragamo.com/museo/en/usa).


EAST OF PIAZZA DELLA SIGNORIA


▲▲▲Bargello (Museo Nazionale del Bargello)


This underappreciated sculpture museum is in a former police station-turned-prison that looks like a mini-Palazzo Vecchio. It has Donatello’s very influential, painfully beautiful David (the first male nude to be sculpted in a thousand years), multiple works by Michelangelo, and rooms of Medici treasures. Moody Donatello, who embraced realism with his lifelike statues, set the personal and artistic style for many Renaissance artists to follow. The best pieces are in the ground-floor room at the foot of the outdoor staircase (with fine works by Michelangelo, Cellini, and Giambologna) and in the “Donatello room” directly above (including his two different Davids, plus Ghiberti and Brunelleschi’s revolutionary dueling door panels and yet another David by Verrocchio).


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €8 (or €4 if no special exhibits), cash only, free and crowded on first Sun of the month, covered by Firenze Card; Tue-Sat 8:15-17:00—or until 13:50 if no special exhibits; also open these times on the second and fourth Mon and the first, third, and fifth Sun of each month, last entry 45 minutes before closing; reservations possible but unnecessary, Via del Proconsolo 4, tel. 055-238-8606.


[image: image] See the Bargello Tour chapter or [image: image] download my free audio tour.


▲▲Santa Croce Church


This 14th-century Franciscan church, decorated with centuries of precious art, holds the tombs of great Florentines. The loud 19th-century Victorian Gothic facade faces a huge square ringed with tempting shops and littered with tired tourists. Escape into the church and admire its sheer height and spaciousness. Your ticket includes the Pazzi Chapel and a small museum; the complex also houses a leather school.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €8, covered by Firenze Card, Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 14:00-17:30, multimedia guide-€6, modest dress required, 10-minute walk east of the Palazzo Vecchio along Borgo de’ Greci, tel. 055-246-6105, www.santacroceopera.it. The leather school, at the back of the church, is free and sells church tickets—handy when the church has a long line (daily 10:00-18:00, closed Sun Nov-March, has own entry behind church plus an entry within the church, www.scuoladelcuoio.com).


[image: image] See the Santa Croce Tour chapter.


▲Casa Buonarroti (Michelangelo’s House)


A property once owned by Michelangelo, this house was built after the artist’s death by his grand-nephew, who turned it into a little museum honoring his famous relative. The highlights—his less-than-monumental first sculptures and some early sketches—are not must-sees in art-heavy Florence, but are appreciated by Michelangelovers.


Cost and Hours: €6.50, covered by Firenze Card, Wed-Mon 10:00-17:00, closed Tue, Via Ghibellina 70, tel. 055-241-752, www.casabuonarroti.it.


Visiting the Museum: Climb the stairs to the first-floor landing, where you come face-to-face with portraits (by his contemporaries) of 60-year-old Michelangelo, the Buonarroti family walking sticks, and some leather shoes thought to be Michelangelo’s.


The room to the left of the landing displays two relief panels, Michelangelo’s earliest known sculptures. Teenage Michelangelo carved every inch of the Battle of the Centaurs (1490-1492). This squirming tangle of battling nudes shows his fascination with anatomy. He kept this in his personal collection all his life. The Madonna of the Stairs (c. 1490) is as contemplative as Centaurs is dramatic. Throughout his long career, bipolar Michelangelo veered between these two styles—moving or still, emotional or thoughtful, pagan or Christian.


In an adjoining room is the big wooden model of a project Michelangelo took on but never completed: the facade of the Basilica of San Lorenzo (which remains bare brick to this day). The reclining river god was a model for one of the statues in the Medici Chapels.


[image: Image]


The small room straight ahead from the landing is for the museum’s vast collection of Michelangelo’s sketches. To preserve the sensitive artworks, the museum displays only a handful at a time. Vasari claimed that Michelangelo wanted to burn his preliminary sketches, lest anyone think him less than perfect.


The room to the right of the landing displays small clay and wax models—some by Michelangelo, some by pupils—that the artist used to sketch out ideas for his statues.


At the end of these displays is a hallway leading through several adjoining apartments, which seems pretty pointless since Michelangelo never actually lived here. On your way to the exit (via a side staircase), you’ll pass by a scale model of the wooden cart used to transport the 12,000-pound David from the Duomo to the Palazzo Vecchio. Downstairs, near the bookshop, are several rooms with paintings, ceramics, and other objects owned by his descendants.


And finally, true Michelangelomaniacs can complete their visit by exiting outside to gaze at Via Ghibellina 67 (to the left, next door to the farmacia). This humble doorway, lined with gray-green stone, was once the entrance to Michelangelo’s actual residence, circa 1520.



NEAR THE TRAIN STATION



▲▲Church of Santa Maria Novella


This 13th-century Dominican church is rich in art. Along with crucifixes by Giotto and Brunelleschi, it contains the textbook example of the early Renaissance mastery of perspective: The Trinity by Masaccio. The exquisite chapels trace art in Florence from medieval times to early Baroque. The outside of the church features a dash of Romanesque (horizontal stripes), Gothic (pointed arches), Renaissance (geometric shapes), and Baroque (scrolls). Step in and look down the 330-foot nave for a 14th-century optical illusion.


[image: Image]


Next to the church are the cloisters and the museum, located in the old Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella. The museum’s highlight is the breathtaking Spanish Chapel, with walls covered by a series of frescoes by Andrea di Bonaiuto.


Cost and Hours: Church and museum-€5, covered by Firenze Card; Mon-Thu 9:00-19:00 (Oct-March until 17:30), Fri 11:00-19:00 (Oct-March until 17:30), Sat 9:00-17:30 (July-Aug until 18:30), Sun 13:00-17:30 (July-Aug 12:00-18:30), last entry 45 minutes before closing; multimedia guide-€3, modest dress required, main entrance on Piazza Santa Maria Novella, tel. 055-219-257, www.chiesasantamarianovella.it.


[image: image] See the Santa Maria Novella Tour chapter.


Nearby: Behind the church you’ll find a top-of-the-line parfumerie, the Farmacia di Santa Maria Novella, which was founded by the Dominicans in 1612 (daily 9:00-20:00, Via della Scala 16). Even nonshoppers enjoy exploring its elegant halls and heaven-scent. For details, see here.


THE OLTRARNO (SOUTH OF THE ARNO RIVER)


[image: image] The Oltrarno Walk chapter connects several of these sights, including the Pitti Palace, Brancacci Chapel, and Santo Spirito Church.


▲▲Pitti Palace


The imposing Pitti Palace, several blocks southwest of Ponte Vecchio, has many separate museums and two gardens. The main reason to visit is to see the Palatine Gallery, which houses a fine painting collection that picks up where the Uffizi leaves off.


Cost and Hours: The Palatine Gallery, Royal Apartments, and Gallery of Modern Art are covered by ticket #1—€13 (€8.50 if no special exhibits)—and are open Tue-Sun 8:15-18:50, closed Mon, last entry 45 minutes before closing. The Boboli and Bardini Gardens, Costume Gallery, Argenti/Silverworks Museum (the Medici treasures), and Porcelain Museum are covered by ticket #2—€10 (€7 if no special exhibits)—and are open daily June-Aug 8:15-19:30, April-May and Sept 8:15-18:30, March and Oct 8:15-17:30, Nov-Feb 8:15-16:30, closed first and last Mon of each month, last entry one hour before closing. Reservations are possible but unnecessary. All palace sights are covered by the Firenze Card. The place is free and crowded on the first Sun of the month. The €8 audioguide explains the sprawling palace. Tel. 055-238-8614, www.uffizi.beniculturali.it.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: image] See the Pitti Palace Tour chapter.



▲▲Brancacci Chapel



For the best look at works by Masaccio (one of the early Renaissance pioneers of perspective in painting), see his restored frescoes here. Instead of medieval religious symbols, Masaccio’s paintings feature simple, strong human figures with facial expressions that reflect their emotions. The accompanying works of Masolino and Filippino Lippi provide illuminating contrasts.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: €6, cash only, covered by Firenze Card; free and easy reservations required, though it’s usually possible to walk right in on weekdays and any day off-season, especially if you arrive before 15:30; Mon and Wed-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 13:00-17:00, closed Tue, last entry 45 minutes before closing; free 20-minute film, videoguide-€3, knees and shoulders must be covered, in Church of Santa Maria del Carmine on Piazza del Carmine, reservations tel. 055-276-8224, ticket desk tel. 055-284-361, http://museicivicifiorentini.comune.fi.it.


[image: image] See the Brancacci Chapel Tour chapter.


Nearby: The neighborhoods around the church are considered the last surviving bits of old Florence.


Santo Spirito Church


This church has a classic Brunelleschi interior—enjoy its pure Renaissance lines (and ignore the later Baroque altar that replaced the original). Notice Brunelleschi’s “dice”—the large stone cubes added above the column capitals that contribute to the nave’s playful lightness. The church’s art treasure is a painted, carved wooden crucifix by 17-year-old Michelangelo. The sculptor donated this early work to the monastery in appreciation for allowing him to dissect and learn about bodies. The Michelangelo Crocifisso is displayed in the sacristy, through a door midway down the left side of the nave. Copies of Michelangelo’s Pietà and Risen Christ flank the nave (near the main door). Beer-drinking, guitar-playing rowdies decorate the church steps.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, Thu-Tue 9:30-12:30 & 16:00-17:30 except Sun, when it opens at 11:30, closed Wed, Piazza di Santo Spirito, tel. 055-210-030, www.basilicasantospirito.it


▲Piazzale Michelangelo


Overlooking the city from across the river (look for the huge bronze statue of David), this square has a superb view of Florence and the stunning dome of the Duomo. It’s worth the 25-minute hike, taxi, or bus ride.


[image: Image]


An inviting café (open seasonally) with great views is just below the overlook. The best photos are taken from the street immediately below the overlook (go around to the right and down a few steps). Off the west side of the piazza is a somewhat hidden terrace, an excellent place to retreat from the mobs. After dark, the square is packed with school kids licking ice cream and each other. About 200 yards beyond all the tour groups and teenagers is the stark, beautiful, crowd-free, Romanesque San Miniato Church (next listing). A WC is located just off the road, halfway between the two sights.


Getting There (and Back): It makes sense to take a taxi or ride the bus up and then enjoy the easy downhill walk back into town. Bus #12 takes you up (departs from train station, near Piazza di Santa Maria Novella, and just over the Ponte alla Carraia bridge on Oltrarno side of river—see map on here for bus stops; takes 20-30 minutes, longer in bad traffic).


The hike down is quick and enjoyable (or take bus #13 back down). Find the steps between the two bars on the San Miniato Church side of the parking lot (Via San Salvatore al Monte). At the first landing (marked #3), peek into the rose garden (Giardino delle Rose). After a few minutes, you’ll walk through the old wall (Porta San Miniato) and emerge in the delightful little Oltrarno neighborhood of San Niccolò, with a fun and funky passel of cafés and restaurants (for recommendations, see here).


▲▲San Miniato Church


According to legend, the martyred St. Minias—this church’s namesake—was beheaded on the banks of the Arno in A.D. 250. He picked up his head and walked here (this was before the #12 bus), where he died and was buried in what became the first Christian cemetery in Florence. In the 11th century, this church was built to house Minias’ remains. Imagine this fine church all alone—without any nearby buildings or fancy stairs—a peaceful refuge where white-robed Benedictine monks could pray and work (their motto: ora et labora). The evening vesper service with the monks chanting in Latin offers a meditative worship experience—a peaceful way to end your visit.


[image: Image]


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 9:30-20:00, mid-Oct-Easter 9:30-13:00 & 15:30-19:00, closed sporadically for special occasions, tel. 055-234-2731, www.sanminiatoalmonte.it.


Getting There: It’s about 200 yards above Piazzale Michelangelo. From the station, bus #12 takes you right to the San Miniato al Monte stop (hop off and hike up the grand staircase); bus #13 takes you back down the hill.


Gregorian Chants: To experience this mystical medieval space at its full potential, time your visit to coincide with a prayer service of Gregorian chants. In general, these are held each evening at 17:30 and last 30 minutes—but as the schedule is subject to change, double-check with any TI, the church’s website, or call ahead.


Visiting the Church: For a thousand years, San Miniato Church—still part of a functioning monastery—has blessed the city that lies at the foot of its hill. Carved into the marble of its threshold on the left door is the Genesis verse “Haec est Porta Coeli” (“This is the Gate of Heaven”).


The church’s green-and-white marble facade (12th century) is classic Florentine Romanesque, one of the oldest in town. The perfect symmetry is a reminder of the perfection of God. The central mosaic shows Christ flanked by Mary and St. Minias. Minias, who was King of Armenia before his conversion, offers his secular crown to the heavenly king. The eagle on top, with bags of wool in his talons, reminds all who approach the church who paid for it—the wool guild.


Stepping inside the nave, you enter the closest thing to a holy space that medieval Florentines could create. The “carpet of marble” dates from 1207. The wood ceiling is painted as it was originally. The glittering 13th-century golden mosaic that dominates the dome at the front of the nave repeats the scene on the church’s facade: St. Minias offering his paltry secular crown to the king in heaven.


The Renaissance tabernacle front and center was commissioned by the Medici. It’s a résumé of early Renaissance humanism, with experiments in 3-D paintings (including St. Minias, in red) and a plush canopy of glazed terra-cotta panels by Luca della Robbia.


On the left side of the nave is an exquisite chapel dedicated to Cardinal Jacopo of Portugal. When 26-year-old Jacopo died in Florence (1459), his wealthy family mourned him by adding a chapel to the church (by cutting a hole in the church wall) and hiring the best artists of the day to decorate it. The family could enter their private chapel, take a seat on the throne (on the left), and meditate on the tomb of Jacopo (on the right).


The church is designed like a split-level rambler, with staircases on either side of the altar, leading upstairs and down. Downstairs in the crypt, an alabaster window helps create a quiet and mysterious atmosphere. The forest of columns and capitals are all recycled...each from ancient Roman buildings and each different. The floor is paved with the tombstones of long-forgotten big shots. Look through the window in the marble altar to see St. Minias’ name, carved on the box that holds his mortal remains.


At the staircase to the right of the main altar, notice the sinopia on the wall. A sinopia is a pattern that guides the fresco artist and also allows the patron to have a peek at what the artist intends to create before it’s set in plaster. There’s a sinopia behind every surviving fresco in Florence.


Step upstairs and enter the sacristy (the room on the right), which is beautifully frescoed with scenes from the life of St. Benedict (circa 1350, by a follower of Giotto). Drop €2 into the electronic panel in the corner to light the room for five minutes. The elegantly bearded patron saint of Europe was the founder of the vast network of monasteries that gave the Continent some cohesiveness in the cultural darkness that followed the collapse of Rome. Benedict is shown as an active force for good, with his arm always outstretched: busy blessing, being kissed, preaching, helping, chasing the devil, bringing a man (crushed by a fallen tower) back to life, reaching out even on his death bed. Notice Benedict on the ramp, scooting up to heaven to be welcomed by an angel. And, overseeing everything, in the starry skies of the ceiling, are the four evangelists—each with his book, pen, and symbolic sidekicks.
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