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KEY RESERVATIONS


Florence, the birthplace of the Renaissance, inspires with its orderly streets lined with yellow façades, its famous Renaissance art, and its romantic bridge crossing the Arno river. Justly famous for its glorious past, its invigorating present is just as enticing. As you explore, let curiosity be your guide. Pedal a bike along the Arno, sip espresso at the counter of a coffee bar, and pause with the locals for a Negroni during aperitivo hour. Immerse yourself in the modern city, and its liveliness, diversity, and traditions may surprise you.


Florence gets most of the attention, but there’s more to Tuscany than one stunning city, from Siena’s shell-shaped square to Lucca’s sturdy ramparts, to the soft, gentle hills that Romantic poets described as the entrance to heaven. Grapevines and olive trees line winding roads, where every town, it seems, is worthy of a detour. There are ancient pilgrim paths to tread and old roads that beckon to be explored on a bicycle or Vespa. And when it comes to food, Tuscany can’t be beat. Portions are generous, flavors are robust, and there’s certainly no shortage of red wine to choose from.


More than just a gorgeous landscape, Tuscany is the birthplace of thousands of ideas that changed art and architecture forever. This is where Brunelleschi solved the 15th century’s greatest engineering puzzle; where da Vinci contemplated flight; where Michelangelo worked magic with marble; and where Galileo contemplated the heavens. Once you’ve experienced Florence and Tuscany for yourself, you, too, may never see the world the same way again.



MY FAVORITE EXPERIENCES





[image: image]


1 Climbing to the top of the Duomo for views across Florence.
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2 Savoring Tuscan flavors, from pappa al Pomodoro to surprising tripe sandwiches.
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3 Enjoying Negroni cocktails during aperitivo hour.
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4 Gazing at works by Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Botticelli inside the Uffizi.
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5 Waking up in a countryside agriturismo.
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6 Hiking ancient pilgrim paths through pristine Tuscan countryside.
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7 Getting up close and personal with Michelangelo’s David, the world’s most famous statue, at the Accademia in Florence.
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8 Exploring Tuscany on two wheels, bicycle or Vespa.
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9 Tasting local wines in Chianti and the hill towns of Tuscany.






EXPLORE FLORENCE & BEYOND



Three days is enough time to get a good introduction to Florence. From there, there’s no shortage of single and multi-day trips outside the city. Key considerations (in addition to your interests) are time and mode of transportation. Pistoia, Lucca, and Pisa can all be quickly reached by train and make good individual day destinations, or can be combined into longer excursions. Siena is also reachable by rail and a feasible day trip. Volterra, San Gimignano, Chianti, and the Hill Towns south of Siena are not accessible by train, so driving is the most convenient option for exploring these parts of Tuscany.
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view of Florence






BEST OF FLORENCE



Three days will allow you to visit a number of Florence’s major sights, get a taste of Tuscan cuisine, and take a bus out to Fiesole for sunset views of the city. Visit www.firenzeturismo.it to make reservations for the Accademia and Uffizi before arriving to the city. Reserving a table at Fiesole’s La Reggia degli Etruschi at the end of this itinerary is also recommended.


DAY 1


Explore Florence’s historic center on your first full day. (For a more detailed itinerary, see Florence on Day 1).


▪  See the David, climb to the top of the Duomo, and enjoy art at Museo Nazionale del Bargello, a tranquil alternative to the Uffizi.


▪  End your day sampling Tuscan cuisine at one of the osteria (restaurants) lining Borgo la Croce.


DAY 2


Spend day two exploring the Oltrarno neighborhood south of Florence’s historic center. (For a more detailed itinerary, see Florence on Day 2).


▪  Hike to Basilica San Miniato al Monte for great views of Florence, visit local craft workshops below, and taste a tripe sandwich for lunch.


▪  Check out Adam and Eve inside the Brancacci Chapel.


▪  Get aperitivo started with a Negroni cocktail from one of the bars in Piazza Santo Spirito.




LUGGAGE STORAGE


If you’re setting off on multiday trips from Florence, you may want to leave unneeded luggage in storage at the train station. Luggage Storage (Via dell’Albero 22, www.stowyourbags.com) is a private company that charges €14 a day for a standard size locker.





DAY 3


Experience Florence like a local or continue sightseeing, with a side trip out to Fiesole for views over Florence.


▪  Get to the Uffizi early, before it gets crowded, and cross the Ponte Vecchio for fun (or to browse jewelry shops with a loved one).
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Ponte Vecchio, Florence





▪  Walk up to Museo San Marco and see where monks lived, including one who was burned at the stake in Piazza della Signoria.


▪  In the afternoon, ride bus 7 (20 minutes) up to Fiesole and take a look at the town’s Roman amphitheater. Enjoy the view outside Convento di San Francisco, the convent, and get a table on the terrace at Reggia degli Etruschi for dinner with a view.


PISTOIA-LUCCA-PISA


There’s a lot more to Tuscany than Florence, and these three cities provide plenty of cultural and artistic perspective on the region. They also give cyclists a chance to get beyond city limits and explore aqueducts, riversides, and natural parks. Reserve your ticket for the Leaning Tower of Pisa 1-20 days in advance at www.opapisa.it.


All three of these cities are accessed by rail, making this itinerary possible without a car. Pack light, since you won’t have a place to stow items when you’re exploring Pisa en route to Lucca. (You can leave extra luggage in storage at the train station in Florence.)


DAY 1: FLORENCE TO PISTOIA AND LUCCA


▪  From Florence, catch an early train (30-50 minutes) to Pistoia. Trains depart Florence’s Santa Maria Novella station hourly. No reservations are necessary; just get a ticket and go.
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medieval bell tower and gothic Saint John Baptistry in Pistoia





▪  The train will drop you off just a 15-minute walk from the historic center. Climb the Campanile bell tower, then enjoy a traditional lunch at Locanda del Capitano del Popolo.


▪  Head back to the station and buy a ticket to Lucca (45-60 minutes). Settle into your hotel, then rent a bike and ride around the city’s ramparts, or ride the 4-kilometer (one-way) Parco del Nottolini trail next to the old aqueduct.


▪  Have dinner at Gigi Trattoria in Lucca before turning in for the night.
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Piazza dell’Anfiteatro, Lucca





DAY 2: LUCCA TO PISA


▪  In the morning, take a leisurely stroll down the elegant streets of Lucca. Discover Piazza dell’Anfiteatro, the cutest square in Tuscany.
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aerial view of the Cathedral of Pisa in Italy





▪  Have lunch at Lucca’s Trattoria Canuleia in a garden away from the tourist traps.


▪  Get on the next train to Pisa (30 minutes), and don’t be late for your appointment to climb the famous Leaning Tower. You get 30 minutes at the top.


▪  At dusk, walk the city’s narrow ramparts, Mura di Pisa, for a view of the city from above.


▪  Follow the sound of students gathering socially in the squares around Borgo Stretto and get a taste of Pisa’s nightlife yourself. Drinking in the streets is a summertime ritual for many locals.



DAY 3: PISA BACK TO FLORENCE



▪  Rent a bike and cycle around the city’s walls.


▪  Circle back for another look at the Piazza dei Miracoli (Square of Miracles) and have lunch at Osteria Rossini in a quieter square away from the masses. Board the next train back to Florence (50-70 minutes).


CHIANTI-SAN GIMIGNANO-SIENA


Tuscany owes much of its legendary status to these three destinations. This rural itinerary (best enjoyed by car) gets better around every curve. There’s endless wine, magnificent vineyards surrounded by idyllic landscapes, and gastronomic treats waiting in each romantic town along the way. Make advance reservations for Castello di Verrazzano winery.
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San Gimignano skyline





DAY 1: FLORENCE TO CASTELLINA IN CHIANTI AND RADDA IN CHIANTI


▪  Head out early from Florence on the SR222 south to Chianti.


▪  Stop at Castello di Verrazzano (reservations required), an historic winery, then continue driving to Castellina.


▪  After arriving in Castellina, park your car, then order pici pasta at an osteria in town, like romantic Ristorante Sotto le Volte, located under medieval vaulted passageways.




TRAVEL LIKE A LOCAL


If you want to experience Florence and the surrounding countryside like a local, you have to think less about monuments and museums and more about simple pleasures like lunch, conversation, and aperitivo. Traveling like them also means respecting culture. You may have to kiss someone on the cheek, resist leaving a tip (anything more than €5 labels you as a tourist), and get up the nerve to taste a tripe sandwich, but trying new things is fun and why you came to Florence in the first place.


• Take a pre-dinner stroll. Much of Florence’s center is pedestrianized, and the pre-dinner stroll is a ritual that takes place along Borgo la Croce, San Frediano, and the Arno. When locals tire they linger on benches or church steps, where conversations go on until the late hours.


• Ride a bike. Florentines ride bicycles everywhere, and cycling is a green way to get around the city and surrounding countryside. Renting or using the city’s bikeshare program is easy and once you get a handle of the local disdain of breaks you’ll be ready to explore destinations like Fiesole, where mountain bike enthusiasts converge on weekends.


• Take a long lunch. Sitting down for lunch is a Tuscan tradition. Adapt to the pace, unless it’s extremely slow, in which case, feel free to get as angry as the locals do.


• Skip the S&P. The Italian philosophy is that food is served the way it’s meant to be eaten, so you won’t find salt, pepper, olive oil, or Parmesan on tables.


• Order espresso at the counter. It’s not only cheaper than sitting at a table; it’s the local way.


• Use local water fountains. Water here is free, and refilling containers is a green way to travel.


• Avoid spending money in tourist areas. Turn a corner and find better deals on everything, from snacks and drinks to souvenirs.


• Take a break. Nothing important happens on weekdays between 2pm and 4pm, when many stores close and most Tuscans remain indoors. It’s also when locals take their summertime naps and awake refreshed, ready to start the day all over again.





▪  Visit Rocca, the town’s fortress, before departing for Radda, 13 kilometers (8mi) east along the SR429 regional road.


▪  After arriving in Radda, rent a Vespa from Tuscany Scooter Rental and explore the Tuscan countryside.


▪  Spend the night at Podere Terreno agriturismo and wake up with a wonderful view.


DAY 2: RADDA TO SAN GIMIGNANO AND SIENA


▪  Have breakfast at the agriturismo, then hit the road towards San Gimignago, 45 kilometers (28mi) west back along the SR429 and onto the SP51. The drive takes about an hour.


▪  Park in one of the town’s lots (€2/hour) and climb Casa Campatelli, one of the last remaining tower houses in San Gimignano.




WHERE TO GO FROM FLORENCE




















	Destination

	Why Go

	How To Get There from Florence

	How Long to Stay










	Fiesole

	hikes; sunset views over Florence

	Bus (20 minutes); walking (60-90 minutes)

	half a day






	Pistoia

	mini version of Florence (without the crowds) halfway between Florence and Lucca

	Train (30-50 minutes)

	half a day






	Lucca

	Renaissance ramparts and city cycling

	Train (1.5-2 hours)

	1-2 days






	Pisa

	Leaning Tower; beach access

	Train (1 hour)

	1 day






	San Gimignano

	tower houses; wine; atmosphere

	Car (1 hour)

	1-2 days






	Volterra

	shopping; Etruscan artifacts; hill-town atmosphere

	Car (1.5 hours)

	1-2 days






	Chianti

	wine-tasting

	Car (45 minutes to Greve, the region’s gateway)

	1-3 days






	Siena

	stunning town with famous square; gateway to Tuscan Hill Towns

	Train (1.5 hours)

	2 days






	Tuscan Hill Towns

	wineries; monasteries; tranquility

	Car (2 hours to Montalcino)

	1-3 days












▪  Circle the city’s ring walls on foot, and visit Palagetto winery, a 10-minute walk from town.


▪  Set off for Siena, 42 kilometers (26mi) south along the Firenze-Siena highway, and park for the night.


▪  Visit the Duomo, which is second to none in terms of craftsmanship and beauty, then climb Torre del Mangia for sunset views.


▪  Spend the evening at a small enoteca making friends and falling in love with Tuscan food.


DAY 3: SIENA TO PANZANO, AND BACK TO FLORENCE


▪  Sample local pastries at Pasticceria Bini outside the center of town, then wander Sienna’s Renaissance streets around Piazza del Campo, and enjoy some souvenir shopping on Via di Città.


▪  Return towards Florence by driving north on the SR222 road. After about an hour, make a rest stop in Panzano for the local steak specialty at Officina della Bistecca.


▪  Make it back to Florence in time for aperitivo.



SIENA AND TUSCAN HILL TOWNS



Siena is a cultural dynamo filled with Renaissance monuments that are second to none. It’s also an ideal starting point for exploring the stunning hill towns and magnificent wineries south of the city. For this itinerary, take a train to Siena, then rent a car there to explore the hill towns to the south.


DAY 1: FLORENCE TO SIENA


▪  Take the train from Florence to Siena (90 minutes), and spend a day (or two, if you have the time) exploring the city. For the best ways to spend your time in Siena.


DAYS 2-3: SIENA TO MONTALCINO AND PIENZA; PIENZA TO MONTEPULCIANO


▪  Rent a car in Siena’s train station at Siena Rent, then begin your drive south to the hill towns. For a detailed two-day itinerary of this region. Highlights include tastings at local wineries and wine cellars, sunset views across Tuscany, and a half-day cycling tour with panoramic views.
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Montepulciano at sunset







TOP EXPERIENCE


WINE TASTING IN TUSCANY


You can learn a lot about wine in Florence, but there’s something raw and earthy about drinking it at the source. There are two ways to do this: Join a wine tour and follow a preordained path or set out on your own, which is the adventurous option. The best areas to explore are Chianti and the Tuscan Hill Towns of Montalcino, Pienza, and Montepulciano.
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Chianti’s famous Sangiovese grapes





TASTING AT WINERIES


Almost as soon as you leave the Florence city limits, you’ll see signs pointing to wineries. Dozens are clustered around the SR222 in Chianti, between Florence and Siena, and it’s impossible not to stumble on one. South of Siena, dozens of vineyards are located within sight of Montalcino, Pienza, and Montepulciano. A few can be reached on foot from nearby towns and many more are within a short drive. The majority of Tuscan wineries are equipped with tasting rooms where you can sample and purchase wine. Many also offer organized tours, and some provide dining and accommodation facilities.


Wineries are often family owned, without dedicated hospitality staff, so it’s useful to call ahead and reserve tours rather than just showing up. Simple tastings are often free, while more elaborate cellar visits have a fee of around €10-25, depending on length and the quality and number of wines to be sampled.


After visiting a winery it’s always tempting to buy. If you decide to ship a case or two home, make sure all transport and duty fees are included up front or you could face some expensive surprises later.


If you’re driving, remember that the legal blood alcohol limit in Italy is 0.5, which is lower than in the US and UK (both 0.8). Most wineries are just a short taxi ride—or, in some cases, a short walk—from the nearest town.


TASTING AT WINE BARS AND CELLARS


Another way to taste local wines is to swing by an enoteca (wine bar) in any of the towns in Chianti or those south of Siena. The good thing about wine bars is, unlike restaurants that close after lunch, they remain open and you can pop in whenever you like for a glass of wine, taglieri (cheese and cold cut platter), and often more substantial first course dishes. Most are causal, and you’ll be given a warm welcome whether or not you can tell a Chianti from a Chianti Classico.


The Tuscan Hill Town of Montepulciano has an especially high concentration of cantinas (wine cellars), where wine from local vineyards is served. You can visit a number of these in town. Tastings are inexpensive, and there’s often a shop onsite where bottles can be purchased.






BEFORE YOU GO



WHEN TO GO


Florence is one of the most visited cities in the world. Deciding when to go will have a significant impact on your experience.


SUMMER


Summer sees a dramatic increase in arrivals, with July and August the apex of the tourist season. Airlines and hotels take advantage of demand to raise their rates, and temperatures rise to sweltering. Avoid these months if you can. If you can’t, book ahead and purchase sightseeing passes like the Firenzecard (Florence) and combination tickets in smaller towns to speed entry to monuments. The majority of Italians take their vacations in August, which means many small businesses close and it can feel like tourists outnumber locals.


One advantage of arriving in summer is how many events are planned in Florence and throughout Tuscany. The cultural calendar is full of outdoor concerts, festivals, and street fairs that make a visit even more animated than usual.


SPRING AND FALL


Late spring and early fall are ideal times to visit. May and September are especially pleasant. Not only are there fewer visitors but temperatures are mild, daylight is long, and precipitation low. Hotels charge midseason rates and locals are engaged in their usual routines. Autumn is also harvest season, when food-related sagra (festivals) are held and newly picked grapes transformed into wine, making September-October the most interesting season to visit wineries in the Tuscan Hill Towns. Cantina Aperta (Open Cantina, last Sun. in May) is the best time for wine lovers in Chianti. This is when wineries open their doors and let anyone sample their wines.
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farmhouse in the Val d’Orcia





WINTER


November and December are the rainiest months and can be very cold in Florence. Christmas and New Year festivities attract a wave of visitors over the holidays, as do Carnevale and Easter. Apart from the holiday season, accommodation and airfare are more affordable in winter and accessing popular sights like the Uffizi in January takes minutes rather than hours.
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Christmas in Florence





GETTING THERE


Florence’s airport, Aeroporto di Firenze-Peretola (FLR, Via del Termine 11, tel. 055/30615, www.aeroporto.firenze.it), has no direct flights from anywhere outside Europe. There are regularly scheduled flights to and from London, Birmingham, Edinburgh, and other UK destinations with British Airways (www.britishairways.com), City Jet (www.cityjet.com), and Vueling (www.vueling.com). A new runway and renovated arrivals hall are projected to open in 2020 with the aim of developing intercontinental routes.


Tuscany’s busiest airport is Aeroporto di Pisa-San Giusto, an hour from Florence by bus, train, or car. There are few direct flights from North America, and none from Australia, New Zealand, or South Africa to Pisa but many connecting flights via other European cities. Ryanair (www.ryanair.com), Easyjet (www.easyjet.com), and British Airways (www.britishairways.com) operate daily direct flights from London.




WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW


Currency: Euro (€)


Conversion rate: €1=$1.14 USD; €1=£0.88GBP


Entry Requirements: E.U. citizens can travel visa-free to Italy with a valid identity card or passport. The U.K.’s exit from the EU may affect travelers from Britain. Travelers from the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand do not need a visa for visits of less than 90 days, but a passport is required. For travelers from South Africa, a visa is required. There is a fee, and the application process takes two weeks.


Emergency number: 118


Time Zone: GMT+1


Electrical system: 220-volt system. (Plugs have two round prongs.)


Opening hours: Small businesses often close between 1-3pm. Many shops close on Sundays and restaurants and museums are not usually open on Mondays.


BUDGETING


Espresso: €1


Beer: €3 (small), €5 (large)


Glass of wine: €3-5


Sandwich: €3-5


Lunch or dinner: €25-35 per person


Hotel: €90-150 d


Agriturismo: €80-120 d


Wine tour: €15-30 per person


Bike rental: €3-5 per hour, €15 per day


Car rental: €70-100 per day for a mid-size vehicle


Gasoline/petrol: €1.90 per liter (€1.75 per liter for diesel)


Parking: €1 per hour


One-way train fare: €5-10 from Florence to cities such as Pistoia, Lucca, Pisa, and Siena





GETTING AROUND


TRAVELING BETWEEN TOWNS


Train is the most convenient way of reaching cities near Florence such as Pistoia, Lucca, Pisa, and Siena. Reservations are not required and there are dozens of daily departures to each of the destinations, which can be reached in under 2 hours. Tickets are cheap and stations are located near the historic centers.


Chianti and the Hill Towns to the south have no rail connections and often require long bus rides. A car is convenient for visiting these out-of-the-way towns, especially since many are small and can be explored in a couple of hours. Wineries and many sights are located beyond town walls, which makes cars very useful. Another fun option is renting a scooter from Florence, although this is best for exploring Chianti as long journeys on two wheels are uncomfortable and slow.


GETTING AROUND EACH CITY


Once you’ve arrived at your destination the chances of requiring a car or public transportation is low as even the biggest city of Florence can be navigated on foot. Bikes are also immensely popular with residents across the region and rental shops are easy to find in Lucca, Pisa, and even in smaller towns.
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Volterra





WHAT TO PACK


Beware of overpacking, especially if you’re visiting several destinations and will be unpacking and repacking frequently. It’s probably best to leave expensive watches and jewelry at home. Also, email yourself any important credit card codes or customer service numbers as backup in case you lose your wallet.


Luggage: A wheeled suitcase makes getting around airports and to hotels easier. Backpacks or handbags are good for daily excursions and should have zippers to dissuade pickpockets. A money belt can be useful for storing cash and valuables.


Paperwork: You’ll need your passport and a driver’s license if you plan on renting a moped or car. An international permit is not required but can prevent confusion with local authorities. ID is also usually required when borrowing audio and video guides at museums.


Clothing, shoes, and accessories: Select comfortable clothes that can be mixed and matched. Layers are important in spring and fall when mornings are chilly and temperatures vary throughout the day. Formal clothes may be necessary if you plan on any fine dining or clubbing. Remember that knees and shoulders must be covered when entering religious buildings. Sunglasses are essential during the summer, especially if you’ll be doing any driving, and hats are useful. You’ll probably do a lot of walking, so bring at least two comfortable pairs of shoes.
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crossing the Ponte di Mezzo bridge in Pisa





Toiletries and medication: A high-SPF sunscreen is vital during summer. If you take medication, make sure to bring enough and have a copy of your prescription in case you need a refill. If you forget something, pharmacies in Italy are useful for replacing lost toiletries or picking up aspirin. Most hotels provide hair dryers, but if you’re staying in a B&B or a hostel you may want to pack one. It should be adaptable to Italy’s 220 voltage. Hand sanitizer is useful for removing bacteria while on the go.


Electronics: Voltage is 220 volts in Italy and plugs have two round prongs. Electronic devices that need recharging call for an adapter, which all U.S., U.K., and non-EU travelers will require. Simple U.S.-to-European travel adapters are available for under $10 at electronic stores and double that at airports. They’re harder to find in Italy but many hotels supply them to guests free of charge. An extra memory card is useful for digital photographers and a portable battery charger can prevent phones and other devices from going dark.


Binoculars are helpful for observing church façades and Tuscan landscapes.




DAILY REMINDERS


Many sights (monasteries in particular) are only open mornings, while others close for lunch or on Mondays.


Museums outside of Florence tend to have seasonal hours, closing a little earlier from November to March. Check opening times in advance to avoid disappointment.


Ticket offices stop selling tickets an hour before closing and metal detectors or some other form of security is common at entrances in Florence. Traveling light is advisable but cloakrooms and lockers are often available.





SIGHTSEEING PASSES


There are a few sightseeing passes to consider in Florence. Smaller towns may offer combination tickets, which are covered in each chapter.


The Firenzecard (€72, www.firenzecard.it) is the most comprehensive pass available and a convenient way to visit the city. It is valid 72 hours and allows priority access to 72 monuments and museums, including the Duomo, major churches, gardens, towers, and the Uffizi. Just look for the Firenzecard sign and have your card ready to be scanned at each sight. It also provides Wi-Fi access. Even on a two-day visit it can be worth the investment, especially in summer when tourism is at its peak and you can skip long lines waiting to enter the Ufizzi.


Piazza del Duomo is the religious heart of Florence and contains six of the city’s most popular sights: the Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore, Cupola di Brunelleschi, Campanile di Giotto, Battistero, Cripta, and Museo dell’Opera. All six attractions can be accessed with Il Grande Museo del Duomo Card (€18) available online or from the ticket office (Piazza San Giovanni 7, tel. 055/230-2885, www.museumflorence.com, daily 8:15am-6:30pm) opposite the northern entrance of the baptistery. If you purchase the Duomo Card at the ticket office you may want to pick it up the day before to save time. Once you’ve entered the first monument you have 24 hours to visit the others and aren’t allowed into the same monument twice. You’ll also need to reserve a 30-minute time slot for visiting the cupola. Waiting until the last minute to do so in July or August may reduce your options. The Duomo Card is a good bet if you’re not planning on visiting any museums or only have a short time in the city. A combined ticket (www.uffizi.it/en/tickets, €38) is also available for visiting the Uffizi, Palazzo Pitti, and Boboli gardens. It’s valid three days, can be purchased online or directly at the Uffizi ticket office, and allows speedier entry.
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Piazza del Duomo







KEY RESERVATIONS


IN FLORENCE


It’s easy to spend more time waiting in line than actually visiting the iconic monuments of Florence. It’s therefore vital to make reservations for the sights you intend to visit, or purchase a Firenzecard, which provides quick entry. Advance reservations for many sights, including the Accademia and Uffizi, can be made on the city’s official website www.firenzeturismo.it. Visitor numbers to the campanile bell tower and cupola are limited to avoid overcrowding on the panoramic terraces, and access to the latter is by designated time slots booked online or at the ticket office.


OUTSIDE FLORENCE


The Leaning Tower of Pisa must also be reserved at least one day in advance and the half-hour slots fill up fast in summer. Most wine tours should be booked ahead of time, although many wineries provide on-the-spot tastings during opening hours. Reservations also ensure getting a table at popular restaurants and bikes or Vespas at small rental shops with a limited number of vehicles.





The Firenzecard+ (€7) is a transportation card that provides single access to the city’s bus and tram lines for 72 hours once activated. It also offers 10-15 percent discounts to selected restaurants, shops, and touristic services. Accompanied minors travel free of charge on Florence’s public transportation network.





FLORENCE
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HIGHLIGHTS


S DUOMO: Rising above the city is a monumental reminder of the Renaissance. Climb inside the dome to see how its unique structure defies gravity (click here).


S BARGELLO NATIONAL MUSEUM: One of the least crowded museums in Florence offers a look at Donatello’s David, ancient military hardware, and the city’s first police headquarters (click here).


S UFFIZI GALLERY: What started as the private collection of the Medici family is now accessible to all. Discover how Florentine artists added a realistic dimension to art and transformed painting forever (click here).


S ACCADEMIA: It takes a special kind of genius to make marble lifelike. Michelangelo’s statue of David lives up to its reputation and is even more impressive in person (click here).


S HIKING TO BASILICA SAN MINIATO AL MONTE: This church marks the highest point in Florence and provides undisturbed views of the skyline. Take the quiet back route up the hillside to avoid the crowds (click here).


S GELATO: There are 136 gelaterie (gelato shops) in Florence. Sample as many as possible to find a favorite (click here).


S ITALIAN COFFEE: Coffee is taken very seriously in Florence, and the city’s contribution to espresso-making helped define caffeine history (click here).


S APERITIVO BARS: Never skip aperitivo (happy hour). Order a local Negroni cocktail accompanied by light snacks and make a relaxed transition from afternoon to evening (click here).





Firenze, as locals call their city, has a justified marble chip on its shoulder. After all, this was the cradle of the Renaissance, where civilization was given an injection of creativity after centuries of artistic stagnation.


Visiting Florence means walking the same streets that Dante Alighieri, Leonardo da Vinci, Machiavelli, Galileo Galilei, and many of history’s most influential writers, artists, and thinkers once walked. Today, the Ponte Vecchio still stands, and the Uffizi remains the place to go for art. On the other side of town, Michelangelo’s David waits to be examined, and Brunelleschi’s majestic dome is never far from view.


Museums and basilicas aren’t the only attractions. Florence gradually seduces with its clean, well-ordered streets and pleasant yellow façades. Beauty is everywhere in this city. Many old towers and lavish homes as well as large portions of the defensive walls are still standing. There are secluded monasteries and chapels to explore, where a little curiosity leads to unexpected discoveries. The city hasn’t lost its creative touch, either (although the Renaissance will always be a hard act to follow). Artisans pound away on the backstreets of the Oltrarno neighborhood, and the wallets sold along Via de’ Tornabuoni are hard to resist.


Discovering Florence also means getting to know its inhabitants. Florentines may be more reserved than their Roman cousins, but they are always ready to talk about their city and remain as devoted to it as the Medici family, Florence’s famed patrons of the arts. Their pride is visible in workshops, markets, and squares where young and old congregate daily. It can be heard on summer nights when music echoes down the streets on both sides of the Arno, and tasted at the trattorie faithfully serving traditional pappa al pomodoro and ribollita. Experiencing this side of Florence is a lot easier than getting into the Uffizi—and equally satisfying.


HISTORY


Florence’s history is a long one, and it involves the usual suspects. There were once Etruscans here, preceded by Iron Age tribes. The settlement along the Arno was one of the only ones in the region on flat terrain. It provided a natural funnel for traffic coming down from the nearby mountains to the north. The sea was also close, and the Mediterranean opened up markets for wool merchants and other trades that brought wealth to the town. With wealth came leisure and with leisure came art. The town’s craftsmen became the best in the world, and fine jewelers still line the Ponte Vecchio. It was only a small jump from creating beautiful ornaments to creating beautiful sculptures, frescoes, and eventually entire buildings.


The greatest geniuses of Italy—Giotto, Dante, Machiavelli, Brunelleschi, Michelangelo, Donatello, Raphael, and so on—resided in or had some connection with Florence. With minds like these and a wealthy political class, the result was explosive. They didn’t call it the Renaissance then; to them, revitalizing the Western world was simply business as usual.


Orientation


The historic center of Florence is compact and flat, making walking or cycling the best way of getting around the city. The only time you may want to consider hopping a bus or hailing a taxi is on the climb to San Miniato al Monte, which is the steepest part of the city.


Florence’s historic center, or centro storico, is relatively small. Located north of the Arno, it is split into four neighborhoods (Duomo, Santa Maria Novella, San Marco, and Santa Croce). This is where the Romans originally founded the city, influential families like the Medici built imposing palazzi, and many Florentines still live and work today. The Duomo, visible from nearly every angle of the city, makes getting lost difficult. The Arno River also helps navigation and creates a distinct divide.


There are a handful of bridges that connect the two sides of the city, but Ponte Vecchio is by far the most recognizable. The bridge is crowded with visitors en route to or from Palazzo Pitti and is a convenient way to discover the city’s lesser-known neighborhoods.


DUOMO AND AROUND


Most of Florence’s major sights, including the Uffizi and Palazzo Vecchio, are located around the Duomo. There is a constant flow of visitors in this neighborhood at the heart of the historic center that’s lined with tall buildings and impressive stone façades. Piazza della Repubblica, with its cafés and merry-go-round, is the geographical center and the largest open space where the Roman Forum and later the Jewish Ghetto once stood. Much of the Duomo area is pedestrian, making it easy to browse the elegant shops and covered market where leather belts, wallets, and bags are displayed daily and tourists rub the nose of a bronze boar for good luck. Many of the city’s most expensive hotels are located here and summer concerts are regularly scheduled in Piazza della Signoria.
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SANTA MARIA NOVELLA



Santa Maria Novella lies on the western side of the historic center and is the first neighborhood most visitors enter. The main train station, bus depot, and tram terminal are located here and it’s busy throughout the day. The main attraction is the Basilica di Santa Maria Novella with its secluded monastery and smaller churches like Chiesa di Ognissanti where Boticelli is buried and you can get a glimpse of a stunning Last Supper fresco. Buildings are less grand than those near the Duomo to the east, shops cater to locals, and simple trattorie are likely to be filled with residents rather than tourists. Being near the train station means there are many hotels, hostels, and pensione, although these tend to fall into the lower price categories and offer few amenities other than a comfortable bed and a convenient location. Further west along the banks of the Arno lies Parco Ciascine, the city’s largest park.


SAN LORENZO AND SAN MARCO


San Lorenzo is south of San Marco and centered around the church of the same name that’s surrounded by vibrant food and leather markets. Mercato Centrale, the city’s largest covered market, is full of vegetable stands, gourmet shops, and historic eateries where tripe sandwiches and other local delicacies are prepared daily. The streets outside are lined with hundreds of leather kiosks and sellers from all over the world. There are plenty of restaurants in the area, and the second floor of the market is a popular food court. It’s not all chaos and commerce in San Marco or San Lorenzo: The farther north you walk the more residential and quieter things get.


San Marco forms a triangle north of the Duomo that was once delimitated on two sides by the old city walls and is now bordered by wide avenues built at the end of the 19th century when the city outgrew its medieval limits. This is where Florence’s most famous family, the Medici, lived, prayed, and are buried. It’s also where the statue of David was moved when the town’s leaders decided it was too valuable to leave outside and the streets around Galleria dell’Accademia are often jammed with visitors waiting to view Michelangelo’s colossal work.


SANTA CROCE


Santa Croce is one of the liveliest and best-preserved sections of the city. It forms the eastern end of the historic center and is full of maze-like medieval alleys, bars attracting foreign drinkers, cheap eateries, and long pedestrian streets like Borgo la Croce where locals take their evening stroll. Life goes on here with little concern for the monuments only minutes away, and university students gather in the small squares or inside the city’s second-largest covered market where Trattoria da Rocco has been satisfying stomachs for over three decades. Michelangelo is buried nearby inside Basilica Santa Croce, and you can visit the house he left to his nephew a few blocks away at Casa Buonari or discover what a Renaissance residence looked like at the Horne Museum. Continue east to reach the city’s historic soccer stadium or cross the Ponte alle Grazie and discover another side of Florence.


OLTRARNO


When the Romans founded Florence they set up camp along the flat northern banks of the river and that decision forever influenced the city. Oltrarno, on the southern bank, means “beyond the Arno,” and includes the Santo Spirito and San Niccolò neighborhoods. Both developed later than the historic center, and thus are noticeably quieter areas that often get overlooked. The neighborhood can be reached on foot from the historic center by way of the Ponte alle Grazie, Ponte Vecchio, or Ponte Santa Trinita bridges. The main attractions are Palazzo Pitti and the hillside views from Piazzale Michelangelo and San Miniato al Monte. The village-like atmosphere is ideal for seeking refuge from the masses, browsing for antiques, and enjoying Florentine street food. Here you can wander past medieval walls, up deserted paths overlooking olive groves, and through ornate gardens that remain pleasantly cool during the summer. Down below, in squares like Piazza Santo Spirito and the neighborhood’s principle thoroughfare of Borgo San Frediano, are bars and restaurants that fill up with locals until the late hours.
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view of Florence from Piazzale Michelangelo





[image: image]



Itinerary Ideas



FLORENCE ON DAY 1


Spend your first day exploring Florence’s historic center. Visit www.firenzeturismo.it to make reservations for the Accademia and Uffizi before arriving to the city.


1 Fortify with a coffee and breakfast fare at Ditta Artigianale, located near the Duomo.


2 Head to Galleria dell’Accademia before the crowds arrive to admire Michelangelo’s larger-than-life David.


3 From the Accademia, it’s a short stroll to the Duomo. Visit the inside of the church for free.


4 If the line to the top of the Duomo is too long (it can be over an hour in the summer), get an equally good view of the city a few blocks south at Palazzo Vecchio, where things are generally quieter. The inside of the city’s most illustrious civic building also provides a vivid idea of how the Renaissance elite once lived.


5 Visit the Mercato Centrale, Florence’s biggest and most animated neighborhood market where Florentines go every day to purchase fresh produce and socialize. Order a tripe sandwich from Narbone or head upstairs to the second-floor food court.


6 Getting into the Uffizi can be tough, even with reservations. The Museo Nazionale del Bargello is a tranquil alternative. There are far fewer visitors here, and you can admire sculptures by Michelangelo and Donatello nearly alone.


7 Walk to Basilica di Santa Croce nearby, where Michelangelo is buried. Afterward, stop for an espresso break or find a gelateria and take your cone for a tour without consulting a map. The best discoveries are serendipitous, and Florence’s side streets are a destination unto themselves.


8 Join the evening procession of locals down Borgo la Croce and begin browsing the menus along the way. Choose a restaurant with outdoor seating and order a Florentine T-bone cooked to perfection.


FLORENCE ON DAY 2


Spend day two exploring the less-crowded Oltrarno on the southern side of the Arno River.


1 Head up the hillside to Basilica San Miniato al Monte along the grassy path and under the pine groves. You’ll discover the city’s bucolic side and get a great view across the Arno River.


2 After exploring the ancient basilica and paying homage to the author of Pinocchio buried in the adjacent cemetery, head back down and follow the medieval walls toward Forte Belvedere and the Boboli gardens, overlooking the city.


3 Keep walking until you reach Palazzo Pitti. It includes several museums and could take all day to visit, so you’re better off focusing on just one like the Royal Apartments rather than rushing through them all.


4 The streets nearby are full of workshops and craftspeople creating one-of-a-kind souvenirs. Il Papiro is the place to purchase marbled paper and learn how it is made.


5 Whenever you’re hungry walk down Borgo San Frediano. There are dozens of appetizing eateries along this popular street but the most typical option is Il Trippaio di San Frediano, where you can sit at an outdoor counter and sample tripe or beef sandwiches.


6 After lunch, head around the corner to the Cappella Brancacci, where you’ll see Adam and Eve before and after eating the apple. (The audioguide provides all the background you need on this famous fresco.)


7 Take an aperitivo break with a Negroni cocktail from any of the bars lining Piazza Santo Spirito.


8 Disappear into the side streets of the Oltrarno for dinner. Sample local specialties like pappa al pomodoro or bistecca al Fiorentina accompanied by a carafe of house wine. Choose a trattoria with outdoor tables like Osteria Antica Mescita and observe Florentine street life while you eat.


FLORENCE LIKE A LOCAL


Florentines have been to the Duomo and the Uffizi by the time they’ve finished elementary school and spend their days very differently than visitors do. If you want to live like them, you have to forget about monuments and museums and start to think about simple pleasures like lunch and relaxation.


1 Start with an espresso at Caffe degli Artigiani, a no-thrills Oltrarno neighborhood bar where you can make some small talk with the bartender. Buon giorno (good morning), tutto bene? (everything ok?), and bella giornata (nice day) will all do.


2 Walk out of the little square and follow Via Toscanella toward Piazza Santo Spirito. Even though you saw it yesterday, it’s worth a morning visit to observe the outdoor market and grab a newspaper or magazine from the newsstand on the corner. Sit down on a bench to read or watch the action in the square.


3 Around the corner, browse for leather at DV Bags or womens wear at Hello Wonderful. These neighborhood shops are perfect for watching designers in action and discovering where Florentines get their style.


4 When you’re hungry, cross the Arno and get in line at All’Antico Vinaio. Order one of their famous €5 schiacciata sandwiches at the counter.


5 After lunch, head over to the nearby Loggia Lanzi, where you can sit on the steps and listen to the musicians playing nearby.


6 Visit the loggia in the Giardino Bardini gardens for another coffee or get aperitivo hour started with a Negroni or spritz from the bar.


7 Have dinner al fresco at La Beppa Fioraia.


8 If you have the energy, head over to FLO for a nightcap.


Sights


Florence’s three most popular sights (Galleria dell’Accademia, Duomo, and Uffizi) are nearly always inundated with visitors. To avoid long lines, make advance reservations, or consider a Firenzecard. There’s a lot more to Florence, however, and many other wonderful museums, monuments, and gardens are surprisingly empty. Make it a point to seek these out if you have the time and energy.


Museum staff all have passed rigorous state exams and are passionate and knowledgeable about where they work. Don’t hesitate to ask questions even if you don’t speak Italian. You can also learn a lot from the audio and app guides available at many sights. These are inexpensive, easy to use, and very informative, especially if you didn’t attend (or don’t remember) catechism and are unversed in the Old and New Testaments.


DUOMO AND AROUND


Piazza del Duomo is the religious heart of Florence and home to the Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore, Cupola di Brunelleschi, Campanile di Giotto, Battistero, Cripta, and Museo dell’Opera. Visiting requires patience and stamina. Those determined to do it all may want to start with the Battistero, which opens the earliest and is the oldest of the bunch. You can then continue to the top of the dome before going inside the Cattedrale (also called the Duomo) and exploring the Cripta. The bell tower is open the latest. You can end a visit there or at the Museo dell’Opera, which was completely renovated in 2015 and is vital for understanding how Brunelleschi constructed the cupola. It also contains many works of art that have been removed from the other buildings for safekeeping. The Cupola and Campanile involve climbing hundreds of steps. You may want to choose one or the other, as the views from the top are fairly similar.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S DUOMO



(Santa Maria del Fiore)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza del Duomo, Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Sun. 1:30pm-4:45pm, free


Florence was undergoing significant change at the end of the 13th century. The churches of Santa Maria Novella and Santa Croce were completed, an outer ring wall protecting the city was erected, and the newly built Palazzo Vecchio towered over the center. The ancient cathedral in Piazza del Duomo, however, was decrepit in comparison, and leading citizens decided to build a bigger and better cathedral to express Florence’s new ambitions.
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the Duomo, also known as Santa Maria del Fiore





Work began on Santa Maria del Fiore, or Duomo for short, in 1296 and took nearly six hundred years to complete. Today, many consider the Duomo the finest church in Italy. The cupola, or dome, may look like a simple matter of bricks, but it presented a huge dilemma, as the traditional methods of construction would not work for a dome this size. In 1417, self-taught architect Filippo Brunelleschi won a competition to design the dome. His ingenious design, which relied on a double shell and eight ribs bound together by horizontal rings—without scaffolding—led to the completion of the dome in a mere 16 years and transformed architecture forever. It can be seen from nearly everywhere in the city and far beyond. The cathedral itself is spectacular at night, when floodlights illuminate the decorative carvings and sculptures that aren’t always visible during the day.


Inside, the Duomo appears even bigger, and can easily hold 3,000 worshippers. The nave is 148 feet (45 meters) high and over a football field and a half long. The interior is austere, reflecting the Renaissance preference for geometrical harmony over decoration. The dome reveals itself as you approach the altar. Standing underneath, you can feel its immensity. The 38,750 square miles (3,600 square meters) of frescoes illustrating the Universal Judgment seem to lead toward the heavens.


The Cripta (Mon.-Sat. 10am-5pm, Duomo Card €18 or Firenzecard) is down a set of marble stairs on the south side of the cathedral. This crypt is the oldest part of the church, with some walls dating back to the city’s Roman origins. Mosaic floors are still intact and embedded with the Latin names of the individuals who financed construction. There are also many gravestones, including the tomb of Brunelleschi. The vast, well-lit complex is an incredible sight and one of Florence’s unique spots.


One-hour tours (Mon.-Sat., 10:30am-11:30pm, €30) of the Duomo and rooftop terrace are available daily except Sundays from 10:30am to 11:30am. Vespers and Gregorian chants are sung on Sundays at 10:30am and 5:15pm. Around the corner is the dusty workshop (Via dello Studio 3) dedicated to maintaining the hundreds of carvings and sculptures inside and outside the church. You can have a glimpse of the modern stonemasons carrying on ancient traditions or take the 90-minute craft tour (www.museumflorence.com, Mon., Wed., Fri. noon-1:30pm, €30) to learn how medieval tools are still used to keep the past in perfect condition. Both tours are conducted in English, must be booked online, and include entry to the dome, bell tower, and museum.


Climbing the Cupola


Climbing to the Cupola (Mon.-Sat. 8:30am-7pm, Sun. 1pm-4pm, Duomo Card €18 or Firenzecard) is one of the most popular activities in Florence, though it’s a much harder climb than either the campanile or Palazzo Vecchio, with fewer places to rest. The payoff includes a close-up view of the mosaics inside the cupola, plus one of the best views of Florence from the outdoor terrace.


The entrance to the cupola is on the northern side of the Duomo and there’s a long line most of the day. The climb starts with a set of tightly winding spiral staircases followed by a flat section. From here, a narrow staircase winds between the inner and outer shells that make up the dome. This method of construction, conceived by Brunellesci, is considered a great engineering innovation. It takes about twelve minutes without stopping to climb all 463 steps, and if you haven’t exercised in a while you’ll feel it. The reward is a 360 view over Florence. There are benches and four sets of strategically placed binoculars (€1) for getting a close-up of the city and hillsides.


Be careful going down: Falls are frequent, and the descent may make you dizzy. Hold on to the handrails and if you’re taller than the Renaissance average keep your head down to avoid bumping it. Near the exit is a display of wooden tools used to build the cupola and a touch-screen kiosk where visitors can leave their digital autograph.


Remember to book your visit to the Cupola in advance. You can do that online when you buy the Duomo Card or at the ticket office. Reservations are scheduled for 30-minute time slots and it’s wise to show up ten minutes early. Once you’re in line make sure the people in front of you have reserved the same slot and if they haven’t, politely move ahead to the right group.


CAMPANILE


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


The Campanile (Piazza del Duomo, daily 8:15am-7pm, Duomo Card €18 or Firenzecard) is one of the unique features of the Florentine skyline and arguably the most beautiful bell tower in Italy. It’s also one of the only towers not directly connected to a church, which was partly due to the independent nature of Florence during the Renaissance. Getting to the top is easier than ascending the cupola, and there’s often a line of tourists ready to climb its 414 steps.
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Campanile





The tower measures 279 feet (85 meters) in height and is only 50 feet (15 meters) wide. It’s also called Giotto’s Tower in reference to the artist who initiated work on it in 1337. He died three years later, and it was up to Andrea Pisano and Francesco Talenti to complete the job. They fitted the tower with its polychrome marble similar to the Duomo and added scores of sculptures illustrating the Old Testament and the Redemption of Man. Many pieces have been moved to the Museo dell’Opera to avoid damage by the elements. Completed in 1359, the Campanile remains one of the finest examples of Gothic architecture in the city.


The best chance of finding fewer visitors is when it opens or an hour before closing. This is one of the most accessible climbs in Florence and there are several intermediary platforms to rest and admire increasingly better views of the Duomo and city. Passageways are less hazardous than the cupola but visitors going up and down must squeeze by each other, making the journey occasionally tricky. Protective fencing surrounds the upper terrace and there are two sets of binoculars (€1) for a close-up look at the city. The Campanile is a working bell tower and rings throughout the day.


BAPTISTERY


(Battistero)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Piazza del Duomo, Mon.-Fri. 8:15am-10:15am and 11:15am-6:30pm, Sat. 8:15am-6:30pm, Sun. 8:15am-10:15am and 11:15am-7:30pm, Duomo Card €18 or Firenzecard


The green-and-white marble Battistero was built around the 6th or 7th century. This is where citizens were baptized, and it was one of the most revered buildings in Florence. Making it look good was a matter of civic as well as religious pride. The original wooden doors were eventually replaced with bronze doors that have been a major attraction ever since.
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Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Baptistery doors





Andrea Pisano cast the first of the three sets of doors, which now face south, in 1336, and recount the life of John the Baptist. Lorenzo Ghiberti won the competition to design the next set of doors, and spent 21 years working on them. The project would cost millions in today’s currency. His doors are located on the north entrance of the baptistery and tell the life of Christ in 28 panels read from left to right starting at the bottom.


The city liked the result so much they commissioned Ghiberti to create a third set. This one took him 27 years to complete and became known as the Porta del Paradiso, or Gates of Paradise, a dazzling achievement that marked the beginning of the Renaissance. The Gates of Paradise were severely damaged during flooding in 1966 and underwent restoration that was completed in 2012. During their absence, a replica—a great work in its own right—was created and has remained at the Battistero. The original set is now on display inside Museo dell’Opera del Duomo. If you’re interested in understanding the significance behind each panel of the Gates of Paradise, download the app (€3) from the baptistery website.


The Baptistery is the oldest of the five monuments on the Duomo tour and the one to start with if you prefer doing things chronologically. Inside there’s a lot to look at, including the gold mosaic ceiling depicting the Last Judgment and hypnotically intricate floor tilings. Both are original and were created at the dawn of the Renaissance when craftsmen began expanding the possibilities of art and architecture. You’ll also find the only pope buried in Florence, John XXIII. Donatello and Michelozzo built the tomb, and the Latin epitaph ruffled a few feathers back in Rome. There are several rows of wooden benches on one side of the octagon-shaped building where mass is said and visitors sit to admire the surroundings. Lines vary throughout the day from long to nearly none and several sections have been undergoing restoration since 2018.


DUOMO MUSEUM


(Museo dell’Opera)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via della Canonica 1, tel. 055/230-2885, Mon.-Sat. 9am-7pm, Sun. 9am-1:30pm, Duomo Card €18 or Firenzecard


The Museo dell’Opera, located directly behind the Duomo, is essential for understanding how the cathedral was built and is an excellent place to start or finish a visit to the area. Throughout construction of the adjacent monuments it was used as a repository and workplace. It’s where Brunelleschi confronted the day-to-day challenges of building the cupola and contains the large wooden model he used as a basis for construction. It’s also where Michelangelo sculpted David and has a terrace with a great view of the Duomo.


Once the cathedral was completed the building was transformed into a museum focused entirely on preservation and the safekeeping of over 750 works of art. It reopened in 2015 and now covers 64,583 square feet (6,000 square meters) over three floors. Exhibits include many of the original relics and artwork from the baptistery, cathedral, crypt, and bell tower. The Gates of Paradise, the famed doors Ghiberti created for the Battistero, have a befitting place behind an immense glass case.


Once you’re clear follow the suggested itinerary projected onto the floor or use the museum map. The first stop is an enormous hall housing the baptistery doors along with sculptures by Donatello and Arnoldo di Cambio. Many of these are set in their original positions on a faux cathedral façade that lines one side of the enormous space.


Around the corner stands one of Florence’s greatest treasures: Michelangelo sculpted several versions of La Pieta over his lifetime and although this one is not as famous as the work he created in Rome, it is noteworthy because of the artist’s self-portrait in the scene, which was intended for his tombstone. Unfortunately the marble was of poor quality, which explains why Jesus is missing a leg, and Michelangelo destroyed parts of the unfinished work in anger. The sculpture survived thanks to his devoted assistants and still ranks among Michelango’s best.


There are more interesting artifacts on the upper floors and a sunny roof terrace with benches from which to gaze upon the Duomo. It’s a good angle to notice that the decoration of the base supporting the dome is unfinished. There are two explanations, both of which may be true. The first is that the elaborate balcony was simply too heavy to be completed and the second that Michelangelo, who was not chosen for the job, ridiculed the work one day by comparing it to a cricket’s cage (gabbia di grillo), which is what it is still called today.


Construction didn’t always go well and the circular marble plaque in the street outside marks the spot where the first gold ball crowning the Duomo fell. There’s a nice gift shop on the ground floor with a variety of unique gifts, the majority of which are made in Italy, and a café at the museum entrance.


ORSANMICHELE CHURCH


(Chiesa Orsanmichele)


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via dell’Arte della Lana, tel. 055/238-8606, daily 10am-5pm, free


Chiesa Orsanmichele is a massive three-story church palazzo that looks more like a wealthy merchant’s house than a place of worship. It began as a grain warehouse and the ground floor was later transformed into a church after sightings of the Virgin Mary. The site was destroyed and rebuilt several times, and in 1336 the city decided to erect a building that would serve both religious and civic functions. The ground floor became a place to worship the Virgin Mary, while the upper floors were set aside for grain storage.


The government encouraged the guilds to decorate the exterior of the building, which occupied a place of special prominence between the Duomo and Palazzo Vecchio. Fourteen niches were created along the north and south sides. Over decades, these were filled with sculptures that led to an artistic evolution that fueled the Renaissance. No two niches are the same, and competition between the guilds meant that the most talented artists in the city were commissioned to contribute.


Donatello created two of the finest statues. The Guild of Armor and Sword Makers hired him to represent San Giorgio, while the linen workers requested a portrait of San Marco. The resulting sculptures mark a rediscovery of classical forms of beauty. The statues have been replaced with copies that still have a powerful presence, while Donatello’s San Giorgio now resides in the Museo Bargello.


The church on the ground floor is devoted to the Virgin Mary and dominated by Andrea Orcagna’s tabernacle. He spent 10 years perfecting his marble bas-relief of The Death of the Virgin and Assumption. On the opposite wall is Bernardo Daddi’s Virgin and Child, in which baby Jesus tenderly touches his mother’s cheek while angels look on. The museum (Mon. 10am-5pm) is accessed from here. Inside, you can view many of the original sculptures that appeared in the niches around the outside of the church.


PALAZZO DAVANZATI


MOON MAP      GOOGLE MAP


Via Porta Rossa 13, tel. 055/238-8610, Mon.-Fri. 8:15am-1:50pm and Sat.-Sun. 1:15pm-6:30pm, €6 or Firenzecard


To get an idea of how wealthy medieval Florentines lived, visit Palazzo Davanzati. The Davanzati were a family of lace merchants who ran their business on the first floor (where a small gift shop and ticket desk are now located) and lived on the upper floors. The difference between medieval and Renaissance-era palazzi is evident from the greater height of the building and its cramped courtyard and wooden staircase, which is humble by Medici standards. They did, however, have an internal well, good plumbing, and en suite bathrooms that can be seen as you tour the well-preserved living quarters refurbished with period antiques. The third and fourth floors where the second banquet hall, kitchen, and medieval graffiti are located are accessible by tour only at 10am, 11am, and noon for a maximum of 25 visitors.
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