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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Tap on Maps and/or Google Maps buttons to navigate to maps within and outside the ebook.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.


•  For walks and tours with audio, tap the audio icon or buttons to activate the audio.
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Introduction


Map: Florence


About this Book


Florence by Neighborhood


Planning Your Time


Florence at a Glance


When to Go


Before You Go


Florence is Europe’s cultural capital. As the home of the Renaissance and birthplace of the modern world, Florence practiced the art of civilized living back when the rest of Europe was rural and crude.


Florence is geographically small, with more artistic masterpieces per square mile than anywhere 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.


Today’s Florence bustles with a youthful vibe coursing through its narrow Renaissance lanes. You’ll encounter children licking gelato, students riding Vespas, artisans sipping Chianti, and supermodels wearing Gucci—many of the very things you came to Italy to see.



[image: image]




About This Book



Rick Steves Pocket Florence is a personal tour guide...in your pocket. The core of the book is five self-guided walks and tours that zero in on Florence’s greatest sights and experiences.


My Renaissance Walk leads you through the historic core—a great introduction to the town’s layout, history, and major sights. The Accademia Gallery Tour stars Michelangelo’s 17-foot-tall colossus David...’nuff said? The Uffizi Gallery Tour presents the world’s greatest collection of Italian painting. And at the Bargello and Duomo museums, you’ll see some of the world’s best sculpture.


The rest of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice on how to save money, use public transportation, and avoid lines at the busiest sights. You’ll also get recommendations on hotels, restaurants, and activities.


Florence by Neighborhood


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, and everything mentioned here is within about a 30-minute walk of the Duomo. Here’s a neighborhood-by-neighborhood rundown of the city:


Historic Core: The Duomo is the visual, geographical, and historical center of Florence. A 10-minute walk away is the Palazzo Vecchio (City Hall). Connecting these two landmarks is the north-south pedestrian thoroughfare Via dei Calzaiuoli. This central axis is the spine for Florentine sightseeing and the route of my self-guided Renaissance Walk.


Accademia/San Lorenzo: The area north of the Duomo includes the Accademia, the Museum of San Marco, and the Basilica of San Lorenzo with its Medici Chapels. You’ll also find the vendor stalls of San Lorenzo Market and the lively Mercato Centrale.




[image: image]

In Florence, art is all around you.
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The Duomo—breathtaking from every angle








Train Station/Santa Maria Novella: This area is somewhat urban and dreary, but has inexpensive hotels and characteristic eateries.


Santa Croce: This neighborhood includes the Church of Santa Croce and the Bargello sculpture museum. The area stretching north and west from Santa Croce is increasingly authentic and workaday, offering a glimpse at untouristy Florence.


Oltrarno: Literally the “Other Side of the Arno River,” this neighborhood starts just across Ponte Vecchio and stretches south to the giant Pitti Palace and surrounding gardens (Boboli and Bardini). In addition to artisan workshops, you’ll also find the Piazza di Santo Spirito (with its namesake church), the lavishly frescoed Brancacci Chapel, and Piazzale Michelangelo—Florence’s most popular viewpoint.


Planning Your Time


The following day plans give an idea of how much an organized, motivated, and caffeinated person can see. Plan your sightseeing carefully to avoid lines and work around closed days. Even if you only have one day, you can see the biggies in a 12-hour sightseeing blitz. But let’s assume you have at least three days.


Day 1: See the Accademia (David)—reserve in advance. Visit the nearby Museum of San Marco (Fra Angelico), then head to the Medici Chapels (Michelangelo) or explore the San Lorenzo Market area. After lunch, visit the Duomo interior, and consider climbing the dome (reservation required) or Campanile. In the cool of the evening, take my Renaissance Walk. End with dinner in the old center.


Day 2: Start with the Bargello (great statues), then the Duomo Museum or Galileo Science Museum. After lunch, hit the markets, shop, wander, or do more museum-going. In the late afternoon, see the Uffizi Gallery’s unforgettable paintings—reserve well in advance. Then stroll to the Arno, and cross to the Oltrarno for dinner.


Day 3: Tour the Church of Santa Maria Novella, then take some time to shop and wander. After lunch, visit the Pitti Palace and gardens, or sightsee any leftovers from the first two days. Later, tour Palazzo Vecchio or take a taxi or bus to Piazzale Michelangelo for city views and the San Miniato Church. Walk back into town for dinner. With more days, you could fit in a day trip to Siena, Pisa, Lucca, or a Tuscan hill town.




Florence at a Glance


▲▲▲Renaissance Walk Stroll through Florence’s historic core, passing the iconic Duomo and its dome, the Campanile, Ghiberti’s groundbreaking Baptistery doors, and ending at the atmospheric Ponte Vecchio. [image: image]


▲▲▲Duomo Museum Cathedral museum with the finest in Florentine sculpture. Hours: Daily 8:30-19:00, closed first Tue of each month.


▲▲▲Accademia Michelangelo’s David and powerful (unfinished) Slaves. Reserve ahead. Hours: Tue-Sun 8:15-19:00, closed Mon, may stay open later in peak season. [image: image]


▲▲▲Uffizi Gallery Greatest collection of Italian paintings anywhere. Reserve well in advance. Hours: Tue-Sun 8:15-18:30, closed Mon; may stay open later on Tue and in peak season. [image: image]


▲▲▲Bargello Underappreciated sculpture museum (Michelangelo, Donatello, Medici treasures). Hours: Wed-Mon 8:15-13:50, closed Tue; may close on second and fourth Sun of each month. [image: image]


▲▲▲Pitti Palace Several museums in lavish palace plus sprawling Boboli and Bardini Gardens. Hours: Most sights open Tue-Sun 8:15-18:50, closed Mon; gardens and Porcelain Museum open daily 8:15-18:30, until 19:00 in summer and 16:30 in winter; closed first and last Mon of each month.


▲▲Duomo Gothic cathedral with colorful facade and the first dome built since ancient Roman times. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:15-15:45, closed Sun.


▲▲Museum of San Marco Best collection anywhere of artwork by the early-Renaissance master Fra Angelico. Hours: Mon-Sat 8:15-13:50, also open second and fourth Sun each month (same hours); closed second and fourth Mon (after each open Sun). [image: image]


▲▲Medici Chapels Tombs of Florence’s great ruling family, designed and carved by Michelangelo. Hours: Wed-Mon 8:15-18:50, closed Tue.


▲▲Palazzo Vecchio Fortified palace, once the home of the Medici family, wallpapered with history. Hours: Museum open daily 9:00-19:00 except Thu until 14:00; shorter hours off-season; shorter hours for tower.


▲▲Galileo Science Museum Fascinating old clocks, telescopes, maps, and one of Galileo’s fingers. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:00 except Tue until 13:00.


▲▲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 12:30-17:45.


▲▲Church of Santa Maria Novella Thirteenth-century Dominican church with Masaccio’s famous 3-D painting. Hours: Mon-Thu and Sat 9:00-17:30, Fri from 11:00, Sun from 13:00 (July-Sept from 12:00).


▲▲Brancacci Chapel Works of Masaccio, early-Renaissance master who reinvented perspective. Hours: Mon and Wed-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun from 13:00, closed Tue.


▲▲San Miniato Church Sumptuous Renaissance chapel and sacristy showing scenes of St. Benedict. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-13:00 & 15:00-19:00, Sun from 8:15, closed sporadically for special occasions.


▲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 8:15-18:45, Sat until 16:30, Sun 12:45-16:30.


▲Campanile Bell tower with views similar to Duomo’s, 50 fewer steps, and shorter lines. Hours: Daily 8:15-18:45.


▲Baptistery Bronze doors fit to be the gates of paradise. Hours: Doors always viewable; interior open daily 8:30-19:30.


▲Medici-Riccardi Palace Lorenzo the Magnificent’s home, with fine art, frescoed ceilings, and Gozzoli’s lovely Chapel of the Magi. Hours: Thu-Tue 9:00-19:00, closed Wed.


▲Ponte Vecchio Famous bridge lined with gold and silver shops.


▲Piazzale Michelangelo Hilltop square with stunning view of Duomo and Florence, with San Miniato Church just uphill.







Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes an audio tour of my Renaissance Walk and tours of the Accademia, Uffizi Gallery, Bargello, and Museum of San Marco (look for the [image: image]) and many interviews relating to Italy from my public radio show. Scan the QR code on the inside front cover to find it in your app store or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.


[image: image]


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.


[image: image]





When to Go


Florence’s busiest and most expensive months are April-June and September-October. The most grueling thing about peak-season travel in Florence 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. August is vacation time for Italians, with cities emptying out for a week before and two weeks after the August 15 Ferragosto holiday (marking the Assumption of Mary). Hotels consider this period low season.


In April and October, you’ll generally need a sweater or light jacket in the evening. 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.



Before You Go



You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it (allow about eight weeks). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov. US and Canadian citizens may need to register online with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS) before entering Italy and other Schengen Zone countries (quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias). If your travel plans include the United Kingdom, you’ll need an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA, www.gov.uk/visas-immigration).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your transportation options. If traveling beyond Florence, research train reservations, rail passes, and car rentals.


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. Consider reservations mandatory and book at least a month in advance for the Uffizi Gallery and the Duomo’s dome climb, and two months ahead for the Accademia. Some sights also offer combo-tickets that can save you time and money.




[image: image]


Smart travelers book rooms well in advance of their trip.





Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Don’t bring euros from home; you can withdraw them from ATMs in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or plan to rely on Wi-Fi. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in Practicalities as a guide.


Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely).


If it’s hot, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later. Use sunscreen and hydrate. Do what you can to avoid long lines in the sun.


Be sure to schedule in slack time for picnics, laundry, people-watching, leisurely dinners, shopping, and recharging your touristic batteries. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences and the hospitality of the Italian people.


Stroll the back streets to find the perfect wine bar, explore the bohemian Oltrarno neighborhood and glimpse artisans at work, or join the evening passeggiata with a gelato. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Florentines.


Happy travels! Buon viaggio!
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Renaissance Walk


From the Duomo to the Arno River


ORIENTATION


THE WALK BEGINS


Overview


Map: Renaissance Walk


The Florentine Renaissance


1 The Duomo


2 Campanile (Giotto’s Tower)


3 View of Brunelleschi’s Dome


Baptistery and Ghiberti’s Bronze Doors


4 North Doors


5 East Doors


Map: Ghiberti’s “Gates of Paradise”


6 Via dei Calzaiuoli


7 Piazza della Repubblica


8 Orsanmichele Church


9 Piazza della Signoria


10 Loggia dei Lanzi


11 Savonarola Plaque


12 Uffizi Courtyard Statues


13 Arno River


14 Ponte Vecchio


After centuries of labor, Florence gave birth to the Renaissance. We’ll start with the soaring church dome that stands as the proud symbol of the Renaissance spirit. Just opposite, you’ll find the Baptistery doors that opened the Renaissance. Finally, we’ll reach Florence’s political center, dotted with monuments of that proud time. As great and rich as this city is, it’s easily covered on foot. This walk is less than a mile long, and while many of the crowded and commercial streets of Florence have the elegance of an amusement park, you’ll still find inspiration—if you know where to look.


This walk gives an overview of the top sights in Florence—if visiting any of them in depth, [image: image] see the Sights chapter for more specifics.



ORIENTATION



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Length of This Walk: Allow two hours, including a visit to the interior of the Baptistery.


Getting into Duomo Sights: You can take this walk without entering any sights, and it’s free to enter the Duomo. The Duomo’s related sights (the Baptistery, dome, Campanile, Duomo Museum, and Santa Reparata crypt) are covered by three different passes, valid for three days (see here). Book these passes online at https://duomo.firenze.it (you’ll need to create an account) or visit the main ticket office, facing the Campanile entrance (at #14). There’s also a ticket office opposite the Baptistery at #7.


Duomo (Cathedral): Free but long lines, consider a Duomo complex pass which includes a shortcut to the Duomo interior through the crypt-side entrance (see here); open Mon-Sat 10:15-15:45, closed Sun. A modest dress code is enforced.


Campanile (Giotto’s Tower): Covered by Duomo’s Giotto and Brunelleschi passes, daily 8:15-18:45, 414 steps.


Climbing the Dome: Covered by Duomo’s Brunelleschi Pass, must reserve dome-climb entry at time of purchase (see here), Mon-Fri 8:15-18:45, Sat until 16:30, Sun 12:45-16:30, 463 steps.


Baptistery: Covered by all three Duomo passes, interior open daily 8:30-19:30. The facsimiles of the famous Gates of Paradise bronze doors on the exterior are always viewable (and free); the original panels are in the Duomo Museum. The Baptistery’s mosaic ceiling is covered for restoration until 2029 (guided tours take visitors up the scaffolding to see the ceiling up close—see here).
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Orsanmichele Church: €8, includes museum; Wed-Mon 8:30-18:30 except Sun until 13:30 (church closes at 12:00), closed Tue.


Palazzo Vecchio: Michelozzo courtyard-free, museum and tower climb-€12.50 each; museum open daily 9:00-19:00 except Thu until 14:00; tower open Mon-Fri 9:00-17:00 except Thu until 14:00, closed Sat-Sun and in bad weather.


Tours: [image: image] Download my free Renaissance Walk audio tour.


Services: Pay WCs are at the ticket office opposite the Baptistery.


Eating: You’ll find plenty of cafés, self-service cafeterias, bars, and gelato shops along the route, including several recommended eateries (see the Eating chapter).


Starring: Brunelleschi’s dome, Ghiberti’s doors, and the city of Florence—old and new.


THE WALK BEGINS


Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume





Overview    MAP



The Duomo, the cathedral with the distinctive red dome, is the center of Florence and the orientation point for this walk. If you ever get lost, home’s the dome. We’ll start here, see several sights in the area, and then stroll down the city’s pedestrian-only main street to the Palazzo Vecchio and the Arno River. Consider prefacing this walk with a visit to the ultimate Renaissance Man: Michelangelo’s David (see the next chapter).


Stroll around the piazza in front of the Duomo and take in the sights. There’s the cathedral itself, with its ornate white, green, and pink facade. The Duomo is topped with a soaring red-and-white dome—though from close up, it’s hard to even see the dome because the church itself is so big. To the right of the Duomo rises its skyscraping bell tower (the Campanile) with its Renaissance statues. Facing the church facade is the Baptistery, an octagonal, green-and-white stone building that’s bigger than many churches.


The piazza is always buzzing with activity—tourists, horse buggies, and Florentines on their way to somewhere else—as this is one of the main intersections in town. Get a feel for the place, then let’s explore.


[image: image] Stand in front of the Duomo as you get your historical bearings.
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Renaissance Walk Map Key


1 The Duomo


2 Campanile


3 View of the Dome


4 Baptistery—North Doors


5 Baptistery—East Doors (Gates of Paradise)


6 Via de' Calzaiuoli


7 Piazza della Repubblica


8 Orsanmichele Church


9 Piazza della Signoria


10 Loggia dei Lanzi


11 Savonarola Plaque


12 Uffizi Courtyard Statues


13 Arno River


14 Ponte Vecchio






The Florentine Renaissance    MAP



In the 13th and 14th centuries, Florence was a powerful center of banking, trading, and textile manufacturing. The resulting wealth fertilized the cultural soil. Then came the Black Death in 1348. Nearly half the population died, but the infrastructure remained strong, and the city rebuilt better than ever. Led by Florence’s chief family—the art-crazy Medici—and propelled by the naturally aggressive and creative spirit of the Florentines, it’s no wonder that the long-awaited Renaissance finally took root here.


The Renaissance—the “rebirth” of Greek and Roman culture that swept across Europe—started around 1400 and lasted about 150 years. In politics, the Renaissance meant democracy; in science, a renewed interest in exploring nature. The general mood was optimistic and “humanistic,” with a confidence in the power of the individual.


In medieval times, poverty and ignorance had made life “nasty, brutish, and short” (for lack of a better cliché). The Church was the people’s opiate, and their lives were only a preparation for a happier time in heaven after leaving this miserable vale of tears.


Medieval art was the Church’s servant. The noblest art form was architecture—churches themselves—and other arts were considered most worthwhile if they embellished the house of God. Painting and sculpture were narrative and symbolic, designed to tell Bible stories to the devout and illiterate masses.


As prosperity rose in Florence, so did people’s confidence in life and themselves. Middle-class craftsmen, merchants, and bankers felt they could control their own destinies, rather than be at the whim of nature. They found much in common with the ancient Greeks and Romans, who valued logic and reason above superstition and blind faith.




[image: image]

Brunelleschi’s dome atop the medieval Duomo







[image: image]

The Duomo facade—glorious or gaudy?








Renaissance art was a return to the realism and balance of Greek and Roman sculpture and architecture. Domes and round arches replaced Gothic spires and pointed arches. In painting and sculpture, Renaissance artists strove for realism. Merging art and science, they used mathematics, the laws of perspective, and direct observation of nature.


Artists saw themselves as an extension of God’s creative powers. The Church even supported the Renaissance and commissioned many of its greatest works—for instance, Raphael frescoed images of Plato and Aristotle on the walls of the Vatican. But for the first time in Europe since Roman times, there were rich laymen who wanted art simply for art’s sake.


After 1,000 years of waiting, the embers of Europe’s classical heritage burst into flames right here in Florence.



1 The Duomo    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Florence’s massive cathedral is the city’s geographical and spiritual heart. Its dome, visible from all over the city, inspired Florentines to do great things. (Most recently, it inspired the city to make the area around the cathedral delightfully traffic-free.)


Church construction began in 1296 in the Gothic style. After generations of work, it was still unfinished. The facade was little more than bare brick, and it stood that way until it was completed in 1870 in the “Neo”-Gothic style. Its “retro” look captures the feel of the original medieval facade, with green, white, and pink marble sheets that cover the brick construction. You’ll see Gothic (pointed) arches and three stories decorated with mosaics and statues. This over-the-top facade is adored by many, while others call it “the cathedral in pajamas.” The Duomo is dedicated to the Virgin Mary. Find her statue right in the center—above the main doorway but below the round window.


We won’t go inside the church on this tour. The interior is cavernous and bare, with a few noteworthy sights. For my brief self-guided tour of the interior, see here.


[image: image] Now turn to the church’s bell tower, to the right.



2 Campanile (Giotto’s Tower)    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Construction of the 270-foot bell tower began in the 1300s by the great painter Giotto. As a forerunner of the Renaissance genius, Giotto excelled in many artistic fields, just as Michelangelo would do two centuries later. In his day, Giotto was called the ugliest man to ever walk the streets of Florence, but he designed what many call the most beautiful bell tower in all of Europe.


The bell tower served as a sculpture gallery for Renaissance artists. Find the four statues of prophets (about a third of the way up) done by the great early-Renaissance sculptor, Donatello. The most striking is bald-headed Habbakuk. At the lowest level are several hexagonal panels that ring the Campanile. These reliefs depict Bible scenes: God Creates Adam, then Eve, and they set to work. Then Jabal learns to till the soil while Jubal blows his horn...as if celebrating the cultural evolution of humanity. It was early Renaissance, heralding a new humanistic approach to God and the idea that the best way to glorify God was to use your God-given talents. The realism of these groundbreaking works paved the way for Michelangelo and the High Renaissance generations later.


These are copies—the originals are at the excellent Duomo Museum, just behind the church. There you’ll find more statues from the Duomo, plus displays on the dome, Ghiberti’s bronze doors, and a late pietà by Michelangelo. ([image: image] See the Duomo Museum Tour.)


You can climb the Campanile for great views, but you’ll need a Giotto or Brunelleschi pass (see here for details).


[image: image] Now take in the Duomo’s star attraction: the dome. The best viewing spot (where you’ll see a bit of everything—the facade, the Campanile, and the dome) is just to the right of the facade, from the corner of the pedestrian-only Via dei Calzaiuoli.



3 View of Brunelleschi’s Dome    MAP



The dome rises 330 feet from ground level. It’s made of red brick, held together with eight white ribs, and capped with a lantern.


Though construction of the church began in 1296, by the 1400s there still was no suitable roof. City fathers intended to top the new church with a dome, but the technology to span the 140-foot-wide hole had yet to be invented. Non c’è problema. The brash Florentines knew that someday someone would come along who could handle the challenge. That man was Filippo Brunelleschi.


Brunelleschi had a plan. He would cap the church’s octagonal hole-in-the-roof with a round Roman-style dome. It would be a tall, self-supporting dome as grand as that of the ancient Pantheon—which he had studied.


Brunelleschi used a dome within a dome. What you see is the outer shell, covered in terra-cotta tile. The inner dome is thicker and provides much of the structural support. The grand white skeletal ribs connect at the top, supporting each other in a way similar to a pointed arch. Hidden between the ribs are interlocking bricks, laid in a herringbone pattern. Rather than being stacked horizontally, like traditional brickwork, the alternating vertical bricks act as “bookends.” The dome grew upward like an igloo, supporting itself as it rose from the base. When the ribs reached the top, Brunelleschi arched them in and fixed them in place with a decorative, nonstructural architectural cherry on top—the lantern. His dome, built in only 16 years, was the largest since ancient Rome’s Pantheon.


When completed in 1436, Brunelleschi’s dome was the wonder of the age. It became the model for many domes to follow, from St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome to the US Capitol. People gave it the ultimate compliment, saying, “Not even the ancients could have done it.” Michelangelo, setting out to construct the dome of St. Peter’s in Rome, drew inspiration from the dome of Florence. He said, “I’ll make its sister...bigger, but not more beautiful.”


You can climb the dome for Florence’s best views, but it requires a reservation and the Duomo’s Brunelleschi pass (see here).


[image: image] Next up, the Baptistery. Step into the zone between the Duomo and the Baptistery that local tour guides call the “Piazza of Paradise.”





[image: image]



The Duomo’s 14th-century tower and 15th-century dome are both climbable—but you’ll need a pass.






Baptistery and Ghiberti’s Bronze Doors    MAP



Please note: to hear these audio tours, your device must support embedded audio.










Play Audio

Pause

Resume




Florence’s Baptistery is dear to the soul of the city. Built in the 11th century, atop Roman foundations, it’s one of Florence’s oldest surviving buildings—a thousand years old. In medieval and Renaissance times, the locals—eager to link themselves to the classical past—believed (wrongly) that this was an ancient Roman structure. And for a thousand years, most of the city’s festivals and parades have either started or ended here. Baptisms were held here regularly through the 19th century, and young children are still baptized here once a month.


The Baptistery is known for its doors. (Note that the doors on the Baptistery are copies. The originals are in the Duomo Museum and well worth seeing.)


Doors: Some say that these doors started the Renaissance. It was the year 1401, and Florence was holding a competition to find the best artist to make some doors for the Baptistery entrance (on the north side). Florence had a long tradition of strong civic spirit, with different guilds (powerful trade associations) and merchant groups embellishing their city with superb art. All the greats entered the contest, but 24-year-old Lorenzo Ghiberti won easily, beating out heavyweights such as Brunelleschi (who, after losing the Baptistery gig, went to Rome with Donatello, studied the Pantheon, and returned to build the Duomo’s dome).


For the next 25 years, Ghiberti worked on these 4 North Doors,    MAP creating such realistic figures that all of Florence was astounded. But that was just the beginning.


When the Baptistery needed another set of doors, this time there was literally no contest. Ghiberti’s bronze panels for the 5 East Doors    MAP (facing the church) added a whole new dimension to art—depth. Michelangelo said these doors were fit to be the “Gates of Paradise.” Here we see how the Renaissance masters merged art and science. Realism was in, and Renaissance artists used math, illusion, and dissection to create it.




[image: image]

Baptistery doors—the “Gates of Paradise”







[image: image]

Jacob and Esau—receding arches create 3-D.








[image: image]


In the Jacob and Esau panel (just above eye level on the left), the receding arches, floor tiles, and banisters create a background for a realistic scene. The figures in the foreground stand and move like real people, telling the Bible story with human details. Amazingly, this spacious, 3-D scene is made from bronze only a couple of inches deep.
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