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Florence was the jewel of the
Italian Renaissance and it
remains a city packed with
art and architecture. It hosts

works by some of the greatest artists
of the Renaissance: Michelangelo,
Donatello, Botticelli and more. It
was also the birthplace of the
modern financial system and had a
burgeoning economy that allowed
art and culture to flourish. 

The rise of the Medici bank
in the 15th century made that
Florentine family one of the
wealthiest in Europe. When Cosimo
“the Elder” took control of the
Italian state in 1434, the Medicis
began to sponsor culture and luxury
on a grand scale. Lavish weddings
and funerals meant that demand
grew for sumptuous clothes, belts
and ornaments. 

But by the end of the 15th
century, the Medici bank had
collapsed and the city was taken
over by the puritan Girolamo
Savonarola. Under his rule, it
became a republic.

Savonarola and his followers
carried out the “Bonfire of the
Vanities”. In 1497 they collected
trappings of wealth and luxury
(including mirrors, books, musical
instruments and cosmetics) and
burned them in the Piazza della
Signoria. Savonarola also imposed
strict sumptuary laws and a luxury
tax. But the luxury loving
Florentines quickly tired of him and
he was executed by burning in the
same square that year. 

It would be unfair to compare
new Italian Prime Minister Mario
Monte to Savonarola, or Silvio
Berlusconi to Cosimo the Elder.
But as Italy imposes new austerity
measures in a bid to bolster a
bruised economy, it’s worth
remembering how the emergence
of the banking system in Florence
affected the economy, and how this
in turn affected patronage of the
arts. It often feels like Florence was
not only the birthplace of banking
and Renaissance art and culture,
but of the concept of luxury itself.

Florence has long been the
epicentre of the luxury goods
market, and it shows no sign of
waning. Walk down Via Tornabuoni
and you pass a glittering array of
high-end boutiques, including
those of the city’s native brands of
Gucci, Prada and Ferragamo.
Historical context can be explored
in the Ferragamo and Gucci
museums, while in the cobbled
medieval side streets you’ll find

workshops full of artisans making
bespoke shoes, leather goods,
jewellery, mosaics and ceramics.

Leonardo Ferragamo is proud
of the work that goes on in the city.
He believes that the artisans have
weathered all the changes that
history has brought. The son of
Salvatore Ferragamo, who made
shoes for Hollywood stars such as
Judy Garland and Marilyn Monroe,
Leonardo says that the ties between
merchants and the arts are still as
strong as ever. 

“My father chose Florence in
1927. He chose it for its rich cultural
and human heritage. Florence was,
and still is, home to the best artisans
in the world,” he says.

“The company still operates out
of the Palazzo Spini Feroni, which
he bought for the family in 1938,”
Leonardo adds. “I live by Piazza de’
Pitti and I find the city an endless
source of inspiration. Every corner
hides something unique, and I
never tire of living here.” 

Ferragamo also runs luxury
Florentine hotels called the
Lungarno Hotels Collection. Each
one has its own identity and appeals
to a slightly different clientele.

“The hotels came in to the

business at random in the 1990s,”
Leonardo says. “We wanted to
contribute to our city by increasing
its hospitality offerings.” It fitted
nicely with the company’s fashion
business, he adds: “The hotel sector
has a lot in common with the
fashion experience. Design is very
important in the hotel trade, but it is
not just about furnishings. You also
have to design an atmosphere.”

Hotel Lungarno, on the south
bank of the Arno river, serves up
traditional luxury. The corridors are
adorned with the city’s largest
collection of contemporary art,
including works by Picasso. 
The Gallery Hotel has a younger,
trendier vibe, while the
Continentale has a roof terrace
overlooking the Ponte Vecchio – 
a more romantic setting. 

“I like to see the hotels as
appealing to the same customers at
different times in their lives,”
Leonardo explains. 

Ferragamo delivers luxury to a
global market. More than 80 per
cent of its business comes from
abroad, so it will be relatively
protected from the current crisis at
home. The same might not be true
for the city’s artisan craftsmen, who
are upholding a centuries-long
tradition in handmade items – the
same tradition that drew Salvatore
Ferragamo here in the 1920s. 

Many of these artisans are
crafting goods that can only be
bought in Florence. They rely on a
clientele that come through word-
of-mouth recommendations. Few
have websites and even fewer spend
money on marketing. The artisans
have survived many changes over
the years. But there is a feeling that
the global economic crisis may have
a big effect on their businesses. So if
you want to own some of their
beautiful hand-crafted goods, now
is the time to visit Florence. 

It’s still possible to see them
working in their open workshops
and commission bespoke items to
take home. But no one knows how
long this will last in the face of
economic adversity.

Take the Torrini family. The
Torrinis have been crafting jewellery
since 1369 and run a small shop
opposite the magnificent domed
cathedral. “My father was a real
artist,” says Francesca Torrini. “He
developed this unique finish using a
particular gold that has a very
distinctive colour. All our items are
handmade and we only sell in this
shop. But with the current financial

crisis, it is getting difficult to
maintain the business. Perhaps we
will have to reduce its size.”

The mood is more upbeat 
at the Scuola Del Cuoio, a leather
workshop in an annex of the
monastery behind the Santa Croce
church where some of the city’s
most illustrious historical figures 
are buried. 

Originally set up to provide a
livelihood for orphans that were
taken in by the Franciscan monks in
the aftermath of the second world
war, the workshop still operates as a
school. It has established a global
reputation as the place to buy fine
leather items.

Tommaso Melani Gori, the
grandson of one of the founders,
is not worried by events in the
financial world. In fact, he says, 
the demand for handmade goods 
is on the rise. 

“Over the past 24 months, we
had fewer customers,” he admits.
“But the customers we did have
spent more on single items. So the
demand for value is growing.”

Bags, coats, stationary items and
jewellery boxes are sold and crafted
in the atmospheric cloisters. Among
the celebrities who have climbed
the rickety stairs to choose the
colour of their ostrich leather or the
cut of their coat are James Stewart,
Cary Grant, Grace Kelly and Audrey
Hepburn. Not to mention kings and
queens, presidents and princes. 

“We don’t sell anywhere else,”
Tommaso says. “We are making
unique hand-crafted items. If they
were to receive an additional 
mark-up, they would become too

expensive for people to buy.”
Other skilled craftsmen can be

found throughout the city. You can
order made-to-measure shoes from
Mannina, hand-woven linen from
Tessilarte or a Florentine mosaic
table top from Le Pietre nell’Arte. 

But luxury in Florence isn’t
confined to shopping. This is also a
great city for eating and drinking. 

“If you talk about Florentine
cuisine, you have to consider the
steaks,” Ferragamo says. “My
favourite place to eat it is the
Trattoria Coco Lezzone, where I go
for long lunches. The trattoria is one
of the oldest places in town to serve
the Florentine steak and is still one
of the best.” Coco Lezzone is also a
favourite haunt of Roberto Benigni
and actress Monica Vitti. Prince
Charles has also been spotted there.

For special occasions,
Ferragamo recommends the
Cantinetta Antinori, a sophisticated
restaurant in the heart of the
historic centre occupying the
ground floor of the Palazzo Antinori.
“The Palazzo Antinori is one of the
best examples of Florentine
architecture of the mid-1400s. Here
you can order a wide range of
Tuscan specialities and taste them
along with Antinori’s fine wines.”

Ferragamo’s own restaurant, the
Borgo San Jacopo, is also
considered among the best in town. 

Looking out of the window while
sipping a glass of wine and perusing
a gourmet menu, it is hard to believe
that this city will ever lose its
penchant for the finer things in life.
It just does luxury so well. 
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