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Inspired by 
San Marco
Writing The Annunciation

My first visit to Florence in 2000 was a family trip during 
which, like most Americans traveling abroad, I clutched my 
Lonely Planet guide book with both hands, knowing we 
were in the city for just two days. With three children in tow, 
including one in diapers, it was hectic. The Uffizi, the Ponte 
Vecchio, the Accademia and piazzale Michelangelo: thinking 
back, my introduction to Florence was a colorful artistic 
blur—just enough to know I needed to return. And I did, 
eventually getting to know Florence well enough that I set 
a novel here.

by Ron TeachworthBOOKS

My next ‘visit’ to Florence was 
seeing Florentine artist Fra An-
gelico’s work at the Metropoli-

tan Museum of Art in New York City. A 
painter myself, I was impressed by the 
reverent treatment of his subjects and 
the technical sophistication in his paint-
ings. During several subsequent vis-
its to Florence, I visited the San Marco 
museum, home to many of his frescoes. 
Each time I was overwhelmed anew, 
particularly by The Annunciation, Fra 
Angelico’s most famous and enduring 
image. Indeed, it seemed to compel me 
to write a novel. 

In the process of doing research for 
the novel, I learned about the Piagnoni, 
a group of religious zealots from the 
1400s who were followers of Girolamo 
Savonarola. I also learned about the 
1438 renovation of San Marco commis-
sioned by Cosimo de’ Medici. During 
that time, Fra Angelico was entrusted 

with the execution of an altarpiece and the decoration of various areas of the con-
vent, from the vast Crucifixion in San Marco’s chapter house to the small frescoes in 
the cells. To achieve that body of work, he lived at the convent for 30 years, always 
motivated by his love of God, not financial gain.  

By late 2012, I had woven together several plot lines into a story that respects 
the Catholic faith while at the same time engages the audience in a modern-day 
thriller: the Piagnoni reconstituting itself and plotting to assassinate Pope John 
Paul II for what it considers to be radical changes in Catholicism due to Vatican II 
resolutions; a lost Leonardo da Vinci mural; an ancient box found in the demolition 
rubble; and a gentle love story between two students, a Felician sister and a semi-
narian, that tests their commitment to the Catholic faith. 

But how could I make what is so vivid and compelling to me come alive for read-
ers who might never have seen what I had? The answer was the setting. The strands 
of plot involving history, art and Catholicism crystallize in the magnificent city of 
Florence. 
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The ferry pulls into Giglio Island and everyone rushes over 
to the side to get a photo. This is my third visit, but I cannot 
resist the urge to join them, so I elbow my way to the front 
expecting to see eager Americans snapping shots of the 
picturesque port. Instead, the cameras are pointed at the 
shipwreck. The beauty of the approaching island is forgotten. 
My travel companions are far more interested in fighting over 
the best views of the rusted hull. 

The island of 
sunken ships

by Elisa Scarton Detti 

Ciao Costa Concordia, arrivederci tourists 

TUSCANY

In 2012, the Costa Concordia cruise 
ship sank off the coast of Giglio Is-
land, claiming 32 lives. The interna-

tional press clamoured to the scene 
and the locals fretted over the impact 
the crash would have on tourism.  

More than two years on, it seems the 
opposite is true. The most recent island 
figures show a drop in tourists since the 
ship was moved in July. The official re-
gional statistics will not be released un-
til later in the year, but residents have 
told local media that their first Ferrago-
sto (the August 15 Italian national holi-
day) without the sunken ship proved a 
struggle. 

Without the intriguing stories of sub-
merged suitcases full of jewellery and 
the fluoro-clad workmen to gawk at, 
Giglio is just another Italian island—
without the fame of Sardinia or Capri.

When the accident first happened, I 
remember driving out-of-town guests 
down the Argentario Coast so they 
could get a better look at the capsized 
ship. Family and friends back home 
suddenly knew all about the island and 
ferry tickets went up two euro to take 
advantage of the boom in ‘car crash 
tourists.’ Visitors from all over the world 
came to see the ship and stayed to 
swim, snorkel and eat clams. 

Now that the summer is over and 
the Costa Concordia is gone, Giglio’s 
main attractions, its beach resorts, are 
closed. Yet the island still has plenty 
to offer tourists. One road connects its 
brightly coloured port with a small sea-
side village on the other side. Between 
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them, thick stone walls conceal a hand-
ful of fifteenth-century houses tucked 
around a fortress. This is Giglio Castello, 
one of the ‘borghi più belli dell’Italia.’    

All around it, vineyards produce the 
DOC Ansonica Costa dell’Argentario, 
a delicate white wine with hints of the 
sea. It is the season of the vendemmia 
(wine harvest) and the perfect time for a 
tour or wine-tasting session. Those who 
prefer their wine served with a plate 
of seafood pasta should stick around 
portside. In most Italian cities, generally 
speaking, the closer one is to the sea, 
the more expensive and disappoint-
ing the restaurants are, but Giglio’s are 
humble, honest and well priced; their 
speciality is freshly caught fish carpac-
cio with citrus fruits, served with lash-
ings of locally produced olive oil.

From here, it is a short walk inland, 
where more than 700 of Giglio’s flora 
and fauna species are unique to the 
island and protected in a nature park. 
With mild winter weather and no traf-
fic, Giglio can be explored by even the 
novice cyclist or hiker.

It is by no means a sunken cruise 
ship, yet breathtaking scenery, warm-
hearted locals and a sense of genuine-
ness that you will struggle to find in too 
many other places around the world. 


