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After Inspirations and Visions, Marilyn, The Amazing Shoemaker, Equilibrium, A Palace 
and the City, and Across Art and Fashion, another chapter in the life and work of Salvatore 
Ferragamo becomes a source of inspiration for a new exhibition, an occasion for study 
and research, an educational tool and a stimulus for new reflection. The aim of the Museo 
Salvatore Ferragamo is to offer original approaches to interpreting well-known subjects 
and, where possible, to explore fresh areas of investigation, collaborating each time with 
different curators and scholars selected for their specific expertise. The ultimate goal each 
time is to cast a new glance at the past in order to better understand the present.

The theme addressed in this exhibition and amplified in its extensive catalogue was 
prompted by the ninetieth anniversary of Salvatore Ferragamo’s return to Italy from the 
United States. In 1927, the acclaimed Italian craftsman and designer returned to his native 
country after living in California for twelve years. The same year saw the tragedy in Massa-
chusetts of the two anarchists, shoe-factory worker Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, 
and Charles Lindbergh’s first direct transatlantic flight from New York to Paris.

Not yet 17, Salvatore Ferragamo had embarked from the port of Naples in 1915 as a 
third-class passenger on the Stampalia. He was taking a trip to increase his knowledge, just 
as many young Italians do today when they set off to study abroad. Unlike so many of his 
fellow countrymen, his own elder brothers included, Salvatore was not in search of work 
because he already had a trade and a business: he was a master shoemaker in his native 

INTRODUCTION
Stefania Ricci

1. PIPPO RIZZO,
IL NOMADE  
(THE WANDERER), 1929
OIL ON CANVAS,
159.5 x 98.5 cm
PALERMO, GALLERIA  
D’ARTE MODERNA “ 
EMPEDOCLE RESTIVO”, 
inv. 1325
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town of Bonito in Irpinia. At age 11, he had already become the owner of a shop with six workers, all of them 
older than him, making bespoke shoes for the ladies of the town. Salvatore wanted to learn more about 
the art of shoemaking. The obsession to create the perfect shoe had led him first to Naples and then to the 
United States. America seemed to him the right place to satisfy his thirst for knowledge: it was there that 
the first machines had been invented for sewing the shoe upper to the sole, and the shoe industry had 
achieved a level of development that was unimaginable in Italy at the time. 

On his return home, Salvatore travelled first class aboard the Roma, a large transatlantic liner of the 
Navigazione Generale Italiana, launched in 1926 to serve on the New York, Genoa and Naples route. He 
was a man of success. He had learned everything there was to know about shoes, measurements and fit. 
He had become so famous with his shoe repair shop and bespoke shoes in Santa Barbara on the Califor-
nia coast that in 1923 he was able to open a stylish store in Hollywood, frequented by film stars. He had 
witnessed first-hand the great revolution that the cinema and radio had brought to the world of commu-
nication. He had soaked up the glamour and sensations. In the United States he had earned the nickname 
“shoemaker to the stars”, a metaphor for an enviable reputation, widely confirmed by the American press. 
Requests for special shoes that were comfortable and beautiful, dictated by the new lifestyle based on 
well-being, were increasing by the day. This was the motive for Salvatore’s decision to take a trip to Italy. 
America was great, magnificent, modern. It was the home of joie de vivre – in other words, unbridled fun, 
music, dancing and women’s emancipation, described in 1925 in Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gats-
by and taken as a model all over Europe, which was eager to free itself from the recent nightmare of the 
Great War and to forget the millions of deaths it had provoked. But only in Italy could he find shoemakers 
good enough to meet the expectations of his discerning customers and maintain the same level of quality 
accredited to his designs. His plan was to teach Italian shoemakers the more advanced techniques he had 
learned in California and to combine these with local craftsmen’s experience, putting into practice what 
we hope today will happen to those leaving Italy to deepen their professional knowledge: that they’ll re-
turn one day and share their knowledge for the benefit of the country. 

Ferragamo’s initial idea had been to set up a handmade shoe factory in Italy to supply the United 
States and then return to California as soon as possible to personally attend to the store and its custom-
ers. This plan was only partially realized. Salvatore didn’t stop at merely opening a workshop in Florence, 
the city he chose for its unrivalled reputation as a symbol of culture and national style, but instead decid-
ed to settle permanently in the Tuscan capital, returning only occasionally to the United States to check 
on his stores and the headquarters that he opened later in New York. 

The decision to stay in Italy can be variously interpreted, but there is no doubt that the expansive 
model of the US economy (destined to shatter on “Black Thursday” in October 1929) motivated entrepre-
neurs on both sides of the Atlantic to imitate the United States, which seemed to be the new world master. 
For Ferragamo, building a bridge between his country of origin and America was perhaps the ideal culmi-
nation of his youthful decision to emigrate at a time when European economies seemed to be in a phase 
of recovery after the crisis that followed the First World War. It is worth remembering that when the great 
crisis began, neither Hitler nor Roosevelt had yet appeared on the government scene, nor had Mussolini 
initiated the technocratic IRI (Institute for Industrial Reconstruction) formula. But this was not the only 
motive that prompted Ferragamo to change his programme so radically. Italy seemed like a new country 

2. “DA HOLLYWOOD A FIRENZE. 
L’INDUSTRIA GENIALE DI UN ARTISTA 
ITALIANO”, IN GRAN SPORT,  
APRIL 1929, p. 53
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to anyone returning after a long absence. The United States that Ferragamo left behind had welcomed the 
rise of Fascism and Mussolini’s government as the right remedy for the political instability that weighed on 
Italy in the post-war period. The Italian state seemed determined to keep pace with other European coun-
tries on the path to modernity, seeking a new style that could meet the needs and expectations of modern 
society and, for the first time since the Unification, define itself as truly Italian. The concept of the unity 
of the arts was the starting point: urban planning, architecture, technology and craftsmanship as well as 
the revitalization of the crafts and traditions of the Renaissance workshop, seen as the perfect example of 
syncretism. What emerged as a consequence was the importance of the figure of the artist-craftsman, who 
was assigned the fundamental ethical and political role of guiding spirit in the new times. 

The pivotal point of our project is the extraordinary success of the applied arts, which enjoyed a 
period of great creative ferment after the University of the Arts was founded in Monza in 1922, followed by 
the organization of biennial expositions at the Villa Reale in Monza between 1923 and 1930, which later 
merged into the Milan Triennale exhibitions.

In Florence, too, the decade saw a number of new initiatives focused on re-evaluating the impor-
tance of the decorative arts and of crafts in general; this was aided by the foundation of the EAT (Ente At-
tività Toscane) and through art fairs held in 1923 and 1924. Most significant of all, however, was the major 
educational role assumed by the Istituto d’Arte di Porta Romana, a veritable hive of Tuscan and national 
creativity.

From this starting point, the exhibition’s curator Carlo Sisi, assisted by the Scientific Committee, 
has developed the exhibition itinerary, which unfolds from the central theme of the transatlantic trip 
that sailed Ferragamo back to Italy. This forms the basis for the staging of the exhibition, created by set 
designer Maurizio Balò, and is a metaphor for the mental journey Salvatore Ferragamo took in the visual 
culture of the 1920s. Building from this, topics and artworks have been selected which directly or indirect-
ly influenced his aesthetic philosophy, with attention paid also to all the cultural and social aspects that 
distinguished post-war renewal on the eve of the endorsement of the Fascist regime.

The exhibition begins with a section dedicated to aspects of the voyage, and to the interior decor 
of the transatlantic liner Roma, including brochures advertising its sumptuousness. Also on show are film 
clips of the young Ferragamo’s family milieu and of his American experiences, including his travel doc-
uments, a collection of press articles showing his success in Hollywood, and his first footwear designs 
created specially for movie stars. The next exhibition area focuses on Ferragamo’s arrival in Florence, 
symbolic heart of the Renaissance myth, and invites us to imagine the scene he beheld as a new American 
citizen accustomed to very different horizons and a very different type of world. Closely connected in a 
later section is an original selection of Ferragamo footwear made in Florence, which demonstrates how 
the skill of the craftsmen and a wide range of subjects and decorative motifs were put to use to express a 
trademark artistic style.

The interest the applied arts showed in folklore, which was considered one of the sources for renew-
ing contemporary decorative art in Italy, is represented here by a wide selection of works that examines 
the connection between regional Italian rustic production and modern art. The point of departure is the 
Ethnographic Exhibition held in Rome in 1911, illustrated here by some of the regional costumes that were 
brought together from all over Italy for that occasion. Three main regional areas: the Triveneto (Veneto, 

3. MINO MACCARI, NATURA  
MORTA (STILL LIFE), 1926
OIL ON CANVAS, 46 x 56.5 cm
FLORENCE, GALLERIE DEGLI UFFIZI, 
GALLERIA D’ARTE MODERNA DI 
PALAZZO PITTI, inv. GIORN. 1838
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intransigence of ideologies; instead, among all the many difficulties – economic, political, public con-
sensus, etc. – it relied above all on creativity and common sense”. 

If, as I mentioned at the beginning of this introduction, the purpose of these exhibitions is to study 
and learn about past events in order to help us gain a better understanding of the present and provide a 
stimulus for the future, then this project could not do without a contemporary point of view. This is sup-
plied here by interviews with well-known personalities from the world of culture and design discussing 
topics that are central to the exhibition, and by a workshop on the theme “Between Art and Design in Italy 
1927–2017: The Innovation Project”, run by Francesca Tosi and the University of Florence, Department 
of Architecture, Design Campus. Students investigated the design experience of the 1920s in relation to 
the home, reflecting on the link with tradition (in particular the outstanding level of skill involved in the 
Italian culture of production), with attention paid to modernity and the opportunities offered by techno-
logical innovation. The result is a set of individual interpretations based on actual, current possibilities, as 
well as visions of how technology and lifestyles may develop in the years ahead.

Although implicit, it should always be underlined that this project is the work of many scholars and 
specialists, together with collectors and heads of public and private museums and institutions who have 
generously loaned works. Under the direction of the curator and with the organizational support of Museo 
Salvatore Ferragamo and Fondazione Ferragamo, they have contributed their expertise and enthusiasm 
to the realization of the exhibition. In my role as director of Museo Salvatore Ferragamo, I hope that this 
initiative will add a further chapter to artistic and historical knowledge and reflection on the 1920s in Italy, 
a decade we should regard with an open mind free of preconceptions or ideological conditioning as a true 
hotbed of ideas and experimentation.

Friuli Venezia Giulia and Trentino-Alto Adige), Lazio and Sardinia, together with– but to a lesser extent – 
the area of Florence, have been chosen to represent the art of the 1920s that resulted from this connection.

Taking into account that the aesthetics of an object was closely linked to the perception of physi-
cality, the harmony of the parts and the laws of motion and proportions, it was decided that an important 
part of the exhibition should be dedicated to the body’s “reasons”, represented by iconographies of dance, 
sport, theatrical gestuality between avant-garde and metaphysics, and the study of human anatomy as 
a prelude to the birth of fashion as an industry. As a result, this section of the exhibition focuses on the 
image of woman, the true protagonist of the period even in Italy, though to a lesser degree than in other 
European countries or the United States. From among the stereotypic versions of that period, priority has 
been given to woman as performer, at the heart of parties and disguises, the object of figurative and liter-
ary transformations, all the way to the mythologies of modern magazines.

The exhibition route has found its synthesis in the theme of the house, proposed as a background 
to the debate on the organic conception of architecture – the perfect coordinator of all the arts. This 
idea is presented by the video installation in the last room, which re-proposes three models of houses 
designed in that period: Balla and Depero’s Artist’s House, Gio Ponti’s Neoclassical House, and Terragni 
and Gruppo 7’s Rational House. The latter was presented at the Monza 1930 exhibition and called Casa 
Elettrica (Electric House), a repository of objects and new perceptions that closes the decade in which 
Ferragamo, by then established in Florence, put his American experience to good use, combining it with 
twentieth century’s new directions and the unspoilt beauty of Florence.

In fact, it is the design of the house and everything related to it that represents the decade 1920–
30 in Italy, the natural testing ground for what in the 1950s would come to be called “Made in Italy” 
design. In Renato De Fusco’s words quoted in the catalogue, it was design “without the narrowness and 

4. SOME FRAMES OF 
SALVATORE FERRAGAMO 
ABOARD THE OCEAN 
LINER ROMA THAT 
BROUGHT HIM BACK  
TO ITALY IN 1927


