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I n May 1995 the Museo Salvatore Ferragamo, one of the first Italian corporate museums,
was inaugurated in Florence. The Ferragamo family, owners of the celebrated fashion com-
pany, were deeply committed to the project, which received the support of the Superintend-
ency of the Cultural Heritage at that time. The new museum was founded to recount the
brand’s history through the life and work of its founder, whose creations, women'’s shoes
made for an elite clientele, were rightly held to be valuable examples, by their inventiveness
and quality craftsmanship, of an important chapter in the history of production in Italy. The
initiative was further encouraged by the success with the public, especially young people,
of the Salvatore Ferragamo exhibitions held (invariably in the month of May) by some of the
most prestigious museums around the world that, in the decade following the first event at
Palazzo Strozzi in May 1985, preceded the museum’s foundation.

The inaugural event was accompanied by a publication that celebrated not so much Fer-
ragamo, to whom the museum was dedicated, as Palazzo Spini Feroni, the building that would
house the institution and had been Ferragamo’s premises since 1938. For two art historians
like myself and Riccardo Spinelli, my companion in that adventure, an opportunity had at last
come to explore the historical and artistic vicissitudes of one of the most prestigious buildings
in Florence, a significant part of the city’s history and its urban development ever since the Mid-
dle Ages, described in guide books and depicted in the earliest views of the city. The palazzo
was a museum in itself, even before it was filled with Salvatore Ferragamo’s artistic creations.

Now, in 2015, exactly twenty years later, a further opportunity arose to feature the his-
toric building in an exhibition and a catalogue that aim to restore the illustrious building to
the life of the city and its inhabitants, in the context of the celebrations for the 150th an-
niversary of Florence as the capital of Italy. In that period Palazzo Spini Feroni was the City
Hall and the place where important decisions were taken that led to the approval of the city’s
master plan by the architect Giuseppe Poggi and the implementation of far-reaching changes
that gave the city of Florence the appearance it has today.

Hence, in the mid-nineteenth century, for the first time in its history the palazzo had a
public function, after centuries of private ownership that began with Geri Spini, the bank-
er of Pope Boniface VIII, who wished to express his family’s political and economic power
through the grandeur of this building. The Spini family, with its various ramifications, occu-

The clock on the facade of the building, with the words “O Galardi Firenze” on the face. In 1873, a new mechanism by the Officine Galileo
replaced the original, made by the Swiss manufacturer Hipp.
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pied the palace continuously down to the middle of the seventeenth century, before being
succeeded by the Guasconi, da Bagnano and Feroni families. With them, the fortunes of the
architectural complex forked, following two different paths: one on the side facing the Arno
and the other on the more prestigious side overlooking Piazza Santa Trinita. Nonetheless,
these families left behind them the memory of their presence through their commissions for
admirable artistic decorations, the arrangement of the interiors and the Baroque facade by
the sculptor and architect Lorenzo Merlini. This brings us down to the nineteenth century,
when the building’s histrionic versatility, already evident in the fragmentation of its spaces,
was reflected in the many uses to which it lent itself, from the luxurious Hotel d’Europe to the
premises of the City Hall, the Gabinetto Vieusseux and various other important associations,
as is well documented in the essays by Laura Desideri and Fulvio Conti in this catalogue.

In the twentieth century, when Salvatore Ferragamo purchased Palazzo Spini Feroni from
a company in which the Campagnano family was the majority shareholder, a new season
opened for the building. At that time it housed the premises of artists’ studios, fashion work-
shops and art galleries (three at one time) promoting both traditional and contemporary art
as a prelude to its functions as a museum, beyond business premises, to which the Museo
Salvatore Ferragamo now bears witness.

It is a difficult task to embody eight centuries of history in a single exhibition. The
choice of the installation design is equally complex, since it has to recount and document
the past while also moving visitors’ feelings. At the same time it has to avoid competing
with the frescoed rooms on the principal floors, the setting of the Ferragamo corporation’s
everyday work, which as such will be only partly visible and exclusively by appointment. The
exhibition records the extensive architectural changes undergone by the building over the
centuries with models specially made by the University of Architecture in Florence and, in
the catalogue, by the report of the architect Maurizio Mannucci, who for more than thirty
years has been engaged with passion and precision in the restoration of the building. At
the same time documents and artworks will also feature prominently in bringing to life the
atmosphere of the time and place and evoking the human vicissitudes associated with the
palazzo through the centuries, whether political, artistic or simply real-life stories. “It is well
known", as | stated in my introduction to the 1995 volume, “that the charm of an object,
a work of art or a building that have survived the incessant flow of time lies in their ability
to always evoke humanity”.!

The Museo Salvatore Ferragamo, occupying the basement of the building, where vestiges
of its mediaeval origin are still visible, has been transformed for the occasion into a precious
vault storing treasures of the past and tradition, today affording us food for thought and
inspiration to design the future. A beautiful wall clock, which reproduces the one on the
facade of the building, symbolizes the entrance of this voyage back in time. The memories
of what Palazzo Spini Feroni has been and its relation to the city and its surrounding area are

A PALACE AND THE CITY | 21

Sketch of a portion of the room dedicated to Salvatore Ferragamo in the installation project devised by the set designer Maurizio Balo.
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In 1937, the Sala dell’Alcova of the da Bagnano family - frescoed in the
eighteenth century by Ranieri del Pace and decorated to a design by
Lorenzo Merlini - housed Salvatore Ferragamo’s footwear workshop.
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The photos show the interior of the building after it was purchased by Salvatore Ferragamo. Its numerous rooms were used as workshops
and for presentations of the seasonal collections and the staging of catwalk shows, and also as backdrops for photoshoots featuring the
Ferragamo family and their company.
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a metaphor for what has happened in many other parts of Italy, so rich in art and culture,
and the tangible manifestation of the secret of Italian creativity, of products “made in Italy”.
Since its first appearance in the early 1950s, this expression has stood for quality handmade
products, beauty of form, prized materials, refinement of workmanship, and above all it
has represented a lifestyle, a way of being rather than appearing, the statement of a taste
formed over time by living in the midst of masterpieces, in an open-air museum that recalls
the values of grace, elegance and balance stemming primarily from the structural character-
istics of the land: a varied climate, an unmatched landscape, a unique artistic tradition. Ever
since, consumers have sought Italian products for an emotion that will enable them to share
in this world, with an aesthetic vision of quality that is unique.

When Salvatore Ferragamo acquired the building, with great insight he realized the force
of this message and the evocative power of working in a historic place of great culture. On
returning to Italy in 1927 from Hollywood, when he was already famous as the shoemaker of
the stars, he was initially concerned to hire craftsmen capable of carrying on his work, keep-
ing alive his creativity and innovation and continuing to cultivate relations with his wealthy
American clientele. He chose Florence because in the world, especially the English-speaking
world, the city represented historical continuity with the Italian tradition of craft workshops,
beauty and artistic culture. The city was identified with the image of art, creativity and el-
egance, the ancient and eternal heritage of the Italians. But at first he neglected to create
a setting in which to receive clients and house his laboratories. After his company failed in
1933, as a result of the Great Depression of 1929, and after some mismanagement and the
practical difficulty, in the days before air freight, of keeping up regular contacts with his
shop in Hollywood and the American department stores, Ferragamo realized he had actually
neglected appearances. He had neither sought to win acceptance in the salons of the city’s
fashionable society nor created a setting appropriate to the world of luxury in which to pre-
sent his creations. He then decided to correct this error by choosing Palazzo Spini Feroni for
its history, location and grandeur. Since then, the building has become a feature of Ferraga-
mo’s communications, perpetuating the contemporary legend of the Renaissance workshop
where artists are trained, ideas are born and masterpieces fashioned. Salvatore understood
the power of a subliminal message combining handcrafted quality with the image of such
a unique place, so creating in the minds of his clients the illusion that owning a Ferragamo
shoe meant possessing a piece of Florence. The frescoed interiors of the palace, decorated
with period furniture, were converted into the rooms for receiving clients and the creative
atelier, as well as forming perfect settings for photo shoots.

Ferragamo had met the painter Pietro Annigoni in the 1930s and commissioned a por-
trait from him in 1949; now he asked him to paint a view of the building from Piazza Santa
Trinita, today unfortunately lost and known only from photographs. This image was repro-
duced on the company letterhead, on the front of its shoeboxes and packaging, and used

One of the advertising campaigns of the Salvatore Ferragamo fashion house set in Palazzo Spini Feroni. The Autumn/Winter 1989-90
collection in a photograph by Dominique Issermann.



in its newspapers and magazine advertisements. Since Salvatore Ferragamo’s death in 1960,
Palazzo Spini Feroni has retained its role as the company headquarters, where illustrious cli-
ents and journalists are received and new collections presented. It also houses the company
offices and has provided the setting for some successful advertising campaigns, like the 1987
one, directed by the Eldorado agency, from which the products were conspicuously absent
and the reflection alone of Palazzo Spini Feroni on a golden plaque bearing the company
logo (a graphic of Salvatore Ferragamo’s signature) was significant enough to promote the
brand and its collections.

The building, in its Florentine setting, is a veritable cross-section of Italian culture; it's
the symbol of Ferragamo’s world and the clearest demonstration that Italian talent lives on
thanks to the places where it is nurtured and works, that beauty generates beauty, and that
to be truly creative modern businesses need to be fostered by culture.

'S, Ricci, “Un palazzo e i suoi abitanti”, in Palazzo Spini Feroni e il suo museo, edited by S. Ricci (Milan: Editoriale Giorgio
Mondadori, 1995), p. 11.

In the late 1940s, Salvatore Ferragamo commissioned Pietro Annigoni to produce a painting (now lost) with the view of the building from
Piazza Santa Trinita. For years, this image was used on the company’s headed paper and on Ferragamo shoeboxes and carrier bags.
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Palazzo Spini Feroni was the subject of one of the first foulards created by Salvatore Ferragamo in 1961, based on a drawing by the artist
Alvaro Monnini. The foulard was produced in four colour variants by the Ratti silk manufacturing company in Como. | Following pages:
1950s evening shoes photographed in one of the rooms of the palazzo.






