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Fairy tales, myths and legends from every corner of the 
world, past and present, have often been about shoes 
and shoemakers, perhaps because wearing shoes has 
always been a sign of wealth and primary creativity. We 
know for a fact that slaves went barefoot. In every socie-
ty the shoemaker’s trade was believed to be a humble 
one, although the figure did have one major attraction: 
his workshop, a place where, while waiting to get new 
shoes or have old ones repaired, people could meet and 
discuss the meaning of life and of the very creation of 
Beauty and Nothingness, as we are told by Sergio Givone 
in Socrates and the shoemaker (pp. 64–69).

Many stories in many languages have been written 
on this subject. However, most people are familiar with 
no more than three or four fairy tales. The subject war-
ranted further study, especially on the part of a museum 
whose very existence is founded on a story about shoes 
and shoemakers.
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Mimmo Paladino, 
Untitled, 2013
Mixed media on paper, 
31 x 41 cm
Museo Salvatore 
Ferragamo, Florence. 
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The amazing shoemaker. “Once upon a time there was a boy named Salvatore Ferragamo. 
He was born in 1898, the eleventh child of fourteen, in Bonito, a town near Naples made up of 
just a handful of houses, a main road and surrounded by lots of countryside.

His parents were farmers and their life was all about waiting and praying that the harvest 
would be good.

The only way their children could improve their lot was to leave. But Salvatore was still 
too young to go and stay with his brothers in faraway America. He had to wait, but while he 
waited he didn’t play like the other children of his age. He would spend hours watching Luigi 
Festa, the village cobbler, as he worked. Salvatore loved shoemaking, but it was a passion that 
no one seemed to understand. His parents sent young Salvatore to work as an apprentice for the 
tailor, the barber, the carpenter – all to no avail.

But one day, something happened that would completely change his life. 
One Saturday evening, coming home, he found his mother in tears: the following day his sister 

Giuseppina was going to take her first communion. For the ceremony, the little girl was supposed 
to wear white shoes, but, alas, they had no money to buy them. Salvatore’s mother had asked her 
neighbours if she could borrow the shoes their older daughters had used, but there were none to be 
borrowed. Salvatore decided he had to invent something. After the meal he went to Luigi Festa’s shop 
and asked for some white canvas, cardboard, tacks, glue, two small wooden lasts and a few tools. 

When everyone had gone to bed he pulled out his work tools and materials and began 
to make his first pair of shoes, excited to see that, although he had never made a pair of shoes 
before, it was as if he knew just where to cut, where to glue. He worked for hours without making 
a sound, until the time came to use the hammer. Just a few bangs and Salvatore’s father awoke. 
He saw his son in the dim candlelight just as he was finishing the second shoe.

Salvatore was afraid he might be scolded, but his father, who had stood there silently 
watching him for a long time, said: ‘It is time to go to bed, Salvatore. You’d better go to bed’.

When the second shoe had been finished it was almost dawn. Salvatore put the shoes on 
a shelf, cleaned and tidied up the tools and fell asleep, his head resting on the table.

The day after his sister walked into church wearing her new shoes. The family was happy, 
it was a day of celebration, and Salvatore had contributed to making it a very special one.”1

What sounds like the beginning of a fairy tale is actually a true story, written by the per-
son who had experienced it. Italo Calvino wrote: “… folktales are real. Taken all together, they 
offer, in their oft-repeated and constantly varying examinations of human vicissitudes, a general 
explanation of life preserved in the slow ripening of rustic consciences; these folk stories are 
the catalog of the potential destinies of men and women, especially for that stage in life when 
destiny is formed, i.e., youth, beginning with birth, which itself often foreshadows the future; 
then the departure from home, and, finally, through the trials of growing up, the attainment of 
maturity and the proof of one’s humanity”.2

Salvatore Ferragamo’s story has all the ingredients of a folktale or fairy tale. Each of its 
chapters and its happy ending have the charm of stories that are totally make-believe, where one 
is transported as if in a dream to a world of fantasy: Salvatore’s voyage, as an adolescent, aboard 
a steamship headed for the United States in search of the secret of the shoe that fits best, and 

then having to come to terms with a big country, a huge one that was nevertheless so familiar 
to him, a country where he opened up a small repair and custom-made shoe shop in California, 
which soon became famous, a place of attraction, where clients went not so much to have their 
shoes repaired, but to watch the quickness and skill of a young boy and his two brothers; and 
then the conquest of the world of cinema, the seventh art which has the power of erasing time 
and space, where all things come true, even for a young shoemaker like him who in no time at 
all found himself making shoes for the feet of the most beautiful women of the world – adorable, 
whimsical, mysterious and moody: the fairies and sorceresses of the twentieth century.

Crowned with the laurel of success, at barely twenty years of age, the brave young man of 
our story returned to his native Italy. He was enchanted by the beauty of a city that was unfamil-
iar to him, Florence, the meeting point of all the arts. He had his disappointments and pitfalls, 
but also his rebirth with a new hotbed of inventions, where he taught young apprentices the se-
crets of shoemaking and transformed women into princesses and princesses into queens. Magic 
was an everyday feature in Salvatore’s great medieval palace, where he greeted his famous cus-
tomers. The building had been commissioned in 1289 by Geri Spini, the banker of Pope Boniface 
VIII, he himself the character of a tale, one of the stories Boccaccio told to ward off the fear of 
the plague. In his house on the Florentine hills Salvatore found a pair of pianelle (lady’s mules) 
with a thick sole: it was believed they were a source of inspiration for one of his most famous 
inventions – the sole or platform heel made of cork. Yet incredibly, those creations actually date 
back to a few years before the amazing discovery. The plot thickens. Converging within this fairy 
tale are more contents, secrets, lives and stories about other characters, like one long epic tale.

Salvatore’s creativity, his experimentation with materials, his miraculous ability to use 
shoes to heal feet, his skill in shaping, sewing and masterfully glueing – all this continuously flowed 
from the mind to the hands by way of the heart, overcoming dangers, obstacles, even war. It flowed 
seamlessly from age-old knowledge, from memory, from the remembrance of previous lives, from the 
teachings of other shoemakers or cobblers in all the cultures of the world, whose mesmerizing power 
had given rise to myriad legends, some of which very well known, others less so, where shoes al-
ways have mysterious powers, they are the prodigious artificers of metamorphoses, whether good 
or evil, and of exorcisms. “Mysterious is the teller of fairy tales”, Cristina Campo writes admirably, 
“but we know that every perfect story is the story of a man alone, that only a precious experience, 
occurring by chance to one individual, can reflect, like some fateful chalice, the dream of a multi-
tude. The unrepeatable event is universal history, the greatest depth – the largest surface”.3

Ferragamo’s fairy tale is like a magnetic field where many thoughts, ideas and fantasies 
are gathered together. It is an inexhaustible source of other stories, desires, never-ending fields 
of study and research, which by looking to the past can offer food for thought about the future. 
Ferragamo’s inspiration and vision, which were the subject of the exhibition at the Museo Salva-
tore Ferragamo in 2011, became for the curators of the event metaphors for artistic inspiration 
and creativity above all else, where it is always hard to separate life’s experiences from fantasy, 
knowledge from invention, inquiry from insight.

The shoes Ferragamo made for his most famous client, Marilyn Monroe, were the instru-
ment of a viaticum inside the mind and the troubled, domestic and fabulous, familiar and heart-
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Salvatore Ferragamo, 
Invisible, 1947
Red calfskin and nylon 
fishing line sandal, 
F-shaped wooden wedge 
heel covered in calfskin
Photo Arrigo Coppitz, 
2013
Museo Salvatore 
Ferragamo, Florence.

“Once upon a time there 
was a puppeteer, or 
rather, a puppeteer’s 
daughter. Her two 
passions in life were 
puppets and shoes … 
She inherited the former 
from her father, while she 
had been born with the 
latter”, 2013
The photographic set has 
been staged in one of the 
theatres of the Pupic di 
Stac company, Florence
Courtesy Simona Ghizzoni, 
Contrasto, Rome.
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breaking life of a woman who embodied and continues to embody the symbol of female beauty. 
On this occasion Salvatore’s biography allows us to enter into the mysterious realm of 

fairy tales, and in particular, ones whose object and subject are shoes and shoemakers.
The Museo Salvatore Ferragamo had already delved into this theme in 1998, dedicating 

a whole exhibition to the tale of Cinderella, the most famous story about the perfect shoe, a 
metaphor for beauty and vestal purity. There are up to eighty versions of the story across the 
world, ranging from literature to oral tradition, and many and famous are the theatrical editions 
and musical scores. Some fifty movies have been made about Cinderella, including the one by 
Andy Tennant, Ever After, produced in 1998. The script is based on a very original revisitation of 
the story: the fairy godmother, who usually fulfils the transformation of the poor, young, filthy 
girl into a beautiful and elegant damsel, has been replaced by Leonardo da Vinci, artist, scientist 
and writer of folktales. Nonetheless, the tiny little shoe is still at the heart of the story, and it 
was created by Ferragamo shoemakers, heirs to an ancient tradition. With its hand-embroidered 
upper and transparent heel embellished with chiselled silver, this shoe was truly magical, and 
certainly worthy of being the focus of a story – as well as an exhibition.

Why, then, go back to this theme, albeit in a wider scope?
“Nowadays, fairy tales are everywhere”, is the title of an article printed a few months ago 

in an Italian newspaper. In the form of stories and movie scripts, for both children and adults, 
fairy tales are invading our imaginations. As if today, more than ever, there were a need to 
dream, to search along the mysterious paths of the imagination, for solutions and answers to 
moral issues and to the malaise that afflicts our time. It is in times of crisis – not just economic 
but also of ideals – that the need to dream grows stronger. And it is a universal need. This is why 
Sergio Risaliti and Luca Scarlini, visionary scholars, and I unhesitatingly embraced the project, 
leading it to its realization, with intelligence and sensitivity; and, I might add, the innocence 
that is so typical of children. And it is for this reason that many have decided to take part in this 
exhibition and to contribute to this catalogue: not just experts in this literary genre, such as 
Antonio Faeti and Michele Rak, or cinema scholars such as Alessandro Bernardi, but also writers 
and poets, Hamid Ziarati, Michele Mari and Elisa Biagini who, for this occasion, have all created 
new stories, accompanied by the illustrations of Michela Petoletti and Francesca Ghermandi. 
The great composer Luis Bacalov has written a new musical score as an overture for the exhibi-
tion, the young photographers Simona Ghizzoni and Lorenzo Cicconi Massi, together with Arrigo 
Coppitz, have photographed Salvatore Ferragamo’s shoes as if they were objects in a fairy tale. 
The contribution of so many artists has been significant. Annette Lemieux’s Messenger has been 
likened to the myth of Mercury, that of Daniel Spoerri, from a private collection, to Little Thum-
bling. Some artists, as art critic Demetrio Paparoni writes in his essay, have chosen to create new 
works, finding inspiration in different stories: Liliana Moro in Donkeyskin, Ann Craven in Cinder-
ella, Puss in Boots, Alice in Wonderland and The Wizard of Oz, Timothy Greenfield-Sanders in The 
Wizard of Oz, Liu Jianhua in Cinderella, Jan Švankmajer in The Red Shoes. A whole section of the 
exhibition is devoted to the sculptures and drawings of Mimmo Paladino, coupled with a text by 
Alessandro Bergonzoni, magical visions that take us from the world of shoes to the history of our 
amazing shoemaker. And, of course, we could not do without the fairy tale in its contemporary 

form, the comics, with the illustrated story of Ferragamo by the great Frank Espinosa, the author 
of celebrated comic books like Rocketo. As the son of a Cuban shoemaker, it was only logical that 
he would grow impassioned by this theme. Two short movies complete the project. One of them, 
by the Italian director Francesco Fei, offers shoes the role of a veritable psychopomp element: 
based on the study by Vladimir Propp, The Historical Roots of the Wondertale, the shoe becomes 
a part of the equipment used by the hero, the shaman, equipment that is necessary for the jour-
ney to the kingdom of the dead, as we are told by the tales of the Native Americans. The other 
movie is animated and inspired by episodes from the life of Salvatore Ferragamo, that same child 
I described at the beginning of this introduction. The authors of this movie are two wizards of 
fantasy cinema. One is Mauro Borrelli, the creator of storyboards for films such as The Adventures 
of Baron Munchhausen by Terry Gilliam and Dracula by Francis Ford Coppola, also known for his 
contribution to great Hollywood movies such as Pirates of the Caribbean; but above all, he is 
known for the long period of collaboration with Tim Burton. The other is Rick Heinrichs, a famous 
screenwriter, who supervised the making of this short film: suffice it to recall the Oscar he was 
awarded for his work on Burton’s Sleepy Hollow to sum up his career.

The project does not end with the exhibition and the publication of this catalogue; it will 
continue for a whole year with a series of collateral activities that will enrich the contents of the 
exhibition itself: conferences, workshops, study days, cartoon contests, theatrical and musical 
pieces, teaching labs and visits to museums, always with an outlook on the fairy tale and shoes.

There are many who have launched themselves in this challenge, with the courage to 
deal with a subject that is apparently simple but in truth not much explored. How many have 
pondered the winged feet or shoes belonging to Mercury? As the two curators and I were re-
questing the loan of the famous bronze by Giambologna from the Museo Nazionale del Bargello, 
an elderly Florentine artist, Fernando Baldi, known by his pseudonym “Etrusco”, appeared at the 
museum door. He showed me a 1951 advertising poster he had made for Salvatore Ferragamo, 
which had been published that same year in New York in a book on successful advertising com-
munication. Depicted in the work, set against a black background and red drapery, is a classical 
column and a sandal-clad foot, resembling the fragment of a sculpture. Although the sandal is 
quite simple it does feature one detail, it is winged just like the shoe worn by the god Hermes, 
Mercury for the Romans.

Could it be that those who create fairy tales (as Ernst Junger says) or “study” fairy tales 
(as we would say) acquire foresight and auspicious powers? The question is not an easy one to 
answer. One thing is for sure: Salvatore is no longer just the shoemaker of the stars, as he was 
known in Hollywood; nor is he just the “shoemaker of dreams”, the words in the title of his au-
tobiography, a paraphrase of the title of the story by Lev Tolstoy; rather, he is someone who can 
make his fairy-tale life the catalyst of the new, the amazing and the remarkable.

1 Salvatore Ferragamo, Shoemaker of Dreams (Livorno: Sillabe, 1985), 15–16.
2 Italo Calvino, “Introduction”, in Italian Folktales, translated by George Martin (London: Penguin Classics, 2000), xviii.
3 Cristina Campo, Gli imperdonabili, first edition 1987 (Milan: Adelphi, 2012), 29.
4 Ivi.
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Salvatore Ferragamo, 
Grangala, 1961
Prototype of a red 
satin high heel pump, 
completely embroidered 
Photo Arrigo Coppitz, 
2013
Museo Salvatore 
Ferragamo, Florence.

Shoes on stage, 
Teatro della Pergola, 
Forence, 2013
Courtesy of Simona 
Ghizzoni, Contrasto, 
Rome.


