Gold
in
their
hands

In the 16th century, Florence’s
craftspeople were the best in the world.
Now their descendants are bringing new
life to a neglected part of the city
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T

he district found on the south bank of
Florence’s Arno river couldn’t be more
diﬀerent from the city centre. While
the area around the Duomo has glossy
shopfronts belonging to global fashion
brands, over in this cobbled maze it’s all tiny old
ateliers and independent stores.
Although it’s just a short walk across the Ponte
Vecchio, the Oltrarno (meaning “beyond the Arno”)
seems to exist on a diﬀerent wavelength. While it’s
easy to be anonymous in the crowds in the north,
here people say ciao to their neighbours and are
happy to share tips on the best places to go.
It’s hard to believe that just a few years ago,
this area – recently dubbed “the world’s coolest
neighbourhood” by Lonely Planet – was in danger
of turning into a ghost town.
Back then, visitors who queued around the
block to see Michelangelo’s David at the Galleria
dell’Accademia rarely crossed the bridge into an
area that produced many of the other treasures of
Renaissance Italy. The Oltrano – once a world centre
for the leatherwork, silversmithing, bookbinding
and gilding skills that the city’s fame and prosperity
were built on – was dying.

“It’s just a short walk
across the Ponte
Vecchio, but the
Oltrarno exists on a
different wavelength”

“People stopped valuing craftsmanship,” explains
Luca Santicciolli, who runs tours of the area. He
explains that, in the late 20th century, artisans’
painstaking work, honed over centuries of practice,
couldn’t compete with the cheap labour and massmarket products of globalisation. “There was not so
much a lack of craftsmen as a lack of customers.”
As the traditional craft shops struggled,
younger generations who would once have begun
apprenticeships in historic family businesses
started pursuing careers in more modern ﬁelds.
“First everyone wanted to be engineers, then it was
computer programming, then ﬁnance. Everyone was
trying to ﬁnd their ﬁeld of gold.” »
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Clockwise from top⁄
Kids in front of Dimitri
Villoresi’s atelier on Via
D’Ardiglione; windows
by Giulia Materia’s shop;
and Marcello Mastroianni
pictured on Piazza Della
Passera

Everything changed with the economic crash of
2007–8, which brought a new awakening, and along
with it a greater appreciation of well-made goods –
of spending wisely on things that could stand the
test of time.
For example, Santicciolli says, “There’s been
a great revival of custom-made shoes in Italy. Of
course they cost more but they can last 15 to 20
years. People understood they should buy less and
buy better. Craftsmanship has a future once more.”
It remains a challenging way of life. Changes
to employment regulations have cut the number
of apprenticeships on oﬀer and many would-be
craftspeople have to pay for tuition at private
schools. The rich community that once deﬁned the
Oltrarno has dwindled and older artisans complain
that life is not what it used to be.
But a new generation is starting to ﬁll workshops
that stood empty and are reworking traditional
crafts for 21st-century customers. “Florentines have
discovered that they have gold in their hands – the
spirit of creativity,” concludes Santicciolli. “Maybe
they cannot work exactly as their fathers did but
they can ﬁnd a diﬀerent way, maybe even making
the same items their families always made but in a
new, unique way.”
A three-hour guided walking tour of the Oltrarno’s
traditional artisan workshops led by Luca Santicciolli
starts at €80 per person contexttravel.com
Turn the page to meet some of the Oltrarno’s craftspeople »
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“We
craftsmen
work for
ourselves.
We don’t
work to
please”
THE LEATHERWORKER
Stepping into Dimitri Villoresi’s dimly lit studio, you
are hit first by the earthy smell of leather, then by
a sense of slipping through a crack in time. Villoresi
is hunched over a counter piled with multicoloured
leathers, obsessively smoothing out the hide he is
about to work on with a pot of tools that don’t look
to have changed much since the Renaissance.
It’s a surprise to notice a Nick Cave album
playing in the background – and from a laptop, no
less. But then Villoresi is a 21st-century artisan,
however traditional his techniques.
In a city overrun with stalls selling leather
jackets and gloves – many now made in factories
in Asia – Villoresi’s work is a love letter to
Florence’s old traditions. Each of his pieces is
made by hand – he doesn’t even use sewing
machines – and his is one of the few leather
workshops that still takes apprentices.
There’s an obvious appeal to the sort of
consumers who want their coffee hand-ground and
their sandwiches locally sourced. But he doesn’t
care about trends. “We craftsmen first work for
ourselves, for our inner need to express ourselves
– we don’t work to please.” dimitrivilloresi.com
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While you’re
in… the
Oltrarno

From left⁄
Dimitri Villoresi was born
in Florence’s workingclass San Niccolò district,
which he credits with
teaching him the value
of manual work

STAY
Hotel Lungarno
Get a culture ﬁx without
the queues at the
Ferragamo family’s supersleek riverside hotel. Its
collection of Picassos and
Warhols – and a view of
the Ponte Vecchio worthy
of its own gilt frame –
makes for an enriching
spot to recharge.
lungarnocollection.com

DO
Workshops
From learning Florentine
paper marbling to making
a leather bag, you can
develop a hands-on
appreciation of the city’s
heritage by taking a class
at historic workshops
such as Il Papiro and the
Scuola del Cuoio.
ilpapirofirenze.eu,
scuoladelcuoio.com
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EAT
Gesto fai il tuo
When spaghetti gets
too much, reboot with
dinky Italian tapas at this
buzzing hipster hang-out.
Eclectic inﬂuences mean
everything from sushi
tacos to a novel frutti
di bosco, plus cocktails
and craft beers.
gestofailtuo.it

“Calligraphy
isn’t about
perfection
but about
the beauty of
imperfection”

THE CALLIGRAPHER
Betty Soldi talks quickly and expansively, her
thoughts as free-flowing as the loops and swirls of
her calligraphy, which adorns stationery, cushions,
crockery – even the windows – of And Company,
the shop she runs with lawyer husband Matteo
Perduca in Via Maggio.
Soldi’s family are Florentine firework makers
and, really, she should have ended up working with
gunpowder. It wasn’t considered a business for
women, though, so she chose ink to create her
fireworks. “I couldn’t draw so I found another way,
making shapes and drawings out of words,” she says
of her days studying design and communication.
She now produces work for clients including
Hermès, Fortnum & Mason and Waitrose, alongside
running the shop and two boutique hotels whose
walls are splashed with her messages. By taking
an easy, open approach to her art, she’s turned
this most historic of crafts into a desirable
modern brand.
“I love a mistake,” she grins. “I love it when
the ink splashes. To me, calligraphy isn’t about
perfection but about the beauty of imperfection.
You can’t create something like that on a computer,
it comes from the hand.”
bettysoldi.com, andcompanyshop.com
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“You have
to offer
something
new if you
want to keep
working”
THE TAILOR
Tailoring is in Martina Capanni’s blood – her
grandmother sewed silk lingerie for high-end
shops. “We are a family of craftspeople,” she says
proudly, working on a suit jacket in the studio of
Atelier Via Maggio, the boutique she owns with
mother Alessandra and sister Chiara.
In a city that birthed fashion brands including
Ferragamo, Pucci, Gucci and Cavalli, Capanni
learned her trade at an academy managed by
Florentine fashion companies hoping to train their
future workforce. Yet she decided she would have
to break with tradition to give herself an edge, so
she spent six months working alongside a weddingdress designer before customising children’s
clothing at a store her mother ran.
The lingerie she now produces for the boutique is
just as exquisitely executed as her nonna’s but today
it comes in bold peacock blues and golds. Her suits
for men use unexpected fabrics featuring giant boat
prints or 18th-century pastoral illustrations.
“We make things in the Italian tradition –
but different,” she explains. “You have to offer
something new if you want to keep working.”
atelierviamaggio.it
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“People
didn’t always
have passion
for their
work. We’re
different”
THE JEWELLER
When Negar Azhar Azari, a Florentine of Persian
origin, abandoned architecture to retrain as a
jeweller she joined a city tradition dating from
medieval times. But while her work uses age-old
techniques including burin – a delicate form of
engraving – and trafóro, in which metals are carved
into intricate designs, Azari does not consider
herself to be following in anyone’s footsteps.
“I love being part of a Florentine tradition but
I don’t feel I’m the same sort of artisan as those
that came before,” she says. “In the past, people
would leave school to go into their family’s trade.
They didn’t always have the passion for their work.
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From top⁄
Negar Azhar Azari aims
to give her handcrafted
contemporary jewellery
an “ancient ﬂavour”

We are different. Most of us have chosen this work
– sometimes over other careers.”
Also, she adds, pointing to a pair of cloud-like
earrings spun from crocheted silver: “We can no
longer make only traditional types of jewellery;
we have to make things that stand out.”
The award-winning jeweller opened her tiny
studio on Via Dei Serragli six years ago with support
from the city council, which wanted to repopulate
an area that once housed the workshops of all of
Florence’s artists and craftspeople. “I could choose
wherever I liked because so many old workshops
had closed. Now it’s changing back. It’s a good
place to be creative again.” naastudio.com

“Things
have to
evolve. We
are a new
generation”
THE BOOKBINDERS
There’s lots to admire in the folksy, colourful shop
that designer Giulia Materia and husband Enzo
Sarcinelli run on Sdrucciolo De’ Pitti. But it’s the
notebooks that stand out most: bound in vintage
Bauhaus wallpaper Materia picked up living in Berlin.
She began making prototypes in Germany but it
was only on returning to Florence that she found an
old bookbinder able to teach her how to make them.
“We’re not real bookbinders,” Sarcinelli clarifies.
“We don’t know all the techniques. But, luckily,
there are people here who do.”
Materia also learned to sew clothes from a
neighbouring tailor who made up one of her
designs. “And this morning, I wanted to know how
to make a leather bag so I asked if I could go to this
guy’s workshop and watch what he was doing.”
They appreciate the fact that Florence’s older
craftspeople are happy to share their knowledge.
“For them, life is not as good as it was. Many are
working in traditions that are dying out. But things
have to evolve. We are part of a new generation
who want to continue these skills.”
facebook.com/giuliamateriadesigner

Florence is 90 minutes’ drive from Pisa-Tuscany
airport; Norwegian ﬂies to Pisa-Tuscany from Oslo,
Copenhagen and Stockholm. Book ﬂights, a hotel and
a rental car from norwegian.com
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From top⁄
Enzo Sarcinelli and
Giulia Materia (pictured
with their daughters)
have developed their
notebook designs over
the last decade into bags,
accessories and more

