AROUND AND IN THE GIANFIGLIAZZI PALACE IN FLORENCE:
DEVELOPMENTS ON LUNGARNO CORSINI
IN THE 15TH AND 16TH CENTURIES

by Brenda Preyer

The Gianfigliazzi Palace on the lungarno Corsini was one of the many lavish residences built
by members of prominent families in Florence during the middle years of the fifteenth century,
but it has received little attention (Figs. 1-4, 9). It entered the modern scholarly literature with the
publication of a document that recorded its sale in 1460, only partially built.! That turns out to be
just one of many unusual circumstances regarding the palace. The documentation referred to in
this article provides new insights not only about this palace, but about the whole area around it,
where early in the 15th century a fundamental transformation of the riverfront was begun, with
the palace playing a signal part in the change; the documents also permit unusual understanding of
the building’s interior arrangement.

The location near the river is the first topic of investigation, and we shall explore the whole
block between the lungarno, via Tornabuoni, via del Parione, and via Parioncino, watching devel-
opments throughout the area and during the course of several centuries in this “Gianfigliazzi
neighborhood.” The palace’s exterior appearance — now greatly changed because a story has
been added and the whole facade redone — was never particularly distinctive and this probably
explains why the building has not been intensely studied; intonaco, and sgraffiti, now gone, were
used here, in contrast to the nearly contemporary Rucellai, Pitti or Boni-Antinori Palaces, with
their stone facades. Eighteenth-century views (see figs. 3-4) show the basic scheme?; the palace
had eight bays (the ninth was added in the sixteenth century), rounded windows on both the high
ground floor and the piano nobile, and a third level that was open as an altana. The main entrance
led not to a courtyard but to a loggia that faced on the large garden in the middle of the block, once
a part of this building (Fig. 7). There was also a service court to the west, reached through the low
doorway in the first bay of the original facade. Work with the early history of the site will show
how preexisting structures affected the palace’s plan. We shall explore the interior with the aid of
two early inventories, a document of division in 1491, sixteenth-century plans of the western
portion of the ground floor, and detailed verbal and planimetric descriptions dating from the
1820s. Finally, we shall see that the expansion of the monastery of Santa Trinita led to conflict with
the Gianfigliazzi and brought radical changes to the block as a whole. ‘

The area

Today the lungarno Corsini is one of the most desirable addresses in Florence, but the way its
buildings seem to welcome the river is a relatively late development. Indeed, in the Middle Ages
residents throughout the city often turned their houses away from the river, as on the via di Santo
Spirito*; this was not possible on the lungarno Corsini, where the block was deeper and the church
of Santa Trinita prevented access to the via del Parione in the eastern portion (Figs. 1, 5). Although
we have no certainty about when this lungarno was laid out, Franek Sznura has made the convinc-
ing proposal that there were streets along the north side of the river between the ponte alla Carraia
and the ponte alle Grazie inside the set of walls that was built in the 1170s.> An unpublished
document of 1411 (Doc. 3) makes clear that until the fifteenth century the houses on the present
lungarno Corsini were set back several meters from the street, for in the document a new property
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1 Map of current configuration of the block of the lungarno Corsini between the ponte Santa Trinita and the
ponte alla Carraia, showing the buildings mentioned in this article.

line for the block between via Tornabuoni and via Parioncino was prescribed, with owners per-
mitted to buy the land in front of their houses out to what became the point where the present
facades lie; numerous later references show that many of these individuals simply built low walls
around the newly acquired land between their houses and the lungarno and left it like that for
decades. A law of 1465 ordering that purchase of the land in front of houses on the lungarno
between ponte Santa Trinita and ponte alla Carraia be completed (Doc. 11) indicates not only that
the acquisitions were spread over a long period, but that a process of regularization had been
under way also for the block between the via Parioncino and the ponte alla Carraia, in which tract
already in 1401 a house on the lungarno was sold “with part of the court with a pergola and
portico located in front.”®

The straight new property line described in Doc. 3 was to be drawn from the front of the Spini
Palace to the house on the west corner of the via Parioncino.” The amounts of land to be sold are
significant, so we can infer that the buildings once were some distance from the street; all measure-
ments are given in Florentine braccia (58.36 cm. or about 22 inches). We can use Doc. 3, in con-
junction with others, especially the property descriptions in the 1427 Catasto, as an e
to the area. The first piece of land lay in front of a Gianfigliazzi house at the corner of the lungarno
and via Tornabuoni.® In 1427 there was a “court and construction in front of said house.” One of
the boundries given in both documents was an alley leading to the old Gianfigliazzi Palace, which
had belonged to messer Rinaldo. The alley was still shown on an eighteenth-century elevation
drawing, marked with a cross between the houses numbered 1371 and 1372 (Fig. 6).° By the time
the drawing was made, two houses had been built here on the corner plot, nos. 1372 and 1373. In
1460 Bongianni di Bongianni Gianfigliazzi, a leading figure in this article, had bought the whole
property, with the walled portion in front (Doc. 8); it had been divided by his sons (Doc. 20), and
the corner portion, mentioned in the wills of one son (Docs. 25 and 26), became the second in
importance among the Gianfigliazzi houses on the lungarno when Bongianni’s grandson Luigi di
Jacopo rebuilt his part ca. 1550."



















































































































































