The view over Florence

Vasari’s Corridor connecting Palazzo Vecchio to Palazzo Pitti has reopened. The aerial
passageway designed for the safety of the princes, today offers spectacular panoramic views
over the city.

Last December saw the long-awaited reopening of the Vasari Corridor, following eight years
of renovation that included the modernization of the systems and the elimination of architectural
barriers. Visitors can now make reservations online for an accompanied group visit, limited by
safety requirements to a maximum of twenty-five people. A special entrance to the Corridor on
the first floor of the museum avoids merging with the museum entrance staircase on the second
floor. The Corridor is presently empty, appearing in its original guise as a simple a passageway
leading from Palazzo Vecchio to the Pitti Palace.

Giorgio Vasari designed and built the Corridor for Cosimo I de’ Medici between March and
December, 1565. The occasion was the marriage of Francesco I and Johanna of Austria, an
important dynastic matrimony instrumental in putting the Florentine state under the protection
of the Hapsburgs. It also served in obtaining the Grand Ducal crown for Cosimo I and
consolidating his power. Philip I, who had discouraged earlier plans for marriage to a Spanish
princess, favored instead the union between Francis and the frail, young Austrian princess.

The construction of the Corridor was part of an elaborate welcome plan for the bride and her
entourage. In effect, the whole city was decorated with ephemeral displays created under the
direction of Vasari and Don Vincenzo Borghini. At the time the Corridor was designed, the
Medici resided in the monumental quarters of Palazzo Vecchio with Palazzo Pitti still to become
their royal palace. It became so only under the reign of Ferdinando I, who was well versed in
the rules and etiquette of a royal court, given his many years within the Papal Curia. He was
the first to live in the palace on the other side of the Arno River with his wife, Christine of
Lorraine, and their children.

An important function of the Corridor was to secure the safety of the princes. In fact, the
precedent that is always cited is the so-called “passetto” that joins the Vatican palaces to the
fortress of Castel Sant’ Angelo. It was through that corridor that the Medici Pope, Clement VII,
found salvation during the sack of Rome in 1527. Passing through the Florentine aerial
passageway, the future Grand Duke could control an important part of the city from above
without being seen.

During his various trips to Rome, Vasari was not only impressed by the Leonine ‘passetto’
but also by the monumentality of the corridors designed by Bramante that unite the Vatican
Palaces with Innocent VIII’s Belvedere Villa. In Cosimo’s designs, the Uftizi, with its theatrical
piazza, and the secret passage to Pitti were both points of departure for a general bonifying of
the entire area overlooking the Arno River. The so-called “Baldracca” neighborhood, with its
modest lodgings and a population often in misery, did not meet the grandiose heights of ducal
expectations. For example, the fishmongers, who gathered under a small loggia adjacent Ponte
Vecchio, today’s Piazza del Pesce (Fish Square), were ordered to move closer to the Old Market
to make way for the arched walkway supporting the Corridor along Lungarno Archibusieri.

Cosimo’s successors also continued the area’s requalification, to use a term popular today.
In fact, on September 25, 1593, Ferdinando I decreed that Ponte Vecchio be occupied by “the
shops of Goldsmiths and Silversmiths” from all over the city, since the bridge was increasingly
frequented by gentlemen and foreigners.

All of the construction work on the passage was surprisingly rapid under the direction of a
collaborator of Vasari, Bernardo d’Antonio di monna Mattea (an unusual matronymic



referencing an unidentified woman). Not only have the original documents regarding the
assignment contract survived but also those regarding the executive phases, payments, and
supplies of construction materials and timber, as Francesca Funis has excellently reconstructed
in a recent study.

The Corridor, no longer a museum but once again a simple passageway, offers many
extraordinary views over the city from its “eyes” and windows. The “eyes” are openings
characteristic of Florentine architecture that Vasari himself mentions in his Lives, often
referencing Brunelleschi to whom he evidently felt indebted. They provided discrete and
reserved vistas and the circulation of air in certain types of constructions, for example,
granaries. They were popular in spite of the fact that, due to their shape, it was more difficult
and costly to build them. Vasari combined them with rectangular windows that purposefully
framed singular views that still today are among the principal attractions of the mythic
“Corridor”.

Through these apertures, thoughts on the old city come to mind, bringing visions of a
navigable Arno River animated by sand diggers, dams with their water mills, and again, the
narrow streets of the medieval city, the cramped historical center, the expanses of the ancient
ghetto: no electric lights and at sunset everything immersed in total darkness, brightened by the
numerous tabernacles that were the only source of illumination. Reviving today’s memory with
these imageries affords the opportunity to share with modern tourists from around the world
the history of a Florence that no longer exists. It also helps to explain the transformations we
have inherited, not only from the designs of Cosimo I and his successors, but also from
nineteenth century positivism and the grandeur of Florence, Capital of Italy.
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1 - Vasari’s Corridor, built by Vasari between March and December 1565.
2 — The frescoed entrance to Vasari’s Corridor from the Uffizi.

3 — The Corridor crossing of the Arno River over Ponte Vecchio.

4 - An aerial view of the Corridor

5 — The interior of Vasari’s Corridor, no longer a museum but once again a simple
passageway, with windows and “eyes” overlooking the city.

6 — A view of the garden of Palazzo Guicciardini, where the passage of Vasari’s Corridor is
visible.

7 — The exit of Vasari’s Corridor in the Boboli Gardens at Palazzo Pitti, next to the Grotta of
Buontalenti.



