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Florence's heritage as a cradle of Italian literature spans from medieval to modern times. Known for
its historic role in shaping the Italian language and literary canon, the city can be explored as a
literary landscape, with landmarks, houses, and atmospheres that echo the works of the great
authors who lived or passed through it.

The literary identity of Florence is deeply rooted in the Middle Ages, with its most emblematic figure,
Dante Alighieri (c. 1265-1321), author of Divina Commedia (Divine Comedy), a literary masterpiece and
foundational work of Italian language and literature. Literary tourists can start from his supposed
birthplace in Via Santa Margherita, where the Museo Casa di Dante - a later commemorative
reconstruction rather than the poet's authentic home - now stands, and the overlooking church of
Santa Margherita dei Cerchi, linked to the Portinari family, to which Dante's muse Beatrice belonged.
Other places linked to Dante's legacy are the Oratorio dei Buonomini di San Martino, the Torre della
Castagna, and the Badia Fiorentina, all within a few meters. Then there is the Baptistery of San
Giovanni, which he referenced in Divina Commedia, Piazza Santa Croce, which features a marble
statue of Dante (1865) and the Basilica of Santa Croce, where he is commemorated with a cenotaph
(unveiled in 1830). Between 1900 and 1907, thirty-four plaques reciting tercets from the Comedy
were placed on the facades of some buildings, creating a Dante trail within the city's historic centre.

Alongside Dante, another prominent figure of the 14th century, Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375),
contributed to the literary legacy of Florence. Although it is not certain whether Boccaccio was born
in Florence or Certaldo, he spent part of his life in the city and later wrote Decameron (1353), which
depicts ten Florentine youths telling tales to escape the 1348 plague. In the Proemio of Decameron,
the storytellers gather in the Convent of Santa Maria Novella and then move to a villa near Fiesole to
escape the contagion.

The Renaissance reaffirmed Florence as a capital of thought and humanism, and literary production
flourished under the patronage of the Medici family. The Laurentian Library (Biblioteca Medicea
Laurenziana), commissioned by Pope Clement VIl and designed by Michelangelo between 1519 and
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1534, houses precious manuscripts and early printed books. Tourists can visit the library in Piazza
San Lorenzo, including the reading room with plutei (desks with lecterns) made following
Michelangelo's drawings and temporary exhibitions.

Lorenzo de' Medici (1449-1492), the de facto ruler of the Florentine Republic, was himself a poet in his
native Tuscan language and supported the development of humanism and scholars such as Marsilio
Ficino, Poliziano, and Pico della Mirandola. Niccold Machiavelli (1469-1527), Florentine diplomat and
author of the political treatise Il Principe (The Prince, 1513), worked as secretary to the second
chancery of the Republic of Florence (1498-1512). His office was probably the Cancelleria Vecchia (Old
Chancery), where a posthumous bust is displayed. Other places associated with Machiavelli are the
Orti Oricellari, a monumental garden where scholars of the time gathered, and his memorial tomb in
the Basilica of Santa Croce, dating from 1787.

After the Renaissance, Florence remained an artistic hub and setting for literature. Nineteenth- and
twentieth-century Tuscan authors include poets and novelists who chronicled life in the city. Among
Florence's prominent literary figures, Carlo Lorenzini (1826-1890), better known by his pen name
Collodi, was active in Florentine intellectual and political circles. His seminal work, Le avventure di
Pinocchio (The Adventures of Pinocchio, 1881), was deeply influenced by his Florentine upbringing and
the socio-political climate of post-Unification Italy. Not far from his birthplace in Via Taddea, a bronze
statue dedicated to the world-famous puppet stands in the Piazza del Mercato Centrale,
commemorating the enduring legacy of his creation.

The 19th century saw Florence become a haven for Anglo-American writers, especially as the capital
of the Kingdom of Italy (1865-1871). Authors like Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot, Henry
James, and Edward Morgan Forster found inspiration in the city's atmosphere. The Casa Guidi, in
Piazza San Felice, where Elizabeth and her husband, the poet Robert Browning, lived, is now a
museum maintained by the Landmark Trust. The apartment preserves their living space and
commemorates their intellectual and literary presence in Florence. Risorgimento ideas inspired
Elizabeth's poem "Casa Guidi Windows" (1848-1851), written while she lived here. In works such as
The Portrait of a Lady and Italian Hours, Henry James offered nuanced views of the city as romantic
and unsettling, while George Eliot set her historical novel Romola in 15th-century Florence. Edward
Morgan Forster visited the city in the early 20th century and found inspiration for his novel A Room
with a View, much of which has Florence as its backdrop. Virginia Woolf also turned her literary gaze
to Florence in Flush: A Biography (1933), a semi-fictional account of Elizabeth Barrett Browning's dog,
in which the city emerges as a richly textured background.

During the same period, the city hosted other vibrant foreign communities, particularly Russian and
Central European. Notable non-Anglophone writers include Fyodor Dostoevsky, who lived in Florence
in the 1860s, where he completed The Idiot, as indicated by a commemorative plaque in Piazza Pitti
no. 22. This cosmopolitan atmosphere was further sustained by institutions such as the Gabinetto
Scientifico-Letterario G. P. Vieusseux, founded in 1820 by Geneva-born merchant and publisher
Giovan Pietro Vieusseux. Originally located in Palazzo Buondelmonti in Piazza Santa Trinita and now
hosted in Palazzo Strozzi, the Gabinetto served as both a lending library and a meeting point for
prominent European intellectuals, facilitating the circulation of cultural and political ideas.

https://www.unistrapg.it/it/literary-florence 2/4



07/01/26, 16:24 Literary Florence | Universita per Stranieri di Perugia

Florence's literary cafés in the 19th and early 20th centuries were epicentres of creativity. In addition
to places such as Caffe Michelangiolo, once frequented by artists and intellectuals of the Macchiaioli
movement, a cultural hub was Piazza della Repubblica (at the time Piazza Vittorio Emanuele Il) with
its concentration of literary cafés. Caffe Gilli (est. 1773), Gambrinus (1894), Giubbe Rosse (1897) and
Caffe Paszkowski (1904) were frequented by Futurist writers like Giovanni Papini and Ardengo Soffici
and by prominent literary figures such as Gabriele D'Annunzio, Eugenio Montale, Vasco Pratolini, and
Dino Campana. Those places became hotbeds of avant-garde literary culture: editors and
contributors of magazines like «La Voce» (1908), «Lacerba» (1913), «Solaria» (1926), and «Campo di
Marte» (1938) would gather at the tables of these cafés.

Among the other prominent writers, Aldo Palazzeschi (1885-1974) set his novel Le sorelle Materassi in
the Coverciano neighbourhood, and Vasco Pratolini (1913-1991) depicted the life of the Florentine
working class in the first half of the 20th century with emotional depth and social awareness,
particularly in novels such as Metello, Cronache di poveri amanti, and Le ragazze di Sanfrediano.

Parallel to this cultural ferment, Florence experienced significant editorial development, particularly
from the late 1800s. Publishing houses such as Barbera, Le Monnier, Bemporad, and later Giunti
became key actors in the diffusion of literature and educational texts, reinforcing the city's role in
shaping modern Italian cultural and national identity. For instance, Gaspero Barbera's publishing
house, established in 1854, was instrumental in disseminating classical and contemporary works,
including the renowned "Collezione Diamante," which made literature more accessible to the general
public.

In the second half of the 20th century, up to the present day, Florence continues to serve as a setting
for contemporary fiction. In particular, dramatic real-life events, such as the 1966 flood and the
unsolved case of the Monster of Florence, have inspired the detective stories of Marco Vichi,
Magdalen Nabb, and Leonardo Gori. Alongside these narrative voices, the poet Mario Luzi (1914-
2005), a leading figure of the Hermetic movement who spent most of his life in Florence, offered a
lyrical and intellectual engagement with the city's modern history, composing poems that responded
to traumatic events, including the 1993 Georgofili bombing.

Literary Landmarks and Other Institutions

Literature comes alive in Florence today through festivals and tours. Every year in February, "Testo"
transforms the Stazione Leopolda into a book fair that hosts over 150 publishers and attracts more
than 10,000 visitors. Workshops and talks celebrate the "life cycle of a book," with authors and
illustrators on hand. In early summer, "La citta dei lettori" (The City of Readers) is a free festival of
books and ideas held at Villa Bardini. Another new event is "Festival di Letteratura Working Class"
(Working-Class Literature Festival): each April since 2023, it takes place at the reclaimed GKN factory
in Campi Bisenzio (Florence's suburbs), showcasing literature by and about labour movements.

The Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze frequently organises literary-themed exhibitions in
Florence's Piazza dei Cavalleggeri. Furthermore, in 2026, the new MUNDI museum (Museo Nazionale
della Lingua Italiana), dedicated to the Italian language, is scheduled to open within the Santa Maria
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Novella complex. The museum will showcase manuscripts and artefacts from prominent Italian
writers and trace the historical development of the "high, cultured Tuscan dialect" employed by
Dante, Boccaccio, and Petrarch, which laid the foundations for modern Italian.
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