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OUTSIDE FLORENCE, PRATO AND PISTOIA

ENIGMATIC HEADS ON BUILDINGS 
IN PISTOIA
Heads up...
Palazzo Communale, Piazza del Duomo
Church of Sant’Andrea, Via Sant’Andrea
Corner of Via Sant’Andrea and Via de’Rossi
Via Borgostrada (first wall on the left upon leaving Piazza dello Spirito Santo)

When visiting Pistoia, you would do well to glance upwards now 
and again: numerous walls and buildings are adorned with 

sculpted heads whose meaning is not always clear.
The most spectacular – and best known – of these heads is to be 

found on the façade of the Palazzo Communale. It is surmounted by an 
arm brandishing a weapon; the sharp-eyed will also make out a bunch 
of keys hanging around the arm itself. Some have claimed that the head 
depicts King Musetto of Majorca, who was defeated by the Pistoia-born 
Grandone de’ Ghisilieri when the Pisan fleet conquered the Balearic 
Islands in 1115. However, a more likely suspect would be Filippo 
Tedici, who treacherously seized power in 1325 with the backing of 
the town of Lucca. Having been overthrown and driven out of Pistoia, 
he would later try to incite a popular uprising against the occupying 
forces of Guelph-controlled Florence. But recognised by some peasants 
at the Castruccio bridge which crossed the river Lima near Popiglio (see 
Castruccio Castracani in the section on Lucca, page 185), Tedici was 
killed and his head was then borne in triumph to Pistoia on a pike. The 
city’s Council of Elders would decide that marble effigies of the traitor 
should be carved and placed at various points in Pistoia (ruling of 7 
September 1336) as a warning to other traitors.

As for the keys, they open the doors to the city gaols. They were 
added in 1399, when those still languishing in prison as a result of 
intestine strife were finally released thanks to the intercession of the 
bishop, Andrea Franchi, and the payment of a ransom collected during 
a day of penitence.

Effigies of the head of Filippo Tedici are to be found in three other 
places: at the corner of Via Sant’Andrea and Via de’ Rossi, on a column 
to the right of the main doorway to the church of Sant’Andrea and at 
the beginning of Via Borgostrada as it leads out of Piazza dello Spirito 
Santo. The face embedded in the Sant’Andrea column in fact looks 
more porcine than human. It is said that the city gravediggers used 
to show their contempt for the traitor by extinguishing their torches 
against the effigy.
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SIENA

LIBRARY AND CONCERT HALL OF 
THE CHIGIANA MUSICAL ACADEMY
A musical treasure from the days of patronage
Palazzo Chigi Saracini, Via di Città, 89 - 53100 Siena (SI)
Open: The library opens Mon—Fri 8:30am—1:30pm and on Thursdays and 
Fridays 3:30pm—7pm. In July and August opening hours are longer and the 
library also opens on Saturdays.
The concert hall can be visited during guided tours of the palazzo. Visits Mon—
Sat from 11:30am and on Thursdays and Fridays at 4pm. Entrance fee is 7€.
In July and August, opening hours vary in accordance with teaching requirements. 
Visits are not available in September.
www.chigiana.it

The Palazzo Chigi Saracini stands right in the centre of town, but 
there are lots of hidden surprises to discover within, starting with 

its music library, which is open every day to the public. 
The library holds roughly 75,000 volumes, some of which are the 

fruit of the collection handed down by the Chigi Saracini family. Other 
acquisitions relate to the advance musical study activities of the academy. 
The collection was created by Count Guido Chigi Saracini in 1932 and 
remains a reference library for professional classical musicians. Included in 
the library are some very rare works, such as illuminated manuscripts, first 
editions and of particular note, original musical scores dedicated to the 
Count, a true patron of music. The most famous of these is without doubt 
the Suite della Tabacchiera by Ottorino Respighi, who composed it having 
been inspired by the musical design decorating a tobacco box belonging 
to the Count. Even before the creation of the advanced music school, the 
Count’s passion for music inspired him to make radical changes to the 
medieval layout of certain rooms of his palazzo and create a Viennese-
style concert hall. The hall can hold more than two hundred people, but 
the Count himself preferred to listen to the performances from a salon 
through a door to the left of the stage. The Count enjoyed playing the 
organ, which prompted him to have a magnificent organ built for himself. 
This formed the basis for the creation of the advanced music classes.  

Although it is partly concealed behind the walls, which extend 
over two floors of the palazzo, the stately organ, with its set of about 
4,200 pipes, can be seen from the concert hall. This fine instrument 
has attracted many musicians, among them Fernando Germani, the 
founder of the first advanced music classes for the organ.

Students practice in the enormous rooms of the palazzo, which 
contain some amazing items from the Count’s collection. It is good to 
be reminded of him by a visit to the palazzo, or in summer when you 
can hear the music from the streets outside it.
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SIENA

SHAFTS FROM THE MONTAPERTI 
“VICTORY CHARIOT” 
Two unusual reminders of the battle of Montaperti 
inside the Cathedral
Cathedral of Santa Maria Assunta, Piazza del Duomo
53100 Siena (SI)

Placed vertically behind the fifth columns in the nave of the cathedral 
are two reminders of the famous victory of Montaperti (see below). 

They look just like two poles of wood, but they are in fact the shafts 
from the Victory Chariot (carroccio) and were placed here as an offering 
of thanks to the Madonna degli Occhi Grossi [Madonna of the Large 
Eyes] that then stood on the high altar of the cathedral. (It is now to 
be seen in the Museo dell’Opera Metropolitana, a short distance away). 

On the eve of the battle, the entire city went in solemn procession 
with this carroccio to invoke the protection of the Madonna. Indeed, 
the very survival of the vehicle after the battle was itself a sort of miracle. 
It had been entrusted to the Luccan troops led by Niccolò da Bigozzi, 
who were thrown into disarray when their captain was impaled by the 
German knight Gualtieri d’Astimbergh. In the ensuing confusion, 
Bigozzi’s troops became involved in the battle itself and forgot their 
orders to protect the venerated carroccio.

The battle of Montaperti
The battle of Montaperti was the culmination of the war between 
Siena and Florence in the 13th century, when economic and political 
rivalry made a clash between the two cities inevitable. Furthermore, 
Florence was a Guelph city supporting the Papacy, whilst Siena was 
Ghibelline and supported the Holy Roman Emperor. 
The casus belli exploited by the Florentines on this occasion was 
the fact that Siena had given refuge to the Ghibellines who had just 
been driven out of Florence. The battle took place on 4 September 
1260. Over the years, accounts of the battle became more legendary 
than factual, attributing the Sienese victory to feats of arms that are 
still the subject of discussion and debate.

The term “Guelph” comes from the name of the German dynasty 
of the Welfs. It refers to the faction who supported the pope in 
opposition to the Holy Roman Emperor. The term “Ghibelline” 
comes from the name of the castle of Waiblingen in Germany, 
the seat of the Hohenstaufen dynasty, who struggled to establish 
themselves on the throne of the Holy Roman Empire.
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SIENA

THE NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM OF 
THE ACCADEMIA DEGLI FISIOCRITICI* 
The atmosphere of a wunderkammer
2, Piazzetta Silvio Gigli - 53100 Siena (SI)
Tel. : 0577 47 002 
E-mail : fisiocritici@unisi.it - www.accademiafisiocritici.it
Opening hours: Monday - Friday 9.00-14.00
Free admission

Founded more than 300 years ago, the Academy of the Physiocritics 
has various collections which form a museum with a distinct  19th 

century charm. Since 1816 this has been housed in a 12th century 
monastery, with its numerous remarkable exhibits divided between 
three main sections: geological, zoological and anatomical. At the centre 
of the cloister, for example, is the skeleton of a 15-metre whale which 
became beached near Piombino in 1974.

In the geological section, be sure not to miss the collection of ancient 
marbles. The 230 samples come from buildings not only in Rome and 
the surrounding area but from all the various regions of the Roman 
Empire. The section also includes one of the world’s most famous 
meteorites, known as the “Siena Meteorite:" this chondrite (the name 
indicates a meteorite of which at least 35% is made up of metals) was 
one of those which fell on the city in the famous meteorite storm of 16 
June 1794 (see previous double page).

Among the other curiosities of this fascinating museum are the  
display cases of monsters, including two-headed lambs and sheep. 
Under a black cloth cover there is even part of the coat of a mammoth 
found frozen in Siberia. Moving into the screening room, one also finds 
a magnificent meridian now laid out under the spectators’ seats. The 
work of Giuseppe Pianigiani, this is a detailed reconstruction of the 
original designed and created in 1703 by the founder of the Academy, 
Pirro Maria Gabrielli. At the time, this meant that Siena was one of only 
four cities with such an instrument (the others being Paris, Rome and 
Bologna). The instrument worked in this way: a guardian used to watch 
for the exact passage of a ray of sunlight along the axis of the meridian 
and then immediately have the bell (in the Torre della Mangia) rung 
to announce noon. The sundial was even used to correct mechanical 
clocks. Known as the “Physiocritic Heliometre,” it was unfortunately 
destroyed during an earthquake in 1798.  

* The word “physiocritic” comes from the Greek words physis (Nature) and kritikos (he who studies).
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OUTSIDE SIENA

ROMAN MOSAIC IN THE  
DE MUNARI CHEMIST’S SHOP
Mosaics to order
82, Corso Matteoti
53041 Asciano (SI)
Tel : 0577 71 81 24
Visits: apply to the chemist. No more than two people at a time. Groups not 
admitted
Shop opening hours: 9.00-13.00 and 15.30-19.30, Saturday 9.00-13.00

A large area of the floor in the back shop of the De Munari pharmacy 
(formerly Francini Naldi) is part of a Roman mosaic that is said to 

date from the 1st century AD.
To see this amazing hidden gem, you have to go through the 

labyrinthine storage area behind the main shop and then descend into 
the basement. Covering a total of 180 m2, the sumptuous underground 
pavement was discovered in 1889. The richness and refinement of the 
mosaic suggested that it was part of thermal baths fed by the sulphurous 
waters of the Bestina torrent. However, studies by some archaeologists 
seem to support the notion that it belonged to a villa built by Domitius 
Afrus, a famous orator from in Nimes in Gaul who served the emperor 
Caligula (12-41 AD). It is said that afterwards the villa became the 
property of Domitia Lucilla, the mother of the emperor Marcus 
Aurelius (121-180 AD).

The chemist is kind enough to allow the curious to see this 
marvellous feature of his premises. Do not ask to see it when the 
shop is full or turn up just before closing time. Note: the mosaics 
were being repaired during my last visit, and this work may still be 
underwayso perhaps they are still undergoing repair.
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AREZZO AND SURROUNDINGS

PONTE BURIANO
Mona Lisa’s bridge?
52100 Arezzo (AR)

Built in 1277, the present Ponte Buriano would seem to stand on the 
site of a bridge built by the Etruscans to link the two cities of Arezzo 

and Fiesole. The span of that bridge rested on massive tree trunks, and 
the structure would later be incorporated by the Romans into their Via 
Cassia, which ran from Rome to Florence by way of Arezzo. The present 
bridge has survived thanks to the extraordinary efficiency of the bomb 
squads working with the Allied forces in 1944, who managed to defuse 
explosive charges set by the Germans as they retreated.

We know that in 1502 Leonardo da Vinci was commissioned by 
Cesare Borgia to draw up a map of this part of Tuscany. These maps  
now known as the “Windsor Maps” because they form part of the Royal 
Collection at Windsor Castle – show the Ponte Buriano. This fact has 
led some to conclude, perhaps rather hastily, that the bridge in question 
is the same as that which appears in the background to the right of the 
Mona Lisa. The supporters of this theory point out that the landscape 
on the left of the sitter has two other features typical of the area around 
Arezzo: meandering waterways entering a gorge, and marlaceous 
terrain. Others have argued that Leonardo simply created an imaginary 
landscape made up of elements taken from various places. It should be 
noted, however, that no other bridge has been put forward as a possible 
source for that which appears in the great painting.

NEARBY
Ivan Bruschi’s Home Museum
14, Corso Italia - 52100 Arezzo (AR)
Tel: 0575 35 41 26  - E-mail: info@fondazionebruschi.it 
www.fondazionebruschi.it
Opening hours: Tuesday to Sunday 10.00-13.00 and 17.00-19.00 
(winter: 14.00-18.00)
Admission: 3 €, reduced: 2 €
A visit to this home-museum gives you an insight into the world of a 
20th century visionary. An antiquarian and collector, Ivan Bruschi had 
a love of all things beautiful, and his magnificent home bears witness 
to a life dedicated to discovering the rare and notable artefacts of the 
past. What makes the place so unusual are the objects and furnishings 
that give us a very personal idea of this searcher after the curious and 
the intriguing. For example, the collection of coins (more than 4,000 
extremely rare pieces) is housed in a piece of 18th century furniture. 
Composed of separate compartments which themselves contain a 
number of individual drawers, this piece of furniture is itself a little 
masterpiece of cabinet-making. Ivan Bruschi was also the original force 
behind the monthly Antiques Fair held in Arezzo, launching the very 
first one in 1968. The Fair is now held on the last Saturday/first Sunday 
of the month, from 8am to 8pm.
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