
Repurpose, restore, 
revitalize

VOLANTE One-
of-a-kind five star 
hotels in Toscana 
and Milano show 
how refurbishing 
and re-imagining 
can result in an 
urban retreat 
that’s far more 
exciting than the 
sum of its parts, 
writes Elyse 
Glickman
PHOTOGRAPHED BY THE 
AUTHOR

There was something so 
healing about how we spent the last 
couple of years. We lounged in our py-
jamas, brushed up on our cooking skills, 
rethought our living spaces, and treated 
ourselves to a little more self-care. While 
we had to put our wanderlust on the back 

burner, it was nice to turn our thoughts 
to things other than fashion and going 
out and socializing for its own sake.
 That said, with our revamped closets, 
homes, and mindsets, we are ready to get 
back out and explore, visit our favourite 
cultural spots, discover new ones and 

reignite our wardrobes, but with a fresh 
pair of eyes. It turns out that several ho-
teliers in Italy were doing the exact same 
thing during the pandemic period in 
creating a built-in lifestyle unique to their 
home-away-from-home. Each property 
represents a different vision of the Italian 
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good-life in its décor, food offerings, and 
amenities, underscoring that there’s a 
kind of luxury for every taste, occasion, 
and travel style.

Firenze: Renaissance romance v. mas-
terful modernist minimalism
If you’ve ever dreamed of experiencing a 
21st-century version of what one of Fire-
nze’s great families may have enjoyed, 
Antica Torre di Via Tornabuoni 1 (www.
tornabuoni1.com) more than fulfils the 
requirements. The former private villa in 
its newly reinvigorated state (completed 
during the pandemic) offers a full-on 
Florentine immersion that shows cosy 
can coexist with chic. The location (the 
physical and cultural centre of Firenze) 
and the mid-13th-century building’s 
conversation-starting pedigree (built by 

the Guelf-Ruggerini family and owned 
by the Gianfigliazzi family) are two of 
most important selling points. How-
ever, it’s what the current management 
has done to make the property relevant 
to 21st-century travellers that makes it 
worth checking into whether you are 
travelling on business, pleasure or some 
mix of both. 
 Antica Torre di Via Tornabuoni 1 
neatly falls in between a relaxed but 
impeccably homely boutique property 
and an opulent historic landmark that 
embodies the city’s gilded history. Under 
the direction of interior designer Angelica 
Frescobaldi and her team, its striking am-
biance is achieved by giving each room 
and suite its own personality. There’s a 
certain genius to the way Frescobaldi 
puts the curated and restored furnishings 

and artefacts into a context that both 
avoids fussiness and “rustic chic” tropes 
that don’t quite fit a major city setting. 
The colour scheme is dominated by 
muted moss greens and pinks that read 
as appealingly neutral when set against 
the natural wood floors and the buildings 
and bridges of the Arno River outside.
 To elevate larger suites to a “modern” 
luxury look without trying too hard, 
Frescobaldi uses simple wrought iron 
four-poster beds and then jazzes things 
up with eclectic decorative items set 
into the library walls and velvet chaises 
longues. Common areas and all private 
rooms have high ceilings and fresh 
flowers interspersed with well cared-for 
antiques from Italy and other parts of 
the globe (as we could imagine original 
and earlier owners may have had it) and 
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spacious bright bathrooms etched out in 
marble. Wifi, up-to-date electronics and 
entertainment devices, organic skin care 
toiletries and good heating complete a 
modern traveller’s necessities. And on 
top of that, you can enjoy a compli-
mentary breakfast with one of the best 
360-degree views in town.
 The full-service restaurant, opened 
spring 2022, is just as meticulously 
thought out. The many classical Floren-
tine dishes have been subtly updated with 
the still-important farm-to-table touches 
people crave when they plan a visit to 
Toscana. The restaurant staff assures that 
simple can be bold and luxurious. 
 Although Italy’s top premium retailers 
are steps away (Ferragamo has its flag-
ship and museum right across the street), 
as are the Ponte Santa Trinita, Ponte 
Vecchio, the Duomo, several other sig-
nificant churches and some of the most 

important museums in Europe (Uffizi 
Gallery, Accademia Gallery and the Pitti 
Palace), the Antica Torre Tornabuoni is 
also an ideal locale for those wanting to 
explore the trendier, artier and quieter 
areas such as Santo Spirito that will 
satisfy guests who love to walk the city or 
plan to enjoy it as a local would.
 Dimora Palanca (dimorapalanca.com), 
which opened in summer 2021 under 
its new banner, epitomized modern 
luxury back in the 18th and 19th centuries 
and was restored to a new æsthetic and 
standard harmonious with modern tastes. 
Given that in earlier times, this private 
villa was a destination for artists, musi-
cians and a variety of creative minds, ar-
chitect Stefano Viviani and noted hotelier 
Laura Stopani preserved that spirit, while 
making it open and airy for visitors look-
ing for a crisp urban oasis. Fifty pieces of 
contemporary art by Tuscan artist Paolo 

Dovichi punctuate the loft-like spaces, 
while a spectrum of whites, ivories and 
greys act as a blank canvas that Stopani 
clearly intends to help her trend-setting 
guests make Firenze their own.
 Having the Santa Maria Novella train 
station a quick 10 minutes away by foot 
is a luxury many busy executive guests 
will appreciate. However, Stopani’s 
now-completed answer to bohemian 
chic matches up with nearby neighbour-
hoods that are themselves are undergo-
ing a renaissance. The public rooms and 
spaces, meanwhile, all but invite guests 
to lounge, relax and reflect on new ways 
to enjoy Firenze, from the bold, sophis-
ticated games room to the polished bar 
that feeds into the property’s lobby res-
taurant, and spills out to the courtyard (a 
rarity among downtown Firenze hotels) 
and the quirky but sleek backdrop of 
the subterranean Mimesi restaurant (the 
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villa’s original kitchen). Even with the 
care put into creating a thoroughly mod-
ern expression of Florentine luxury and 
attention to detail, Viviani made sure to 
preserve the villa’s historic character.
 Fine dining restaurant Mimesi, lo-
cated in the villa’s original subterranean 
kitchen, completes Dimora Palanca’s 
sensory experience through full dishes 
and amuse-bouches whose flavours, shapes, 
textures and æsthetic inventively mirror 
the décor. Head chef Giovanni Cerroni 
and his team mostly succeed in their 
efforts to create inventive dishes uniting 
locally sourced ingredients, showman-
ship in the presentation, and a mix of 

northern and southern Italian techniques 
and influence. You can also see and taste 
other ways his past experiences around 
Italy, Spain and elsewhere are pushing 
regional Tuscan cuisine forward. 
 Although the Dimora Palanca may 
be a little further away from Firenze’s 
cultural centre, the hotel’s size and 
location embodies the desire of the 
sophisticated and experienced traveller to 
live like a local. In addition to exclusive 
tours of Firenze’s great museums and 
colourful history, the concierge offers 
guided tours with renowned experts to 
enrich the guests’ familiarity with the city. 
There’s everything from a Ferrari driving 

experience and bespoke luxury shopping 
tours (leather workshops to jewellery 
makers, sculpture studios, ceramic artists, 
shoemakers, bookbinders, papermak-
ers, textile designers, shoemakers, inter 
alia), to specialized tours dedicated to 
wine tasting, cooking, local restaurants, 
architecture, light adventure, wellness, 
and more.
 The hotel itself doubles as a con-
temporary art gallery with pieces and 
custom furnishings from regional and 
international talents. The newly opened 
Orangerie, once a separate greenhouse 
housing the villa’s plants during in 
winter, extends that opportunity to 
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families and small business groups while 
ensuring the main building’s ambiance 
remains quiet and sophisticated. Private 
details tying the hotel’s sensory package 
together include the walled courtyard 
garden set off by its fragrant jasmine 
plants and seasonal flowers; state-of-
the-art soundproofing, large en suite 
bathrooms with marble interiors, large 
whirlpool bathtubs and chromatography 
rain shower heads; top-tier Simmons 
mattresses; luxury bathroom amenities 
by Florentine perfumer Lorenzo Vil-
loresi, and pretty linen accents.

Viareggio: fewer crowds mean more 
authenticity
Lucca is often described as a mini-
Firenze with its artisanal shops and 
exquisitely designed churches, all nestled 
perfectly into its mediæval walls set into 
an expansive park. With its visually strik-
ing character, it’s not a surprise that as 
tourism is returning to Italy in force, so 
are the tourists. As far as Toscana goes, 

however, who can blame them, with the 
incredible fashion, leather goods, jewel-
lery, outdoor dining, gelato galore and 
more in such a unique setting? 
 On the other hand, any traveller or 
meeting planner wanting a base away 
from crowds and distractions will ap-
preciate what the Atlantic Ocean beach 
town Viareggio has to offer: a truly local 
scene, a laid-back ambiance and close 
proximity to Lucca, Pisa, Cinque Terre 
and other popular destinations by bus, 
train or a rented car. The Hotel Plaza e 
de Russie, the city’s oldest hotel (dating 
to 1871, and in 1900 a popular hangout 
for literary figures and Russian royalty), 
is now a stylishly ideal place to take 
advantage of this city’s distinctive setting 
and unhurried pace.
  After more than a year of major 
renovations, the hotel reopened this 
year under the ownership and manage-
ment of Salvatore Madonna as a Relais 
& Châteaux property. To bring the hotel 
fully into the 21st century, Madonna 

collaborated with local art galleries 
and artists for distinctive décor and 
moved the restaurant from the top level 
to street level. He brought Michelin-
starred chef Luca Landi on board 
Ristorante Lunasia—a name that means 
serenity in the Etruscan language—and 
the sophisticated Maki Maki bar, both 
with inviting contemporary art and a 
mid-century modern mood wrapped 
in a playful jewel-toned colour palette. 
As the word Asia is embedded in it, it 
is worth noting it offers many origi-
nal, globally inspired items balancing 
western and eastern flavour profiles and 
presentation. While a tasting meal at the 
chef ’s table in the kitchen is a great way 
to impress colleagues and associates, the 
main restaurant offers plenty of inspir-
ing things to charm your companion on 
date night.
 The astute and approachable hotel 
owner (and proud local resident) Ma-
donna multi-tasks as a knowledgable and 
honest resource for how to best enjoy 
Viareggio, and in time, here’s hoping his 
warmth will rub off on the front desk 
staff. He’s quite adept at intuiting what 
restaurants and attractions will appeal to 
individual guests and groups, and clearly 
believes honest recommendations and 
assessments of regional destinations will 
make for a more interesting stay.
 Brilliant turquoise and ruby are punc-
tuated with black, white, and metallic 
accents in the 33 rooms and 11 suites, with 
dark woods offsetting the sharp overall 
look. Ristorante Lunasia and some of 
the public areas are set off with fresh leaf 
green and jade furnishings. The interior 
design and restored exterior remind 
those who may be there for a business 
retreat that if they are not visiting Viareg-
gio on vacation, they owe it to them-
selves to carve out time to enjoy a place 
that has been a delightful escape Italian 
couples, friends and families for decades.
 Other unique features include two 
penthouse suites with private terraces 
and stunning views of the sea, Cinque 
Terre and Apuan Alps, artisan chocolate 
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and champagne after check-in, locally 
crafted organic bathroom amenities, and 
free wifi.

Milano: scents, sensibility and sustain-
ability
Navigli is Milano’s current “it” neigh-
bourhood, a quick tram or train ride 
from the Duomo, and the oft-photo-
graphed Quadrilatero della Moda of 
shopping, museums, chain stores and 
throngs of tourists. While it has the 
youthful vibe and artist-chic found in 
formerly industrial neighbourhoods in 
major cities around the globe, it’s not 
every day that you’ll find such a district 
that has reinvented itself, wholly de-
fined by the stylish and tech-savvy locals 
who live, work and play there. It is both 
photogenic and approachable, while 
also tapping into the current sustain-
ability Zeitgeist. 
 Magna Pars–l’Hôtel à Parfum (www.
magnapars-suitesmilano.it), six minutes’ 
walk from the Porta Genova subway stop 
and tram hub serving as the neighbour-
hood’s gateway, sparkles as its anchor. 
Unlike other five-star hotels which have 
adapted their properties to fit the build-
ings they’ve taken over, the Martone 
family—one of the most important 
names in fashion and lifestyle not every-
body knows, but should—has done the 
opposite by developing a hotel (part of 
the Small Luxury Hotels of the World) 
that’s not only inspirational but also 
aspirational on so many levels. 
 The structure is strikingly modern, and 
it’s probably no accident that it looks a 
little bit like a high-tech greenhouse. It 
has several sexy, sustainable bells and 
whistles worked into it—from move-

ment-driven lighting to water filtering, an 
art curation programme and boundary-
pushing cuisine at Restaurant Da Noi In. 
However, it also celebrates the building’s 
past as a perfume factory, with LabSolue 
as one of its marquée attractions along 
with the restaurant, working herb garden 
and rooftop event space.
 Inside the hotel, LabSolue is the 
latest chapter in the storied history of 
the Società per l’Industria Farmaceutica 
e Cosmetica Istituto Farmaco-Biologo, 
founded in 1945 by Vincenzo Martone, 
who would later win an Academy Award 
for his innovations in the industry. 
Future generations of Martones would 
expand the company to include Mar-
vin, which launched in 1970 and estab-
lished itself as a formidable contender 
to France’s one-time monopoly of the 
fragrance industry. Through the decades, 
fragrances for Gucci, Blugirl, Blumarine, 
Dsquared2, Gianfranco Ferré, Laura 
Biagiotti, Pomellato and Trussard as well 
as its own Marvin line were produced in 
the building. 
 Under the watch of Giorgia and 
Ambra Martone (the third generation in 
the dynasty), the factory moved outside 
of Milano so the original building could 
repurposed into the ambitious hotel 
around 2013, which in turn, was revital-
ized and reopened in 2021. The build-
ing’s legacy is gorgeously maintained in 
the LabSolue space, where individuals, 
families and corporate groups can have 
custom fragrances developed with an as-
sist from the on-site perfumer. LabSolue’s 
alluring candles, reed diffusers and lush 
toiletries, meanwhile, are on full-sensory 
display in each of the rooms and suites. 
This is also testament to the Martones’ 

aptitude for brilliant marketing.
 Other exclusive features include a 
garden courtyard flanking plots where 
several botanicals used in the perfumes 
are cultivated; a gym equipped with 
the latest Technogym machines; fitness 
classes; and the spa, all exclusively for 
the use of the guests. As the various lush, 
covetable fragrances would suggest, the 
60 guest rooms and suites are inspired 
by botanical plants. They are open, airy 
and modern, either overlooking the 
fragrance garden or the Navigli neigh-
bourhood’s lively’s expanse of cafés and 
shops. The furnishings are both func-
tional and fashionable to the point where 
you could stay inside the whole time and 
feel like you’ve experienced Milano as a 
local would. While there are some large, 
easily adaptable spaces, there’s also the 
Biblioteca, which holds some of the ho-
tel’s most interesting artwork and serves 
as a living room for guests visiting with 
friends or hosting informal gatherings. •

Address book
Firenze
Antica Torre di Via Tornabuoni 1
Via de’ Tornabuoni, 1, 
50123 Firenze
39 055 26-58-161
www.tornabuoni1.com

Dimora Palanca 
Via della Scala, 72,
50123 Firenze
39 055  03-17-816
dimorapalanca.com

Milano
Magna Pars–l’Hotel à Parfum 
Via Vincenzo Forcella
20144 Milano
+39 02 83-38-371
www.magnapars-suitesmilano.it

Viareggio
Hotel Plaza e de Russie
Piazza d’Azeglio, 1, 
55049 Viareggio
39 0584 44-449
www.plazaederussie.com/en
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