CASE STUDIES

SAMMEZZANO CASTLE

AN ORIENTAL DREAM IN THE HEART OF TuSsCANY

By GeCo Las
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estled among the hills of

the Upper Valdarno, in

Leccio, the Castle of Sam-
mezzano stands as one of the
most striking examples of Orien-
talist architecture in Italy. Origi-
nally built as a Medicean hunting
lodge in the 17th century, the
building was completely trans-
formed in the 19th century by
Marquis Ferdinando Panciatichi
Ximenes d’Aragona. To him we
owe the castle’s current appear-
ance—an extraordinary work
blending Islamic, Moorish, Indian,
and Iberian inspirations into a
unique architectural kaleido-
scope. Heir to one of Florence’s
wealthiest and most cultured
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families, Ferdinando was a mul-
tifaceted and unconventional
figure: a self-taught architect,
scientist, bibliophile, politician,
and patron of the arts. His vision
took shape in the Sammezzano
project, carried out between
1853 and 1889. Over nearly forty
years, the marquis designed,
supervised, and financed every
detail of the complex, relying
solely on specially trained local
labor. Though he never visited
the East, Ferdinando drew upon
the iconographic and theoretical
sources of his time—illustrated
texts, collections, treatises—to
forge a personal and fantastical
aesthetic universe. Sammezzano

thus became his retreat and
magnum opus, an expression of
refined artistic sensitivity and
deep political disappointment,
as evidenced by the enigmatic
inscriptions scattered throughout
the rooms, including the famous
lament carved into the Gallery
of Stalactites against the moral
decline of post-unification Italy.
The building rises on three levels,
with a rectangular floor plan
and a flat roof. Its main facade
is dominated by a central tow-
er-like body with a Visigothic arch
portal, reached by a semicircu-
lar double staircase. The exte-
rior decoration features Moorish
motifs, with arched windows,
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reliefs, and vibrant colors that
hint at the opulence within.
The piano nobile (main floor)
houses over 40 rooms, each
with unique decorative schemes
in terms of color, material, and
motif. Among the most cele-
brated are the Hall of Lilies,
the Peacock Room, the Hall of
Lovers, the Gallery of Stalactites,
the White Room, and the Atrium
of Columns. Stucco, stained glass,
tiles, marble, inlaid wood—every
detail showcases the exceptional
craftsmanship of local artisans
and the boundless imagination
of the creator.

The architectural language rein-
terprets forms drawn from Islamic
art: polylobed arches, muqarnas,
arabesque patterns, decorative
calligraphy, and symmetrical
designs that evoke the Alhambra
of Granada and the Taj Mahal.
Yet all of it is filtered through

European Romantic sensitivity,
in a dreamlike and intellectual
vision. In addition to the castle,
Ferdinando also designed the vast
surrounding park, transforming a
holm oak woodland into an exotic
garden. Spanning approximately
65 hectares, the park hosts rare
tree species—including 57 giant
sequoias imported from North
America—and Moorish-style
decorative structures such as
fountains, bridges, grottoes,
and pavilions. This green Eden
reflects the marquis’s botanical
passion; in 1864, he purchased
his first sequoia for 224 lire.

Nineteenth-century Florence was
a driving force of Orientalism in
Italy, thanks to institutions such
as the Royal Institute of Higher
Studies and the Italian Society
for Oriental Studies, featuring
prominent figures like Angelo
De Gubernatis and Ernesto

Schiaparelli. The city’s pivotal
role was confirmed by the Fourth
International Congress of Orien-
talists, held in Florence in 1878.
On that occasion, a group of one
hundred delegates visited Sam-
mezzano, admiring its originality
and splendor.

Within this context, Ferdinando
Panciatichi Ximenes d’Aragona
emerged as a radical and vision-
ary interpreter of the European
fascination with the East—not in
a documentary or philological
sense, but as a total aesthetic
experience, a mental journey
toward distant and idealized
worlds. The Castle of Sammez-
zano is not a copy of Islamic
art, but a Western and Roman-
tic reinvention of the Orient—a
“creative delirium,” as he him-
self suggested—where architec-
ture becomes the language of
the soul.
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