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FEW THINGS ENCAPSULATE the grandeur of

Italy’s past more than its palazzos. Their classical
architecture is a reminder of a time when the Italian
states existed as a beacon of Renaissance culture.
Today, this sense of history continues to draw tourists,
but to live in these palaces you would, traditionally,
have to be of noble birth. However, things are changing
- thanks to a new trend in property development.

In recent years, the country’s developers have begun
transforming palazzos into a mix of smaller residences
and selling them. They've been doing the same to large
village houses and castles too - converting them into
managed developments, from Tuscany to Sicily.

It means that, for the first time, anyone can own
aslice of the country’s historic past. So why is this
happening now? Italian property developer Luca
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Catalano believes the market shift is due to foreig:
buyers being less keen to buy properties to do up.
“Buyers are now more cautious about financial
commitments,” he says. “Where you can’t be on site
and don't speak the language, it’s easier and cheaper
to buy something that has already been developed.”

Catalano, who is selling developments in several
historic conversions also claims owners want their
investments to work harder. “Owners can't afford to
have property sitting empty, they need to rent it and
that’s easier in a managed development.”

Italy’s countryside and Renaissance cities lure
buyers from Britain, Ireland, Scandinavia and
Germany; however, Italians from busy cities, such as
Milan and Rome, are increasingly opting for these
ventures too. “Fifty per cent of my clients tend to be

Ttalians,” says Catalano. “They are looking for a rural
or coastal escape and they like traditional character.”
The economic downturn has seen many such
historic properties arrive on the market. No longer
viable as a single home, due to high maintenance costs,
developers can snap up large homes for conversion.
“When estates are too big and expensive to work
as one property they can be carved up,” says Gemma
Bruce of GK Italian Property (gkitalianproperty.com).
“A palace might be split into apartments or
outbuildings turned into villas. Buyers can own
somewhere historical they couldn’t otherwise afford.”
Bruce represents several developments in Tuscany,
one of which offers a mix of one- to three-bedroom
properties starting at €250,000 in a converted 16th-
century manor house. Alternatively, there’s a hilltop

Castelfalfi estate is
surrounded by verdant
Tuscan countryside

castle in the Chianti wine region, from €490,000 for
two-bedrooms. In both cases, properties have period
features alongside communal grounds and pools.

“You can find individual homes for comparable
prices, but they tend to be more isolated or need work,”
adds Bruce. “Then there are issues of upkeep and
security. A managed project is easier to own.”

THOUGH BASED IN NEW YORK, German
photographer Holgar Eckstein and his wife, Angela,
own a house in Borgo Poderone (to-tuscany.com),
arestored rural hamlet near Pisa. “T used to live in
Ttaly and wanted to own a place I could return to,” he
says. Eckstein’s two-bed house was restored as part
of a wider project that saw a large farm estate turned
into period-style cottages, using local stone, roof ~ »
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