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Press release, November 6th, 2009

Florence, 1829. Art, Science and Society

Palazzo Medici Riccardi



Florence - The Toscana felix of the post-Napoleonic Restoration, the conservative, yet enlightened government of the grand dukes of Lorraine, a philosophy of science conceived as a useful discipline, the idea of nature as a model of truth and harmony ensuring stability, as the emblem of a domesticated universe bestowing only positive feelings on which to base politics, affections, art, religion, culture, and economy. 



This was the atmosphere and the context that, in the first half of the 19th century, made Florence one of the European capitals of science,  all of which is recalled for the first time by the fascinating exhibition Florence, 1829. Art, Science and Society, that on November 1st , in Palazzo Medici Riccardi, will launch the exhibitions dedicated to the most important scientific museums of the Tuscan capital, which go under the name of Florence and Science.  The 19th-century collections, places and personalities (www.firenzescienza.it).



Presented today, curated by the nineteenth-century specialist Silvestra Bietoletti, promoted by the Municipality of Florence and sponsored by the Ente Cassa di Risparmio within the Little Big Museums initiative, the exhibition displays, until May 2010, about 70 objects including paintings, sculptures, drawings, furnishings and scientific instruments coming from Italian museums and institutes and from private collections. All of them document the tastes and town planning, as well as the  collecting, philanthropic and progress interests of pre-Risorgimento Florence. 



Among the paintings, the portraits of the scientists Vincenzo Antinori (Bezzuoli) and Giovan Battista Amici especially stand out, together with  Galileo’s House by the macchiaiolo painter Borrani, a view of Florence with Iron Bridges (Gherardi) and a view of the Meleto farm by the versatile Cosimo Ridolfi, deviser of a great number of innovations for agriculture, a statesman as well as the founder of the Cassa di Risparmio di Firenze whose 180th  anniversary is being celebrated this year, 2009. Among water colours, drawings and architectural projects we find the cartoons for the frescoes in the Tribune of Galileo of the then Imperial and Royal Museum of Physics, today the Museum of Natural History. Among the sculptures, those by Aristodemo Costoli, the author of the statue of Galileo at the Specola, and the famous Orphan on a Rock by Luigi Pampaloni.


There are also scientific instruments and some of the great 19th-century innovations: the first teleprinter (electromagnetic Teletypewriter) invented by the Florentine Lorenzo Turchini, the first modern surgical instruments of Doctor Carlo Burci, even one of the first cameras bought from Daguerre himself in Paris by a Marquis Grimaldi who, unable to use it, immediately sold it for 20 sequins to the Physics Cabinet directed by Antinori. Numerous decorative objects document the most common consequences of the spirit of the time, the philosophy of an orderly nature rendered in flowers made of fabric under a glass bell, vases in gilded bronze and crystal, drawings of little putti and angels, books with floral decorations, catalogues of floriculturists.



We are far from a romantic nature inspired by ideals of spiritual beauty. Grand ducal Florence is by now accustomed to scientific experiments, to positive praxis and concepts. Technical and aesthetic innovations spring from an identical local attitude: the attention to real nature, which in painting will lead to the modernity of realism and to the Macchiaioli painters, is actually the same that will make tools for everyday work and chemistry, also applied to farming and food conservation, progress. In other words, useful knowledge.



It is in this context that Ridolfi also created a special plough - rightly displayed in this exhibition - to make the work in the fields greatly easier. In the agricultural society of the time, solely based on muscular strength, it was almost a revolutionary tool. Many years later they realized that at the 1885 Paris Universal Exhibition where, for his plough, Ridolfi was awarded a solemn gold medal in his memory. It was the only one awarded to Italian technology, then already outdone by the progresses of industrialized Europe.
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Florence and Science is sponsored by the Ministry for Arts and Culture and by the University of Florence. The Tuscan Region, Provincial Administration of Florence Banca CR Firenze, Museum of Natural History, History of Science Museum (Galileo Museum) and the Science and Technology Foundation have contributed to the 2009 edition. The Monuments and Fine Arts Office of Florence and Tuscany, the Vieusseux Scientific and Literary Cabinet, the Ximenian Observatory Foundation and the Georgofili Academy have also collaborated. Antonio Paolucci, director of the  Vatican Museums, presides over the Scientific Committee which has among its members Cristina Acidini, Paolo Galluzzi, Giovanni Pratesi, Guido Gori, Claudio Rosati, and Carlo Sisi. Scientific coordination by Mara Miniati. Sponsors: APT Firenze, ATAF, Toscana Energia. Media partner Corriere della Sera.
