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Hidden treasures: Florence's botanical collection

Italy's first centralized museum of plants was one of the early flowerings of the unification movement.
Alison Abbott reports on an important scientific legacy.

During the nineteenth-century movement for
the unification of Italy known as the risorgi-
mento, governors of the fractious independent
states on the Italian peninsula were wary of
gatherings of intellectuals — they tended to
talk unification politics, and to be patriots. It is
a measure of the open-mindedness of the lib-
eral Leopold II, Grand Duke of Tuscany, that
in 1841 he allowed the Third Congress of Ital-
ian Scientists to be held in his capital, Florence,
despite that incendiary label ‘Ttalian

Better still, Leopold rushed the completion
ofa special room in which to host the congress:
the Tribune of Galileo in the city’s Imperial and
Royal Museum of Physics and Natural History,
which Leopold’s ancestor had created a century
earlier in a medieval palace on the outskirts of
town. The Tribune, with its marble busts, fres-
cos and mosaics, doubled as a shrine to Galileo,
whom risorgimentists had adopted as a symbol
of united Italy.

It was at the Third Congress of Italian Sci-
entists that the idea of a centralized
herbarium in the Italian-speaking
countries was proposed by Filippo
Parlatore. This lively Sicilian had
recently abandoned a medical career
in favour of botany, his true pas-
sion, and he left his native Palermo
in 1840 to tour the botanic centres
of Europe. From Paris, he sent the
congress a missive deploring the
state of the small collections he had
visited in Italy and arguing for the
foundation of a single herbarium to
develop the new disciplines of taxonomy and
phytogeography, the geographical distribution
of plant species.

His proposal struck a chord with the congress
attendees. More importantly, it won the approval
of the Grand Duke, who would be paying for it.
Leopold subsequently invited Parlatore to be the
first director of the Herbarium Centrale Italicum
in the Imperial and Royal Museum. Today, the
herbarium is among the most scientifically valu-
able historical plant collections.

Parlatore took office in 1842, and Italy’s most
important botanists began to send him their col-
lections of dried plants pressed between sheets
of paper. His acquisitions were crowned in 1850
by abequest from his friend, the famous English
botanist Philip Barker Webb. Webb left his entire
collection of around 500,000 specimens as well
as his extensive library to the herbarium. He had
collected widely in Europe, Morocco and Brazil,
and wrote one of the most important texts on
the natural history of the Canary Islands.

Parlatore organized exotic collecting expedi-
tions for the herbarium; these continued into
the twentieth century, with many specimens
being added from Italy’s East African colonies.
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Intricate wax models (above and left) of plants at Florence's Museum of Natural
History look just like the real thing.

Botanists from all over Europe regularly visited
the resulting collection.

Parlatore also curated an extraordinary col-
lection of wax plants and fruits, including some
models of plant anatomy and pathology. The
collection showed visitors all parts of a plant, at
all times of year. The wax models were made by
the same artists who produced the more widely
known human anatomy ones.

These artists worked under the guidance
of expert botanists, such as Giovanni Battista
Amici (1786-1863), a polymath whose interest
in optics led him from telescopes and astron-
omy to microscopes and plant anatomy. The
pots in which the wax plants stand, and the
ceramic shells displaying their wax seeds, were
made at the Doccia porcelain factory near Flor-
ence, supplier of fine figurines and tableware
to the rich and royal.

Visitors can now see more than 500 of these
bright and beautiful wax specimens, which
at first glance are indistinguishable from the
real thing. They can also enjoy a collection of
around 60 botanical portraits — oil paintings
that were commissioned by Florence’s powerful
Medici family, in part to show off their valuable
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exotic plants all year round.

After Italy’s unification in 1861, botanical
research came to be dominated by the micros-
copy techniques that Amici helped to develop.
Taxonomy fell out of fashion and the herbar-
ium and its curious wax models were mostly
relegated to teaching tools. The collection was
moved to the nascent university in the centre
of town, where it is still housed. To this day,
many of the holdings have not yet been exam-
ined by scholars. In the 1930s, Galileo’s instru-
ments and other memorabilia — including his
mummified finger — were transferred from
the Tribune of Galileo to Florence’s new Insti-
tute and Museum of the History of Science. But
the Tribune itself and the entire Imperial and
Royal Museum of Physics and Natural His-
tory more than reward a visit. Through their
political ideals, the risorgimentists facilitated
a wonderful scientific legacy. ]
Alison Abbott is Nature's Senior European
Correspondent.

The botany section of the Museum of Natural
History can be visited by appointment at 4 Viala
Pira, 50121 Florence, Italy.

S.BAMBI, MUSEO DI STORIA NATURALE, FLORENCE



	Hidden treasures: Florence's botanical collection
	Note



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 450
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 450
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck true
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e005000470020005000520049004e005400200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003300200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [665.858 854.929]
>> setpagedevice




