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Focus

Birth of a science centre.
Italian phenomenology

Paola Rodari

In May 2004 the Bali Museum, Planetarium and intéxe science museum, was opened to the public
in Italy: 35 hands-on exhibits designed accordiogthe interactive tradition of the Exploratorium in
San Francisco, an astronomic observatory for edooat activities, a Planetarium with 70 places. Vit

a total investment of about three million eurospatitwo thirds of which were spent on restructurihg
splendid eighteenth-century villa in which it isused, the undertaking may be considered a smalirone
comparison with other European science centresedlmillion euros: perhaps enough to cover the cost
of only the splendid circular access ramp to tharak-new Cosmocaixa in Barcelona, an investment of
one hundred million euros. But the interesting asmd the story of the Bali Museum (but also ototh
Italian stories, as we shall see) lies in the fiett this lively and advanced science centre stamdse
bucolic region of the Marches, next to a small tafronly 800 inhabitants (Saltara, in the Provirafe
Pesaro and Urbino), in a municipal territory thaa$a total of 5000.

Whereas in Italy the projects for science centi@mgarable with the Catalan one, for example prgect
for Rome and Turin, never get off the ground, senadines are opening in small and medium-sized
towns: why is this? And what does the unusual lonatf the centres entail for science communication
in Italy? This Focus does not claim to tell the Vehibuth about Italian interactive museums, buldes
offer some phenomenological cues to open a debathe cultural, economic and political premises
that favour their lives.

Science centres as forerunners

From the pioneering interactive experiences ofbatsches Museum in Munich (1925), the Children’s
Gallery at the Science Museum in London (1931), thedPalais de la Découverte in Paris (1937),do th
more mature and paradigmatic experiences of théoEatprium in San Francisco (1969) or of the Cité
des Sciences et de I'Industrie in Paris (1985grsm centres (like the great national museumsiefice
and technology before them) tend to be createddoep that play a central role in the development
strategy of a nation, because they carry out aiomsss forerunners of culture. Banners of progeass
innovation, hinge points of scientific and techrgt@l acculturation, science centres are also Hirga
from the strongly democratic reflections of JearriRgin pre-war France, and of Frank Oppenheimer i
the United States after the bomb — the drivingderfor the formation of a new class of scientifical
aware citizens, guaranteeing their participatioprimgress.

“If people feel they understand the world arounenth or, probably, even if they have the conviction
that they could understand it if they wanted tentland only then are they also able to feel that tan
make a difference through their decisions and aietsv Without this connection people usually livith
the sense of being eternally pushed around by alemts and forces. | believe that the Exploratoriu
does help create or renew this conviction for veany people and that, especially for young peaple,
builds a desire to understand. (....) The conveyingur visitors a sense that they can understaed t
things that are going on around them may be ortheimore important things we do. This sense can
then so readily extend to all aspects of peopiess.| The intellectual apathy that | am told novisex
among young people may have come about because yhaths have never been convincingly taught
the wonder of understanding or learned that whea does understand, then each person, as an
individual or as a member of a group, can feel they can make a differencé.”

JCOM 5 (2), June 2006  © 2006 SISSA



P. Rodari 2

On account of their nature as cultural forerunnefghe effects which are hoped to be profound and
long-lasting and, last but not least, of the vasbant of investments necessary, science centrestijeh
they began as such, or were the results of therawtivisation” of traditional museums, such as the
Science Museum and the Natural History Museum indom) have grown, at least at the start of their
history, if not in the capitals of countries and big cities, in the regional capitals or in highly
industrialised cities.

The Italian pioneers

Where in our country did the seed of hands-on sei¢ake root, the idea of the museum as a labgrator
for everyone?

In 1985 the physicist Paolo Budinich, who had alyeeontributed to the creation of the international
scientific pole at Trieste (starting with the foation of the UNESCO International Centre for
Theoretical Physics in 1964)taking advantage of the opportunity offered bgegsies of events to
promote the city in Paris, laid the basis for thstfitalian science centre, the “Immaginario Stfero”
which, after having been a temporary exhibitiorthie French capital, became a permanent fixture in
Trieste in 1987.

Thanks to his far-sightedness, his travels abroad his friendship with Richard Gregory,
perceptologist and founder of the first Britisheswe centre independent of traditional museums, the
Exploratory Science Centre in Bristol, Paolo Budmnenabled Italy to be the first country in Europe,
after Great Britain, to assimilate the cultural essity of science centres.

In the same years another physicist, Vittorio Sitriei, was at work to create the Citta della Sz&éem
Naples, an undertaking with great scope and oflitynaconceived not only as a grand interactive
museum, but also as a centre for promoting new b®eelopment (because it is located at Bagnoli, on
the remains of what was once the great Neapolitatustrial district) and a different model of
development for the whole nation. The City of Scignanticipated by the Remote Future temporary
exhibitions (first edition 1987), inaugurated iitsf section in 1996, and since then it has beamaiing
as a large museum, but also as an incubator fosfand a continuous training centre.

Also in the late Eighties, the Minister for the Maisity and Scientific Research, Antonio Ruberti,
promoted a law for the diffusion of scientific auie, law 113/1991, which until the present dayhis t
only law which, albeit with limited finances, supfstemporary and permanent events of scientific
communication. Ruberti not only supported the éomabf new structures but, through his law and the
launch of the Science Culture Week, he promoted saupported a host of activities which spread
throughout the country, from micro-exhibitions prted by schools to large conventions in the histori
seats of Italian culture, to informal teaching wairkps!

However, this first period of growth of new kindsrauseums was followed by one of stagnation, or
rather of a different growth, at times labouredtiraes minimalist. Alongside the enthusiasm of more
less short-lived activities (though certainly netragards their cultural significance), only onie-§zed
permanent undertaking was opened, the “Citta deibii@” in Genoa (1997), an interactive museum
created on one hand under the guidance of thed€géSciences in Paris and, on the other, as aalultu
initiative of a group of university professors dietNational Institute for the Physics of Matter.isTh
project managed to see the light thanks to a fatircircumstance: the International Exhibition
“Christopher Columbus: the ship and the sea” wéd ineGenoa in 1992, with the result that the distr
of the Old Port was redesigned by the architectzBdtiano as a highly qualified area from the point
view of both town planning and culture.

In the meantime the Immaginario Scientifico in Steeoffered a rich range of activities for schauis
for the general public, but it did not succeed @tdiming the great science centre that Paolo Budinic
had dreamed of. Only the Citta della Scienza inlé&peached the hoped-for dimensions, making it a
reference centre on both a national and Europeale.sthe dimensions, the originality of the project
and the value of the collaborations and actionsiethrout soon brought the science centre to the
attention of the international community, and thé&taCdella Scienza became a member of the
management committee of the ECSITE (European Gumidive for Science and Technology
Exhibitions), the largest and most vital Europeassoaiation of science centres and scientific
exhibitions.



3 Birth of a science centre

Apart from that, in ltaly, in the last twenty yeavsly small centres have appeared, in small and
medium-size towns. Why?

A stunted, or perhaps only a different growth

As regards the success of the Neapolitan projeetrafer to the recent book by Pietro Greashich
reconstructs its meaning and history. Naples ibgqes an exceptional case, in which the far-siglassin
the clear intentions and the abilities of the prter® (especially Silvestrini) succeeded in stirninmthe
political sphere at the highest levels, and weus tible to collect all the necessary resources.

Instead, in other large lItalian cities, this conalion of intentions and financing did not come abou
Faced with the appearance of projects for scieecgres with the ambition of growing to European
dimensions, instead of coming together the diffeferces in the towns were divided, funds seemed
unreachable; the result was paralysis.

An emblematic example is Turin, where the Regiod #re Province skilfully and enthusiastically
promoted various projects, none of which succeéueghieving the critical dimension and in becoming
reality. Even in Rome, projects never got beyoral gtage of the feasibility study. Sometimes there i
talk of a project in Milan for the Bicocca areapssiimes of a project in Rome for the Tor Vergataar
(respectively the location of the cities’ secondversities), but they remain only ideas.

Is it only because of the amount of finances neog8sOr is it because still not everyone believes i
the usefulness of science centfes?

Certainly the competition between internal lobkiieshe cities prevents the creation of a singleffro
necessary to realise projects with these dimensinrgher European countries, on the other haoahl|
pride creates fronts extended to regional, or ewmational, level, so that even highly demanding
undertakings become possible. In fact, if we lobkSpain, which started the race to create science
centres in the Eighties, a bit later than Italgtéad of being an obstacle, competition amongag®mns
and the big cities has been a catalyst, producasitipe reactions in politicians, cultural operat@nd
sponsors. Strong local alliances, depending ongtogth and prestige of the territory involved and
competing with the neighbouring ones, have ledh® ¢reation of about ten centres, including two
colossal ones: the Ciutat de les Arts i de les €@&snin Valencial{ttp://www.cac.esa gigantic complex
including a science museum, a Planetarium, a vatde and a house of the arts and music) and, a few
hundred kilometres away, the Cosmocaixa in Bareelpavw.lacaixa.es/cosmocaiyatotally financed
by the “Caixa”, that is the Foundation that combittee two main Catalan banks.

In a small town

At Saltara the idea of a science centre was forarednd 1997. The then Mayor, Claudio Uguccioni,
was keen on astronomy. A splendid eighteenth-cgntilla was lying abandoned in the territory of the
town; there were no furnishings or collections oy &ind inside, but its structure and surroundingse
splendid. Its eighteenth-century appearance hidaistary rooted in the fourteenth century and,ha t
sixteenth century, the noble Negusanti family usedbserve the stars from astronomical towers that
have now disappeared.

The need to give a purpose, rooted in history, fioe building and the personal hobby of the Mayor
were joined by the awareness of the role that antiic museum can play, both in promoting the
cultural development of a territory and in attragtiqualified tourism, which in the case of the Bedis
potentially enormous, due to its position closeatdensely populated part of the Adriatic coast. The
project for an interactive museum in the Villa &elli was realised in less than a decade. The ramgess
funds were obtained: the Region of the Marchesdaateintermediary for European structural funds
(Objective 2, sub-objective 5b, channels for touriand culture), while the Fondazione Cassa di
Risparmio (Savings Bank) of Fano, the Province ahd-and the Municipality of Saltara itself all
participated. People with the necessary skills lanping and science communication were recruited
thanks to the involvement of the Interdepartme@antre for Teaching Research of the University of
Trieste. The Bali Museum was opened in May 2004 witespectable area of 2500 square metres and,
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in just a year, it had had 40,000 visitors, neatgn times the inhabitants of the town
(http://wvww.museodelbali.olg

Why at Saltara and not in Rome? Claudio Uguccinaiy chairman of the Bali Museum Foundation,
suggests an explanation. In big cities the fund<iitture are already completely absorbed by thgela
institutions traditionally present in the territo(theatres and opera houses, the large historyasand
museums, archaeological areas, etc.). In a codikiyltaly, with such a rich historic and cultural
heritage, the funds for culture are never realffigent and, in big cities, new projects often comp
against historic necessities, with needs alwayisealimit of survival.

In small towns, on the other hand, there are grawdngins for funds intended for culture, and new
projects arouse the interest of potential sponapdssupporters, because they offer occasions sedre
and to promote their own activities, and also beeathey indicate new opportunities for the
development and conversion of areas that have leéidrehind or, vice versa, which are just emerging

A fundamental contribution to the venture at Salteame from a bank foundation and was decisive
also for the continuity of the life of the centthijs is not an isolated case in Italy, quite th@agite.
Since the allocation of funds to scientific comnuation ventures is relatively new and less rootetthé
Country, competing with the more traditional adtes of safeguarding and promoting the historic,
archaeological and artistic heritage, the suppmtided by the banks at this time is a condisame qua
nonfor most of the promotion of science culture gyt

And so we can begin to see some of the ingredibatsallowed the birth of interactive museums in
small Italian towns: the greater ease of combirdiffgrent political viewpoints, less competitionthvi
large cultural undertakings, the availability ohka and other sponsors.

Leonardo Alfonsi (promoter and organiser of thetivabof Science in Perugia, whom we shall meet
later) adds another: he says that, in small andumedize towns, the contact between the person who
has an idea and the political and administratiuenterpart in the local authorities is easier, ndirect,
and does not require the intermediation of lobbiesther institutions. In this way the ideas growre
quickly, people’s intentions are clearer, the psses are simpler.

Another, last ingredient is perhaps less evideunt, e shall meet it again: the presence of a fine
building, such as the Villa del Bali, and the n&z@nagine a suitable cultural project.

Destination science

In fact we encounter the importance of a placeetésaved” in many of the stories linked with thethpi
of new ltalian interactive centres.

At San Gemini, in Umbria, the Geolab was createtid@9, realised by Paco Lanciano, a physician and
scientific journalist who has produced a great magporary and permanent exhibitions in Italy. A
church had been restored by the Municipality; afigéus container, but it was empty: what couldet
used for? Today it hosts an interactive exhibittmmcerning the hydrogeological aspects of the area,
also opening a general window on the science oééngh.

Also in the Province of Terni, the Museo Laboraiatell’ Appennino Umbro opened in 2001, bringing
science to the sixteenth-century fortress of Polino

At Pietraroja (in Campania, in the Province of Bex#o), a building of 2000 square metres was
erected which was to have been used as a centteef@iderly. The solution did not seem convincing,
while in the same area there was Ciro, the fodsil cipionyx samniticugjating back to 113 million
years ago, which had the great scientific meritedealing the structure of the internal organshef t
dinosaur. Once again it was Paco Lanciano who oetegblthe project of a Paleolab, an interactive
museum which opened in 200&t://www.fotonotizie.com/paleolal/

Again in Benevento, the Province held a competifmmthe creation of an interactive natural science
museum in another historic building, soon to benage likewise, the Province of Ascoli Piceno is
working on the construction of an interactive sceentre in a splendid sixteenth-century building,
formerly an old paper mill.

We apologise to our readers for the many otherresrthat are experiencing a similar history and
which we are unable to mention for lack of spaamyédver from this incomplete panorama it clearly
appears that there is an important new phenomewvem, though it is made up of lots of little storitee
local administrations of small towns all over Italse investing their resources, time and effoddquire
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additional resources, in a new, shared awarenassntieractive science museums are an indispensable
element for the development of their territory.

Why? What use are these centres, in their opinion?

The first answer that all administrators give isttithese centres support the schools, which are
notorious in Italy for their delays and seriousrst@mings in matters of scientific education, esalfc
when understood in the modern sense, as the aiguisif reasoning capacities and experimental
abilities-

Secondly, the success of the festival of sciendechtemporary exhibitions (the latter hosted abale
in large towns) has spread and strengthened tteetidd, in the sector of hands-on science, fun and
cultural growth go hand in hand: an interactive ewns is at the same time a tourist attraction and a
permanent education workshop at everyone’s disposal

Instead, few administrators yet speak of the péssdie that these structures could play, as meatio
in the quotation from Oppenheimer with which we @@, in offering spaces for the discussion of the
topical themes of sustainable progress, from enwiental themes to health and biotechnologies. The
idea of the museum as an “Agora”, of the museum theatre for the participation and constructiom of
scientific body of citizens, is still the prerogagiof big centres, and it has hardly put in an apgece in
Italy, coming from the experiences of the largesce centres in Europe (with the exception of th& C
della Scienza which participated, as a Europeamsei centre, in the birth of this new communication
dimensiony..

A museum for schools, a museum for cultural touri$his is the context in which administrations see
the possibility of saving more or less importariestific collections, either in their own possessiar
belonging to private citizens, shifting them fromisty cases where no one ever sees them to strsicture
that are more alive, more widely publicised.

The scientists’ role

This is the case of the Museum of Planetary Sciempened at Prato, in Tuscany, in 2005: an impbrtan
collection of minerals (acquired from a privateleoior) and of meteorites (belonging to the Tuscan
Geophysical Institute) has found a home in a modsiribition area. The new museum is run by the
Fondazione Prato Ricerche (which has absorbedrtiute), which manages the territory’s seismic
network and is active in the study of meteorited ahfine-dust pollution. The structure is ownedtbhg
Province, which is the main financer. The scieatifromoter was Giovanni Pratesi, researcher and
President of the Natural History Museum in Florence

After having sung the praises of the local admiatgins, when they succeed in finding the
opportunities for producing innovative projects dstithe jungle of notices and laws, it is now titoe
stress the role of the scientists, which in mostesahas proved to be decisive in the birth ofdtali
science centres. Certainly thanks to their gremteareness of the strength of scientific culturehpps
also because they are used to working with coumtsach as the United States or Great Britain, &her
the experience of science centres is so widespready lItalian researchers have made a fundamental
contribution to sowing the seeds of the public gmjent of science.

Like Paolo Budinich, Vittorio Silvestrini is a phiggst. And another physicist is Roberto Battistano
has promoted temporary interactive exhibitions &rugia (realised in collaboration with Vittorio
Zanettf, physicist, and Pietro Cerreta, physicist), anegigmce which converged in an independent
project for an interactive museum of acousticsqimwvng Andrea Frova, physicist), and finally resdlt
in the POST — Perugia Officina della Scienza ead&#cnica, which opened in December 2003 thanks
also to the contribution made by the already meetibLeonardo Alfonsi, physicist to the project.

Pietro Cerreta, who teaches physics in a secomsldrgol, was also one of the principal means of
diffusion in Italy of the San Francisco experiehcand, after twenty years’ experience in producing
itinerant hands-on exhibitions in close collabamativith the world of the school, in 2005 he inawsgad
the science centre at Calitri, in the Province wélino (http://www.scienzaviva.ij/

The astrophysicist Attilio Ferrari is the leadertbé& project “Apriticielo”, a Planetarium and Museu
of astronomy and space physics, which will opeth&opublic in autumn 2006 in a new building next to
the domes of the Astronomic Observatory in Turimtp(//www.planetarioditorino.ij/ Another
astrophysicist is Franco Pacini, who is workingtbe realisation of a Star Tower, a Planetarium and
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science centre, for the moment still on the drawingrd, to be housed in a nineteenth-century t@awver
the Observatory of Arcetri, in the hills overloogiflorence.

From the embryo of an idea dating back to 1987 jtikmlo aims to be a museum created by scientists
and run by scientists. These are the featurech@abcterise this project, in the words of Fernariself:

- “A project promoted and developed by scientistévalit engaged in research, in collaboration
with experts in science communication;

« which makes possible the experience of science toextscientific institution, with the aim of
stimulating curiosity in science;

« the project will be owned and run by a scientifistitution, while technical and financial
support will be provided by the financing bodies;

e the shows in the planetarium and the animations lvel developed and presented by post-
graduate research fellows, trained by expertsiense communication, who may also continue
their research activity at the Astronomic Obsermatd®

According to Attilio Ferrari, in Italy, despite theng years that have passed since the educational
reform carried out by Giovanni Gentile, which redeggd science to the status of a subject of poor
intellectual value, scientific culture is still seby most people as a poor relation of culturegréind
projects do not succeed in getting off the grouhey say, it is because the finances allotted & th
diffusion of scientific culture are still not conmable in size to those allotted to other cultural
enterprises. There is still a lot to be done befwiticians and administrators give the right valalso
in terms of the amounts of investments, to resea@mmunication and scientific education.

Open problems

Apriticielo has all the cards to be fully includedthat international cultural movement that gogshe
name Public Understanding of Current Reseatcfihe idea of science communication as a transfer
from someone who knows to someone who does not Kaavidea that pervaded the experience of the
Public Understanding of Science) is being replabgdmore and more complex models of science
communication. Those who operate in museums argh@eicentres are paying more attention to the
search for methods that are not “top-down”, butchihireate a dialogue of communication, whethes it i
a question of planning events and workshops oething up new exhibitions. At the same time they ar
looking for a way of proposing to the public notiyastablished, standard science (as occurs indiand
on museums of the traditional type, where, for gdanphenomena with an optic or mechanical base are
shown, etc.), but also science in the making, ¢éisearch that is being done today in laboratoriesver

the world.

This means on the one hand showing science indthads of production rather than in its final résul
and on the other presenting also its most contsislethemes, the most uncertain results that &e al
being discussed in the scientific community. Asiargntee of the vitality of the museum and theityual
of its contents, the nearness to research cemstr@slécisive factor from the point of view of thabkc
Understanding of Current Research.

The fragmentary and minimalist development of mlaijfan science centres, while on the one hand
being the sign of a profound cultural change, vatipotential widespread geographic impact, on the
other hand may give rise to situations even quitdrbm research centres, with the risk of theadyral
cultural fading and difficulty of renewal in thetéuwe.

A possible solution, indeed perhaps the only pdssine, lies in the ability to create operative
networks (of exchange, training, co-production...)\wWessn local bodies, museum structures, research
centres, both within the territory itself and atiomal level, so that even the smallest structwas
benefit from the cultural riches of a country inighscientific research is nevertheless decideddgent
and of good quality, and to be supported by langeractive or historic-scientific museum centres.

The second risk of this scattered growth of Italiateractive museums may be summed up in the
metaphor of the “cathedral in the desert”. As higiadna work for a Master's degree in Science
Communication at the SISSA in Trie§t®aniela Cipolloni has investigated the way thel Béiseum is
perceived by the inhabitants of the Municipality Sdiltara where it is located. Though proud of their
science centre, so beautiful and original and edslty many outsiders, the inhabitants of the totith s
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do not feel that the museum, like scientific cudtim general, belongs to them too. They seem tp say
“Yes, it's very fine, but it's not for us. What dee gain from it?”

Apart from the massive presence of schools inéhdétary (an objective easily achieved by all dali
science centres) and the presence of touristse thestres risk not succeeding in forming a real
relationship with their own fellow-citizens, espaby the adults.

If in a large city like Paris, invaded by touristsany of whom with sophisticated tastes in cultoreg
may perhaps disregard the many citizens who remdiraneous to the capital’'s most advanced cultural
proposals and, vice versa, the undertaking of inkglthe whole city is certainly a very difficuline,
small towns may try more easily, following a strengocial need, to involve all the local residants
their proposals. Indeed, if this were not to happba greatest potential of this unusual flourighof
interactive centres would be lost: their distribatthroughout the country.

The last problem we want to discuss (though we ka@ahave omitted many others, including some
important ones) concerns the future of these strest

As we have seen, somehow or other, in many part&lgf the means have been found for creating
small and not so small science centres, mostlyeaeli with completely local resources, within the
respective regions. The already mentioned Rubawi how updated with the 6/2000 version, is no
longer sufficient, either to support the host ofitees for valorising scientific culture that amganised
every year in Italy, or to contribute to the expen$or the routine administration of all these cntes
that already exist or that are still to appear.

The precious Italian historic scientific collectgynwhich we have not considered in this discussion,
would at the same time require attention, alsoemms of funds, since those they do receive are
insufficient for needs, even just to preserve them.

The danger is of finding oneself in situation tlgain some aspects similar to the one in GreatBr,it
where National Lottery funds have allowed the faioraand growth of a large number of structures,
many of which are now in serious financial diffitgul

Neither can one expect, in Italy or in the resthaf world, that science centres (or museums inrgéne
should support themselves like private profit comes: the costs of educational research and of the
projects for including and dialoguing with the tospeople necessarily produce a balance that is alway
in the red.

Once again it is Claudio Uguccioni who puts forwamd unassuming proposal. A law of 1999,
promoted by the then Minister, Walter Veltroni, igied important tax facilitations to amateur sports
societies, recognising their value with respeatdacation and social integration. Why not do theesa
for cultural associations and foundations, mostwdifich are formed by local bodies and public
institutions, which have been or will be createduw Italian science museums?

Translated by Quickline
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The ExploratoriumFrank Oppenheimer 1912-1985, Special issue. ME38%
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science into the centre of Italian cultural life.

N



P. Rodari 8

5

P. Grecola Citta della scienza. Storia di un sogno a Bagribllati Boringhieri 2006.

© At the moment, only one grand ltalian projectrseeure to arrive at the finishing line: that is MMUSE — the Science Museum
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