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1/ Approximately 170 works for a fundamental exhibition

Florence – Approximately 170 works, some of them by Alberti, but most by the great artists who were influenced by his theories: Donatello, Ghiberti, Beato Angelico, Bernardo Rossellino Andrea del Castagno,  Lo Scheggia, Filippo Lippi, Filarete, Verrocchio, Botticelli, Fra Carnevale, Andrea Sansovino, Neri di Bicci and many others.

These are the contents of the major exhibition, The Renaissance Man, Leon Battista Alberti and the Arts in Florence between Reason and Beauty, (Florence, Palazzo Strozzi, 11 March to 23 July 2006, www.albertiefirenze.it) designed to celebrate the sixth centenary of the birth of the Florentine genius, one of the major exponents of Renaissance culture. Alberti (1404 – 1472) was in fact a supreme architect, a prodigious scholar and an extremely acute art theorist, but also a town planner, mathematician, painter, archaeologist, physicist, chemist and musician. He was, in short, the man that embodied the universal ideals of Renaissance humanism before Leonardo, ready to penetrate the most diverse fields, the emblematic product of a cultural ascent capable of formulating original syntheses of reason and beauty, of defining the rules of a new aesthetics, of shaping the sensibility of an epoch.


Curated by Cristina Acidini Luchinat (Director of the Opificio delle Pietre Dure) and by Gabriele Morolli (Professor of History of Architecture at Florence University) the exhibition was presented today. It enjoys the Patronage of the President of the Republic, has been designed and produced by the Ente Cassa di Risparmio di Firenze and realised and organised by Firenze Mostre. Precious support has been provided by the Special Commission for the Florentine Polo Museale and the other territorial Commissions, the Opificio delle Pietre Dure, the Florence City Council, the University of Florence and the National Committee for the Alberti Celebrations. The main sponsor is the Gruppo Banca CR Firenze. The catalogue is published by Mandragora/Maschietto Editore.


The exhibition displays a total of 34 paintings, 22 drawings, 30 sculptures or reliefs, 4 architectural elements, 11 plaster casts, 21 exemplars of applied arts (fabrics, models, gold and silverware, etc.), 6 medals, 20 manuscripts, some of them illuminated, 5 letters, 13 printed volumes. Among the most precious pieces are some extraordinary works by Donatello: the Madonna and Child (Piot), exceptionally on loan from the Louvre, Herod’s Banquet from the Musée des Beaux Arts of Lille, the Virgin and Child with Angels from the Victoria and Albert Museum. Other works on display include: the wall panel showing the Siege of Troy by the Master of Apollo and Daphne, on equally exceptional loan from New York University, the plaque considered a Self-portrait of Alberti in Profile from the National Gallery of Washington,  Botticelli’s Calumny from the Uffizi and the Silver Cupboard by Beato Angelico from the Museo di San Marco. One of the major attractions is The ideal city from the Museo Nazionale delle Marche, displayed alongside which, for the first time, is the extraordinary drawing discovered underneath the painting as a result of the diagnostic investigations commissioned by the Commission of Urbino. In the light of present knowledge, this drawing can plausibly be considered to be by Alberti’s own hand. 

A particularly important contribution is made by a group of unpublished documents from the archives of the Alberti family, which offer important clues about the figure and work of Leon Battista. Apropos this aspect, the exhibition displays for the first time a genealogical tree containing the names of 144 ancestors, written on parchment in Alberti’s own hand and only recently discovered.


The exhibition is conceived in line with criteria of a distinctly communicative and educational stamp. It is a voyage of discovery through Renaissance Florence to be reread and reinterpreted in the light of the works designed or inspired by Leon Battista Alberti. The exhibition itinerary is divided into seven sections: Alberti’s life, the Florentine years, the Rucellai commissions, Alberti’s city, the treatise on architecture, the ideal city and science. 


From the maze-like windings of elegant signs and precious materials emerges the force of Alberti’s thought: not necessarily and not always rational and bright, but sometimes given to dark and mysterious ideas, bordering on that interior shadow line that is now called depression. The important themes of his life are touched upon: his birth in exile in Genoa in 1404, the wandering studies, the choice of an ecclesiastical career in the papal offices, as well as his theoretical works and their influence on the arts. Without his treatises (Della Pittura - De Pictura, De Statua, De Re Aedificatoria) the course of the arts in the second half of the fifteenth century, and hence of the Florentine and Italian Renaissance, would not have been the same.


The exhibition also continues outside Palazzo Strozzi, in the form of an Alberti itinerary marking the works designed by Alberti the architect and the places where his intellectual suggestions can be perceived. Among the former and the most important are those that were commissioned by Giovanni Rucellai, the aristocratic merchant who gave Alberti his full trust: Palazzo Rucellai, the facade of Santa Maria Novella, the Shrine of the Holy Sepulchre in San Pancrazio. Then, again in Florence, the circular Choir of Santissima Annunziata, and in the surrounding area the parish church of San Martino at Gangalandi, of which Alberti was rector. Among the latter are the Chapel of the Crucifix in San Miniato, the Shrine of Santissima Annunziata, the portico of the Pazzi Chapel and the great cloister in the convent of Santa Croce, the marble facings of the drum of the cupola of Santa Maria del Fiore and the cloister of San Lorenzo. An itinerary that passes through Impruneta, Pescia, Piombino and Pienza, taking in the outstanding sites and experiences of Renaissance Tuscany.
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