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1. Introduction
When walking from Piazza Santa Maria Novella to the Mercato Centrale in
Florence, Italy, one is likely to find oneself traveling along the Via Sant’Antonino.
Amidst a city liberally endowed with artistic masterpieces, the façade of Palazzo dei
Cartelloni, located at Via Sant’Antonino 11, stands out amongst the rest. The front of
Palazzo dei Cartelloni houses the first public monument to the condemned Galileo Galilei
(1564-1642), constructed in 1691 and 1692. In a time when there was much controversy
surrounding the late scientist, his pupil and loyal follower, Vincenzo Viviani (16221703), commissioned a beautiful work of art that also served as a piece of powerful
propaganda.1 Palazzo dei Cartelloni has since been transformed into one of Studio Art
Centers International’s main school buildings, but the structure is still considered a
historic palace in Florence. Once a 17th century residence for Galileo’s most important
follower, Palazzo dei Cartelloni now houses art studios, galleries, classrooms, and a
conservation lab; however, the edifice is still marked by Viviani’s prominent homage to
his teacher.2
While condemned under the Inquisition for his Copernican discoveries, private
and public monuments celebrating Galileo and his achievements soon began to spring up
throughout Florence and Italy in defiance of the papal attempts to forbid them. Through
close examination of both these works of art and the life of Galileo, this paper will
attempt to prove that art had a significant influence on the scientist. Subsequently, it will
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demonstrate how Galileo shaped the art of his contemporaries as well as those who came
after him.
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2. The Life and Art of Galileo
On the 15th of February, 1564, Galileo di Vincenzo Bonaiuti de’Galilei was born
in Pisa, Italy.3 Born into the late Renaissance, he joined a world where science and art
could be combined on many levels. As M.A. Orthofer states in his essay Galileo in Hell:
Looking for a Dialogue Between Science and Art, “Contemporary opinion holds that
science and art are to be considered distinct spheres, and that only in certain areas can
overlap be tolerated.”4 While today the two fields are assumed to be founded on virtually
irreconcilable modes of thought, “The distinction between the history of science and the
history of art is an artificial one when it comes to the early modern period.”5 In many
ways, the Renaissance, or “re-birth,” in Italy during the 15th and 16th centuries constituted
an intellectual revolution in the way people approached challenges artistically,
scientifically, socially, and politically. The intellectual culture of the period became
increasingly focused on discovery, and many of the most important breakthroughs
occurred in the areas of art and science. During the Renaissance, art and science were
equally innovative, developing disciplines requiring a great deal of creativity and the
ability to look at things differently than others. As the two subjects grew alongside each
another, opportunities for crossovers between art and science often presented themselves.
Great minds, like those of Michelangelo Buonarroti and Leonardo da Vinci, took
advantage of these opportunities and established themselves as both inventors and artists.
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Galileo discovered himself in a time when artists and scientists coexisted in the same
circles and was, therefore, able to manifest himself both as an extraordinary scientist and
an artistic thinker.
Galileo’s background prepared him well for both the arts and sciences. With a
well-known musician and musical theorist for a father, the arts were an ever-present force
in his childhood home.6 The artistic talents he developed early in life later helped Galileo
communicate his ideas to a public that might have some difficulty grasping his more
abstract theories. He used artistic modes, such as images and diagrams to explain his
discoveries in a way which allowed a relatively broad audience to comprehend his
findings. The cultured, educated life Galileo lead allowed him to cross the boundaries
between artistic and scientific mediums on many occasions. According to his
biographers, Galileo initially wanted to study painting; however, he began studying
medicine at the University of Pisa in 1581 and by 1592 he was teaching mathematics at
the University of Padua. His skills as a scientist prompted his to move to Florence in
1610, where he became a prominent member of the Medici court.7 It was through the
Medici and his work in Florence that Galileo’s ties to the world of art began to deepen,
and had their greatest impact both during and after his life.
One of the central developments in Renaissance art was the use and perfection of
linear perspective. While living in Florence Galileo taught geometry and its application
to linear perspective at the Accademia del Disegno, the Florentine academy for drawing
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and design. This Academy was originally opened by Giorgio Vasari (1511-1574) in 1562
in an attempt to create an environment conducive to the intellectual development of the
arts.8 The Academy taught artists to incorporate current trends in literature, philosophy,
and science into their work. It was through his career at the Accademia del Disegno that
he met some of the leading artists of the time, including Artemisia Gentileschi, whose
work he would influence significantly.9 At the same time, Galileo utilized his knowledge
of the arts, mathematics, and science to become a notable critic of the arts.10 Galileo not
only wrote a kind of art criticism, but he also used his powers of logical persuasion to
support his point of view. For example, the idea of the paragone of the arts, a dispute
over whether painting or sculpture is a superior form of art, was a heavily debated topic
throughout the Renaissance and after. One artist who made his views on paragone known
was Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1512). Both Leonardo, the “scientist” artist, and Galileo
firmly believed that the art of painting is intellectually superior to sculpture, and they
both made this known through a series of well-defended writings. In one such writing,
Leonardo argued that “Sculpture is not a science but a very mechanical art,” whereas
painting, “on a flat surface uses the power of its science to display the greatest landscapes
with their distant horizons.”11 Perhaps it is this idea that painting is, in fact, a type of
science that caused Galileo to possess such an appreciation for it.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
a!&04(%)!_67%+8-?:!./(&;(+),"<(&%=&0)%,,%>?&0(%3(,+@A&B+,&"-'&82)(-2(&%-&,/(&C6(&%=&

,/(&82)(-,)=)2&5(6%#D,)%-:!@8$0*0FY-?6-?E!3-+?%))!Q?1R%+,18S!b+%,,T!"cc":!b':!<<MH<\M!
c!d0R16!#-''%+:!ED)+F@&8)'(?&%=&82)(-,)?,?A&.+D(&,"#(?&%=&)-<(-D),@&"-'&(++%+&=+%3&
4/@?)2?&,%&"?,+%-%3@:!e%G!f-+ZT!efE!&'+1?7%+T!<CCK:!!
"C_+G1?!b0?-.,ZS:!0"#)#(%&"?&"&*+),)2&%=&,/(&B+,?:!O-))0?6T!#$%!e%8$%+)0?6,E!#$%!
O07(%T!"c\;:!
""Y%-?0+6-!60!N1?*1:!G(%-"+'%&%-&!")-,)-<:!V0+81?!g%4'T!_6:!e%G!O0R%?T!3#E!f0)%!
Q?1R%+,18S!b+%,,T!"cac:!b':!MaH;`:!
!

\!

With similar opinions to Leonardo, Galileo rooted his claim on paragone in the
logical reasoning and rational of a scientist. In letter to the artist Cigoli on June 26, 1612,
Galileo defended his argument that painting requires more artistic and intellectual skill by
declaring:
Finally, the sculptors always copy and the painters do not. The former imitate things as
they are, the latter as they appear; but since things are only in one way and appear in
infinite ways, it is enormously more difficult [for the painter] to attain to excellence in his
art. And from this it follows that excellence is enormously more admirable in painting
than it is in sculpture.12

Galileo approached this argument on paragone with a scientific defense of his
viewpoint. He built a chain of logical arguments and supported his position on the
paragone of the arts in the same manner which a scientist might defend his discoveries.
Just as he used his artistic training to help communicate his observations, Galileo utilized
his scientific training to help him write solid art criticism on the idea of paragone. With
his varied personal experiences, education, and background, Galileo was able to utilize
both advanced art and groundbreaking science to nourish one another.
While he is mainly remembered today for his scientific thinking, it was his
appreciation for the arts, evident in his art criticism, which helped shape the way Galileo
conceived and recorded his ideas. Like many scientists, then and now, he was detailed
and organized, keeping methodical records as well as making notes of and references to
his findings. With a great deal of patience, he often waited to reveal his discoveries to
the general public until he was fully confident in them. For example, while Galileo did
not publish his law of projectile motion until 1638, in his Discourses and Mathematical
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Demonstrations Relating to Two New Sciences13, it is known that he discovered the basic
principle more than 30 years earlier. In 1608 he wrote a letter to an acquaintance
explaining the principles.14 This long delay between discovery and final publication
shows that Galileo was a methodical, organized mathematician, unwilling to publish his
findings until all the minute details had been worked out.
Quite the opposite from his scientific mindset, however, many of Galileo’s
actions point toward an artistic method of thinking. Several of his discoveries can be
credited to the scientist looking at things from a new direction and perspective, a trait that
is commonly associated with artists, and other “creative” people. For example, Galileo is
commonly associated to such a degree with the telescope that many people believe he
invented this fundamental astronomical tool. While it is true that his Sidereus Nuncias,15
or Starry Messenger, pamphlet of 1610 was the first scientific treatise rooted in telescopic
observations, he was not the inventor of the instrument. The telescope was patented by
the Dutch lens maker Hans Lippershey in 1608 and was already in use in the early 17th
century as both a spy tool and a child’s toy. But, Galileo was the first to turn the device to
the sky and use it to look at the heavens in a new way. It was his knowledge of
geometric perspective, which he later taught at the Accademia, that allowed Galileo to
realize the strange marks on the moon were not discolorations, but rather shadows being
cast on an uneven surface. As explained by Martin Kemp in his book The Science of Art,
“[His] opinion was founded on his understanding of the behavior of shadow with respect
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to different angles of illumination on non-planar and curved surfaces.”16 He did not trust
common conceptions and was compelled to see things for himself. This trait is one
commonly seen in artists and runs parallel to the more “advanced” artistic ideals of the
Renaissance. The artistic developments during the Renaissance period center around
translating what the artists see naturally into a medium such as painting and sculpture.
Just as artists utilize angles, chiaroscuro, and perspective to render onto paper what their
eyes tell them, Galileo used science to decipher and explain what he saw of the moon. It
is the goal of artists and thinkers like Galileo to make people see more than what they
initially believe. Galileo worked against the limitations of the naked eye as many artists
work to make their audience see beyond what is simply in front of them.
Galileo utilized his artistic skills and training to translate and share his scientific
observations. The scientist once said, “I believe that vision is the sense which is eminent
above all others.”17 He appreciated the power of direct observation and the visualization
of those observations. He insisted on laying out his findings visually in an attempt to
help himself and others understand the character of his discoveries. For example, in his
Siderius Nuncius manuscript Galileo included engravings based on a series of carefully
painted watercolor pictures of the jagged, cratered moon in each of its phases (Figure 1).
The illustrations Galileo used to communicate his findings in the pamphlet began to
change the way information could be expressed, and Galileo was a pioneering figure in
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this combination of art and science that persists to our own day.18 Later in his career
Galileo shifted away from this sort of visualization. His contemporaries believed that
true masters of science should be able to describe their discoveries verbally, through texts
and dialogues, rather than by using visual aids. Galileo fell victim to this thought process
in an attempt to prove himself, and he began composing works like his Dialogue
Concerning Two Chief World Systems19 and The Discourses and Mathematical
Demonstrations Relating to Two New Sciences. Although he shifted to a more verbal and
textual mode of conveying information, it remains obvious from his early works that
Galileo’s initial and, presumably preferred, approach to the transmission of data was
intensely visual.
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3. Galileo’s Influence on Artists of His Day
As is evident from a letter written to the Grand Duchess Christina of Tuscany in
1615, Galileo believed that “The increase of known truths stimulates the investigation,
establishment, and growth of the arts.”20 Some of the scientist’s less controversial
discoveries undoubtedly inspired contemporary artists. In the Siderius Nuncius, Galileo
exhibited his talent as an artist. Instead of portraying a perfect sphere, the scientistturned-artist revealed the jagged, cratered moon seen in figure 1. As described by David
Zax in his Smithsonian article:

He saw the pocketmarked surface of the moon, which, far from being perfectly spherical,
was in fact full of cavities and prominences, being not unlike the face of the Earth. Soon he
would note that Jupiter had four moons of its own and that Venus had moonlike phases,
sometimes waxing to a disk, sometimes waning to a crescent.21

It is amazing that Galileo did not encounter more opposition for his early findings, since
the perfect, uncontaminated moon was widely known as an iconographic symbol of the
purity and perfection of God, the Virgin Mary, and the Church. By showing that the
surface of the moon was imperfect, Galileo was contradicting the Christian dogma. He
somehow escaped this brush with the Church unscathed and, perhaps remarkably, the
iconography of the moon in churches began to change.
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Just months after Galileo published his Siderius Nuncius pamphlet, Lodovico
Cigoli painted the Virgin as Queen of Heaven in the Pauline Chapel of Santa Maria
Maggiore, a commission that came directly from the Pope Paul V (1552-1621; Pope from
1605-1621).22 In this fresco, the Virgin was depicted standing on Galileo’s cratered,
jagged moon rather than the perfect sphere typical of prior iconography (Figure 2). The
incorporation of Galileo’s new moon in this case has attracted considerable attention in
both scientific and artistic literature. In 1975, the art historian Miles Chappell compared
the art of Cigoli with the scientific observations of Galileo when he wrote:
Cigoli’s devotion to Galileo took visual form in the chapel built by Pope Paul V…in
Santa Maria Maggiore; there in the dome fresco, Cigoli “published” one of Galileo’s
highly debated discoveries, the uneven surface of the moon. In depicting the Madonna as
the Immaculate Queen of Heaven, traditionally symbolized by a lunar crescent, Cigoli
showed a moonscape of mountains and craters as it appeared through the telescope.23

Years earlier, the noted scholar Erwin Panofsky wrote about the fresco in his book on
Galileo as a Critic of the Arts, 1954. He speaks of the close relationship between the two
men and how this inspired the artist’s innovative representation:
And in his very last work, the Assumption of the Virgin in the dome of the papal chapel in
S.M. Maggiore, the painter, as a “good and loyal friend,” paid tribute to the great scientist
by representing the moon under the Virgin’s feet exactly as it had revealed itself to
Galileo’s telescope – complete with that “jagged dividing line” and those “little islands”
or craters which did so much to prove that the celestial bodies did not essentially differ,
in form and substance, from our earth.24
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Cigoli’s moon in the ceiling fresco of the Pauline Chapel reveals an important
link between science and the visual arts.25 The three-dimensionality illustrated in
Cigoli’s moon rivals that of sculpture, supporting Galileo’s arguments regarding the
paragone discussed previously (see page 4). The ability of Cigoli to render a moon in
such three-dimensional quality, an attribute usually associated with sculpture, lends
credibility to his artistic excellence.26 Of course, the artist derived his inspiration for the
fresco from the original illustrations in Galileo’s pamphlet.
Galileo’s astronomical observations in Siderius Nuncius continued to inspire
artists in the ensuing decades. In 1636 Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640) created a painting
based on the story of Saturn Devouring His Son (Figure 3)27. The scene is one which had
been depicted before. The hunched over, nude figure of the god brutally bites the chest
of a small boy. In the monochromatic background, Rubens painted three stars
representing the satellites of Jupiter, which were first witnessed by Galileo and published
in his 1610 pamphlet. The representation of the satellites of Jupiter within Rubens’
painting suggests that the child Saturn is devouring is Jupiter. Twenty-four years after
they first appeared in Siderius Nuncius, Rubens employed these “Medician Stars” as an
element to help identify the mythological figure of Jupiter within his painting.
In addition to influencing specific works of art with his findings in Siderius
Nuncius, after the pamphlet’s publishing the telescope began being used in artworks as an
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allegorical symbol for the sense of sight. This is the case in the 1617 painting The Five
Senses: Sight by Jan Brueghel the Elder (1568-1625).28 This painting portrays many
artistic items one commonly thinks of as associated with the sense of sight. There are
depictions of numerous other paintings as well as several sculpted busts. The two figures
creating the focal points of the painting are a nude, partially draped woman who
personifies the sense of sight and a small putto. These figures stand around a Galilean
telescope, which is utilized as an allegorical symbol for sight (Figure 4).
All of these works of art stem from the observations Galileo published in his 1610
pamphlet; therefore, it is not surprising that his other discoveries directly inspired the
works of his numerous pupils. One likely instance of this appears in the1620 painting of
Judith Beheading Holofernes by Artemisia Gentileschi (1593-1656).29 While there are
no documents directly linking this work to Galileo, the references to his work in the
painting are undeniable. We also know something about the relationship between the
young artist and the scientist. Both were living in Florence and were members of the
Accademia del Disegno while working for the Medici at the same time. If this is not
enough to confirm that the two crossed paths on many occasions, the letters sent back and
forth between them surely do so.30 In 1611, while living in Rome, Artemisia painted an
earlier version of Judith Beheading Holofernes (Figure 5)31. In this violent, Biblical
scene, Judith and her maidservant brutally hold down and begin to behead the man while
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blood streams from his neck, staining the linen below him. Artemisia spent the time from
1614-1621 in Florence, where she was the first female artist to be accepted by the
Accademia del Disegno. It was during this time period that she met and became friends
with Galileo, who was granted entrance to the Accademia in 1613. During the time they
both spent in Florence, it can be assumed that the two friends discussed their passions and
their work. Keeping in mind that Galileo had realized the laws of projectile motion
sometime prior to 1608, as we know from the letters discussed earlier in this paper (see
page 5), and that he was not opposed to sharing his findings with those close to him
before they were published, also demonstrated by the same letters, the assumption can be
made that he shared the laws of projectile motion with his friend Artemisia. The
argument that Galileo’s trajectories influenced Artemisia’s painting are discussed in
depth both in David Topper’s book and in his article with Cynthia Gillis, “Trajectories of
Blood: Artemisia Genitleschi and Galileo’s Parabolic Path.”32 This may seem like a
broad assumption until we consider her second version of Judith Beheading Holofernes.
In 1620, after Artemisia had moved to Florence and worked with Galileo, Cosimo
II de’ Medici commissioned his own version of her 1611 painting. With only minor
compositional changes, the most notable difference between the 1611, pre Galileo, and
1620, post Galileo, versions is the treatment of Holofernes’ blood (Figure 6). While the
blood in the 1611 painting simply leaks from his neck, the blood from the 1620 version
shoots forth in a dramatic fashion. The blood does not spurt in stiff lines in every
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direction, as in Caravaggio’s earlier adaptation of the same scene33, but it instead flows in
perfect parabolic arches. The lines of blood so closely follow Galileo’s drawings of
parabolic motion that the only one that does not fit the equation of a parabolic arc closely
resembles the same asymmetrical one in Galileo’s diagram.34 There are many reasons
Artemisia would have used Galileo’s discoveries in her second edition of Judith
Beheading Holofernes. The movement and power of the blood coming from Holofernes’
neck creates a forceful, emotional, and violent scene. While the 1611 version helped to
establish her artistic reputation in the wake of the scandal associated with her rape trial,
the 1620 version could be read as a further expression of her reaction to that experience;
however, it seems more likely to be an attempt to refine and enhance the earlier, already
well-known composition. Whatever her motivations included, the prominence of the
blood in her 1620 version helped Artemisia produce an extremely compelling,
commanding picture. Since the art of the period, especially in the wake of Caravaggio’s
groundbreaking work, emphasized dynamic movement and emotion combined with a
powerful naturalism, she may have been striving for this combination of naturalism and
vitality in her painting.35 After learning the laws of projectile motion, Artemisia was able
to build a more naturalistic and scientifically correct setting. Finally, Artemisia may have
been trying to demonstrate respect for her friend. Historical documents make it clear that
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the two remained close throughout their lives, so it would not be a stretch to assume that
the use of Galileo’s discoveries in her work were an homage to the great scientist.36
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4. Salone della Meridiana
All of the works we have discussed up to now were created during the peak of
Galileo’s fame. In 1633, as we know, the scientist was formally prosecuted under the
Inquisition, placed under house arrest for the remainder of his life, and his Dialogue
Concerning the Two Chief World Systems was banned under papal rule.37 In defiance of
the ban, many people, especially the Florentines, continued to support and study Galileo.
Copies of his Dialogue continued to be sold on the black market, under the radar of those
watching.38 Support for of Galileo and his ideas persisted well after his house arrest in
1633, and his death in 1642, as his followers continued to construct both public and
private homages to his scientific genius. While Galileo influenced artists and their works
during his lifetime, the posthumous, monumental works of art he inspired are especially
fascinating because they not only honor the scientist, but they also continue and expand
on the fusion of art and science that characterized his work. These works include various
decorations in the Medici palace, the façade of Palazzo dei Cartelloni, and his eventual
tomb monument in Santa Croce, a public statement that represents the culmination of the
posthumous celebration of Galileo in Florence.39
Galileo had a long and intricate history with many members of the Medici family.
It is not surprising then that there are reoccurring references to the late scientist, some
explicit, some less so, to be found in the Pitti Palace in Florence. Galileo’s relationship
with Florence’s ruling family began with Grand Duke Ferdinand I and Christina, who
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ruled from 1587-1609.40 This phase of the relationship is exemplified by Galileo’s Letter
to the Grand Duchess Christina of Tuscany41, which reveals how the family honored him
not only for his mathematical genius, but also for his artistic expertise. Galileo served as
the mathematics tutor for Ferdinand and Christina’s oldest son, Cosimo II, who took the
throne in 1609, shortly before Galileo published the Siderius Nuncius, and ruled until
1621. Cosimo II was the strongest link connecting the scientist and the family, and their
relationship was cemented when Galileo dedicated the Siderius Nuncius to Cosimo II in
1610 and christened the satellites of Jupiter the “Medician Stars.”42 Galileo was
subsequently offered a position at court and given a great deal of support and protection
from the Medici’s to pursue his scientific endeavors.43 This security came to an end
during Ferdinand II’s rule (1621-167044) when Galileo became a victim of the Inquisition
in 1633. Ferdinand II was profoundly influenced by the scientist and attempted to
construct a monument in Santa Croce in his honor. Pope Urban VIII denied the request
for this grand monument to be built in the center of the church due to the reputation
Galileo held within the religious community. The scientist was instead buried under the
bell tower of Santa Croce, in a tiny chamber within the Chapel of the Noviciate.45 While
he was unsuccessful in his attempts commemorate Galileo in a monumental way,
Ferdinand II did open the Accademia del Cimento (Academy of Experiments) in 1657,
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which was the only thing he could do to honor the late scientist.46 Subsequent leaders of
the Medici house were equally unsuccessful in their efforts to construct a tomb
monument the scientist, and it was not until Gian Gastone, the last ruler of the House of
Medici, who ruled from 1723-173747, that the scientist was finally moved from his
discreet grave in the Chapel of the Noviciate to his rightful tomb across from
Michelangelo on March 12, 1737.48
Thus we see that Galileo owes much of his fame to the House of Medici, and that
a large amount of his success was rooted in the structure of the Medici Court. The works
of art the family commissioned for Galileo, both posthumously and during his house
arrest, make it clear that the scientist had just as profound an impact on the Medici as
they had on him. In 1636, during Galileo’s house arrest, Ferdinand II commissioned a
portrait of the scientist from Justus Sustermans (Figure 7)49. This is the first of three
portraits of Galileo the Medici commissioned by Sustermans (1597-1681), and each
displays an iconographical representation of Galileo that has since become common.50
The scientist is depicted holding a telescope and wearing a ring identifying him as a
member of the Accademia dei Lincei, a scientific academy founded in 1603 that aimed at
spreading scientific knowledge.51 The time frame as well as content of this work show
the immense respect and admiration the Medici held for Galileo. Work commissioned by
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the family in honor of Galileo continued throughout the scientist’s house arrest and well
after his death.
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The most candid and direct Medici monument to Galileo is housed in the Salone
Della Meridiana, a private room within the Pitti Palace.52 With close ties to both political
and religious rule, the Medici family had to be somewhat careful about displaying their
approval and appreciation of Galileo and his discoveries. The more public works they
commissioned honor him as a person; but, they do not speak directly to his scientific
accomplishments and observations. For example, the portrait painted by Suttermans
represents Galileo’s persona, but does not go into the controversial aspects of his life.
The mezzanine apartment of Grand Prince Ferdinando de’Medici, son of Cosimo III, was
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accessible to only a small number of people. This presented itself as the perfect
atmosphere to create a monumental work of art dedicated to Galileo, and it allowed the
Medici to be more candid regarding their feelings for him. Ferdinando lived from 16631713 and was a great patron of visual arts, but he did not live long enough to become
Grand Duke.53 Although Ferdinando never lived within Galileo’s lifetime, the scientist’s
pupil and most passionate advocate, Vincenzo Viviani, tutored the prince.
Viviani lived from 1622-1703 and studied with Galileo during the scientist’s final
years of life. After Galileo’s death, Viviani spent the rest of his life trying to restore the
scientist’s reputation.54 One way Viviani accomplished this was to take an active role in
the decoration of the Salone della Meridiana. He created the “Meridiana Line,” from
which the rooms gets its name, and most likely also helped develop the idea for the
frescoes within the room.55 Additionally, through his tutoring of Ferdinando de’Medici,
Viviani successfully transferred is appreciation for Galileo to his own pupil. As Thomas
Frangenburg and Jacopo Cicognini explain in their essay “A Private Homage to Galileo:
Anton Domenico Gabbiani’s Frescoes in the Pitti Palace”, “[The] frescos communicated
the admiration the Grand Prince and his teacher held for Galileo to members of their
immediate social and intellectual circles.”56
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Not only does the Salone della Meridiana directly reference the major discoveries
of Galileo, but it also provides an innovative combination of science and art. Vincenzo
Viviani both worked as Ferdinando’s tutor and was commissioned to create an inventive
astronomical instrument within his apartment, called a “Meridiana Line.” This tool was
used to measure the sun’s altitude in the sky and, thus, the time of day. The device
consists of a hole in one side of the fresco with a vertical line positioned on the floor and
traveling partway up the opposite wall (Figure 8). Because of the small hole and the
angle it was positioned at, the hole would only allow light to shine through to the
opposing wall for a very short time each day. Thus, the Meridiana Line was a device
utilized to read the course of the sun throughout day and year. This instrument served as
both an aesthetic contribution to the room and a private reference to the astronomical
findings of Galileo.
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The panoramic ceiling frescos, painted by Anton Domenico Gabbiani (16521726) in the early 1690s, incorporate the Meridiana Line into their composition, directly
bringing astronomy into the artwork (Figure 9). When the light shined into the room at
noon every day, it would have been cast through a hole in a tree painted within the fresco,
!
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the Tree of Knowledge. The use of light in this way both integrates the astronomical
instrument into the paintings and bypasses a common artistic dilemma. By utilizing
Viviani’s Meridiana Line, Gabbiani was able to suggest the presence of the sun without
actually painting it, an extremely difficult feat. Additionally, by placing the Tree of
Knowledge in the path of the sun, Gabbiani may have been hinting at the vast knowledge
and astronomical feats of Galileo. The composition of the fresco also represents
Galileo’s firm belief that nature is the be-all and end-all of everything. As David Zax
explains in his Smithsonian article, Galileo’s Vision, Galileo saw nature as a “grand
book,” “natura grandissimo libro.”57
The actual compositional elements of the ceiling frescos reference Galileo both
directly and indirectly. The fresco painted on the ceiling is a large panoramic scene
encompassing many smaller episodes in a somewhat confusing, cluttered arrangement.
While some areas directly reference Galileo and his observations, other areas reveal
allegorical scenes with underlying suggestions towards the scientist (Figure 10).
Gabbiani’s fresco for the Medici explicitly includes a portrait of Galileo, which follows
the by-then established iconographical image of the scientist. The portrait is surrounded
by many of his scientific contributions, all set into a mythological, illusionistic scene
(Figure 11). Gabbiani painted a gunner’s level, canon, and mortar as well as putti with
armillary spheres and a tablet showing intricate mathematical calculations.58 All of these
elements immediately point to Galileo’s theories on parabolic motion. The same portion
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of the fresco also includes a female figure looking through a telescope towards the
satellites of Jupiter, which Galileo had dedicated to Cosimo II in the Siderius Nuncius.
These direct references demonstrate the respect and appreciation the Medici’s held for
Galileo as well as his scientific findings and artistic thinking; however, these direct
allusions do not comment on the controversial episodes of Galileo’s life.
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Other references within the fresco are less straightforward and suggest a deepseated belief in the scientist. The ceiling is full of iconographic and allegorical symbols
representing Galileo as a triumphant genius, deserving of all the glory there is to offer.
Time is a reoccurring theme throughout the ceiling, and there are many illusions to time.
In addition to the Meridiana Line, there is also a clock and hourglass painted in the
!

<a!

ceiling’s panoramic scene (Figure 12). These three items represent time from three
different perspectives. The hourglass symbolizes a traditional image of time, one which
may be seen in classical artistic works. The mechanical clock, on the other hand, stands
for a more contemporary, mechanical approach to time and life, and may correspond to
the mechanical, mathematic discoveries of Galileo. Finally, as mentioned before, the
Meridiana Line, another way to measuring and signifying time, epitomizes the Galileo’s
astronomical methods. Taken together, these three embodiments of time represent the
artistic, mathematical, and astronomical aspects of Galileo painted within the fresco.
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A large figure characterizing Father Time, also appears on the ceiling with a
female representing Knowledge (also known as Scienza, or Science). This man points to
two other figures, allegorical symbols for Fame and Wisdom, who hover over images of
Galileo and his scientific findings. Below Time and Knowledge a fourth figure,
representing Ignorance, lies on the ground.59 This group of figures is full of underlying
comments on the life of Galileo. Through this painting Gabbiani glorifies the spheres of
art and science side by side, as Galileo would have seen them. Through an artistic
representation, Science triumphs over Ignorance, with Time standing side supporting her.
With this image, Gabbiani and the Medici suggest that in due time the life and findings of
Galileo will be understood, appreciated, and glorified, as they should be. If this is the
case, then the figure of Ignorance, lying defeated on the ground, can only be a symbol for
the Papal authority which discredited Galileo and his findings. By representing the
Church as a figure of ignorance, uninformed in art, science, and modern times, the
Medici took a great risk. While this could never have been attempted in a public
monument, for fear of backlash from the Church, Ferdinando was free to openly share the
feelings of the Medici family within the closed, protected setting of his apartment.
Similarly, on the other side of the fresco three figures of vices, one woman
representing Sloth and two males symbolizing Idleness, are shown covered by a shadow
(Figure 13). Due to their state of darkness, the three vices are unable to see the Goddess
of Wisdom, Minerva, flying right in front of them. As Frangenburg and Cicognini put it,
“[The] three vices…are made to illustrate an assumption implicit to the iconography of
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the entire fresco: that inertness – be it physical or intellectual – stifles knowledge.”60
Gabbiani used this motif to comment unambiguously on how the Papal authorities dealt
with Galileo and his discoveries. They preferred to remain inert and unchanging in their
beliefs; therefore, they shielded themselves from the wisdom directly in front of them and
resisted any form of new knowledge. Again, this direct support of Galileo’s findings
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over the Church’s reactions to them made it imperative that the Medici use symbols such
as these in a private setting.
Anton Domenico Gabbiani and Vincenzo Viviani collaborated to create an
innovative monumental artwork to commemorate Galileo in a manner he would may
have been proud of. The integration of art and science found in the mezzanine apartment
of Ferdinando de’Medici is an approach Galileo took in every facet of his own life and
research. The decoration of the room reveals an appreciation for both art and science,
and it does this in a manner which commemorates and communicates a belief in the
scientist and his contributions to the world around him.
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5. Palazzo dei Cartelloni
Vincenzo Viviani both created the Meridiana Line and most likely inspired much
of the imagery included in the Salone della Meridiana. Viviani also dedicated his entire
life to the commemoration of Galileo’s accomplishments and the rehabilitation of the
scientist’s reputation. Since he was not himself a member of a ruling family, Viviani was
able to be much more public with his praise of Galileo. Through his speeches, writings,
and attempts at commemorating the scientist, Viviani publically mourned the lack of
monuments dedicated to Galileo and vowed to change this through his own adoration of
the scientist. Viviani labored to publish the scientist’s works and otherwise legitimize
Galileo’s discoveries so that the next generation could offer him the praise he deserved.
The pupil succeeded in helping to get the first complete edition of his teacher’s works
published in Bologna. 61 Since Viviani was a member of the Medici court and worked
closely with the family, as previously discussed, it can be assumed that the works of
Galileo were published in Bologna rather than Florence in an attempt to hide support
from the ruling family.
Viviani drew up plans to erect a large tomb in Santa Croce as an honorable burial
sight for the scientific genius. This tomb would deliberately echo the already existent
tomb of Michelangelo across the aisle in the same church. This tomb was never realized
during Viviani’s lifetime; however, he left funds to help eventually construct it. The
extant monument, which was finally built in 1737 under Gian Gastone de’Medici, will be
discussed in the next section of this paper.
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Since Vincenzo Viviani could not successfully erect a tomb in Santa Croce for his
teacher, he created a private homage in his place in 1693. By positioning this memorial
on the façade of Palazzo die Cartelloni, Viviani was able to privately honor Galileo in a
way which became public. In a private residence he could more easily state how he truly
felt about the scientist; however, he ingeniously did this in a manner that could still
influence and leave an impression on those passing by. Through the help of the architect,
Giovanni Battista Nelli, and the sculptor, Giovanni Battista Foggino, Viviani changed the
façade of Palazzo dei Cartelloni into an edifice that honors the scientific, philosophical,
and mathematical achievements of Galileo (Figure 14).
Artistically, the façade of the building consists of a central portrait of Galileo
positioned above the door with two tablets along either side. Nelli was responsible for
repairing the front of the dilapidated building while Foggini was commissioned to create
the sculpted decoration. Foggini’s bronze bust of the scientist was installed in the central
position over the doorway, where it looked down on anyone who entered the palace. The
bust was adorned on either side by two sculptures, in high relief. One scene illustrates a
telescope being used on a boat while the other scene depicts the utilization of Galileo’s
ballistic discoveries. Additionally, the scrolls along either side contain lengthy
summarizations of Galileo’s life, discoveries, and achievements. Figure 15 illustrates the
layout of Viviani’s façade.
As if an attempt to restore some type of religious honor for the late scientist, the
left tablet reads like the epitaph Viviani had wished to place on Galileo’s tomb in Santa
Croce. The tablet presents a detailed account of the discoveries and accomplishments of
Galileo. It honors the scientist while acting as a kind of public resume, proclaiming his
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virtues and achievements to anyone walking by. The tablet gives special attention to his
observations in astronomy, mechanics, and philosophy, touting his celestial and physical
discoveries. This tablet is addressed to the people walking by, opening with the line,
“Passerby of upright and generous mind.”62 Thus, the left tablet functions as an
educational or didactic tool, boasting Galileo’s successes and aiming to teach those
walking by the greatness of his genius.
The right tablet, on the other hand, provides a general overview of Galileo’s life,
with the emphasis here on personal biography. The text continuously emphasizes his
religiousness, morality, and the respect he had for the Church. While many of Galileo’s
observations contradicted contemporary religious thought, the scientist continued to
stress how devoutly religious he was. For example, after making his first astronomical
observations, Galileo stated that he was thankful to God for allowing him to be the first to
witness them. As he confessed in his July 30, 1610 letter to Belisario Vinta, the Secretary
of State of the Grand Duchy of Tuscany:
I am at present staying in Venice for the purpose of getting printed some observations
which I have made on the celestial bodies by means of my spy-glass and which infinitely
amaze me. Therefore do I give thanks to God, who has been pleased to make me the first
observer of marvelous things unrevealed to bygone ages.63

In contrast to the passerby addressed on the right tablet, the left scroll is addressed
directly to the city of Florence. When one considers the fact that that the tablet boasting
Galileo’s religious devoutness is directed towards the city, this tablet takes on a new
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meaning. Every well-informed citizen of Florence presumably knew about Galileo’s
scientific accomplishments and the controversies they engendered, but his piety and
morality were easily overlooked in the face of these very controversies. By
communicating what he saw as “the facts” to the city as a whole, Viviani sought to
correct the record and restore the spiritual as well as the moral reputation of his mentor.
This tablet was Viviani’s way of suggesting that the church had a misunderstood view of
Galileo, without directly confronting the persons responsible.
Viviani used his own funds and his position as a private citizen to commemorate
his mentor and teacher in a public manner that the Medici could not dare to attempt on
their own. He was able to be more frank and open regarding his affection and devotion to
the scientist in both a public and private setting. As Galluzzi describes in his essay, The
Sepulchers of Galileo, “The rhetorical device was, thus, a cautious but nonetheless quite
clear, means of publically lamenting the lack of sepulchral monument to Galileo.”64 It is
ironic, yet fitting, that this monument on 11 Via Sant’Antonino is now the entrance of a
noted art school (Figure 16). As we have seen, the person honored greatly appreciated
both the arts and the sciences, although and the patron, Viviani, commissioned an artwork
to celebrate the scientist above all. Today, art students in the city of Florence pass under
this great scientific monument on a daily basis, a circumstance that we may view as a
concrete lesson regarding the past and present “harmony” of the two disciplines.
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6. Tomb at Santa Croce
In 1737, the Santa Croce monument originally conceived by Vincenzo Viviani
and Ferdinand II de’Medici was finally constructed. The sepulcher was erected under the
reign of Gian Gastone de’Medici, who ruled form 1723-1737, as a final effort from the
house of Medici. Shortly after the monument was finished the house of Medici fell from
power.65 The fact that the construction of Galileo’s tomb was the Medici Dynasty’s final
public commission in Florence is an appropriate testament to their enduring admiration
and support of the man and his work. Gian Gastone’s actions illustrate that the family
believed in Galileo throughout history, it was their large political agenda that kept this
support private.
The tomb monument originally planned by Viviani and Ferdinand II was intended
as a direct parallel and juxtaposition to the similar tomb of Michelangelo (1475-1564) in
the church (Figure 17)66. Michelangelo’s memorial consists of a large tomb elaborately
decorated with three statues and a bust of deceased. These statues are personifications of
sculpture, painting, and architecture positioned around the resting place of the great
artist.67 Galileo is often thought to have contributed to science to the same extent that
Michelangelo contributed to art. They were both considered uncompromising and
innovative to people of their day and they both encountered major conflicts with the
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Church. The Church, for different reasons, found occasion to censor the work of both
men. Michelangelo was scrutinized for his nude figures in the Last Judgment fresco in
the Sistine Chapel. The pope eventually censored these figures by having drapes painted
over their overt nudity.68 Galileo was also censored for his radical ways by being forced
to retract his statements about the sun being the center of the universe. It is not surprising
then that the plan of Galileo’s tomb also included a group of three symmetrical statues.
The three figures planned for Galileo’s sepulcher personify astronomy, geometry, and
philosophy.69
The tomb eventually constructed carried only two of the three statues originally
planned (Figure 18)70. The monument lost the third statue and, thus, its full mirror-like
symmetry with Michelangelo’s tomb, but the idea of paralleling the two men was still an
underlying and visually evident theme in the design. The statue personifying philosophy
was most likely removed because it was considered a reference to Galileo’s Copernican
beliefs. While the mausoleum lost its symmetry with that of Michelangelo, the
inscription on the front of the tomb still referenced the scientist’s influence on philosophy
by reading, “Galileo Galilei, Florentine Patrician, very great Innovator of Astronomy, of
Geometry, and of Philosophy. Incomparable to anyone of his time. May he rest here
well.”71 While the construction of the monument in Santa Croce was a sign that Galileo
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was beginning to be accepted, on some level, by the Church (at least in Florence), there
was still a measure of censorship in this victory.
By the time Galileo’s sepulcher in Santa Croce was finally erected he had been
dead for almost 100 years. His supporters were dissatisfied with having to wait this long,
and upon removing him from his first grave in Santa Croce to relocate him to the more
prominent tomb, they removed three fingers, a vertebrae, and a tooth from the scientist’s
body to keep as relics.72 Under such close scrutiny from the church, it is ironic that
portions of his body were kept as relics when this practice was usually saved for the most
revered and sacred of religious persons - the saint. This demonstrates his more devoted
Florentine admirers believed in him and his teachings, and elevated the man, in memory,
as a kind of secular saint or martyr. While many relics have been lost or ignored, the
samples from Galileo have been taken care of. One of Galileo’s fingers is still on exhibit
at the Museo di Storia della Scienza in Florence.73 The vertebrae is housed at the
University of Padua, where the scientist taught, and the tooth and two other fingers have
recently been rediscovered and are now also on display at the Mueso di Storia della
Scienza.74 This reveals the great admiration people of Galileo’s time and after held for
the genius.
The parallel between Michelangelo and Galileo within Santa Croce represents a
final and important link between art and science which Galileo inspired. From his life
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experience, the scientist demonstrated a profound interest for the arts. He wrote letters
explaining these interests, wrote art criticism, and even taught at an art academy. The
symmetry and juxtaposition between the tombs of these great men gives physical form to
the influence Galileo had on closing the gap between these two subjects. In a city famous
for its impact in both spheres, in such an important, grand church where many prominent
Florentines were buried, the two monuments that stand out to the greatest extent are the
elaborate, honorable tombs of possibly the greatest artist and scientist in history.
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7. Conclusion
While Galileo achieved much fame during his lifetime, he was a hero who was
commemorate and monumentalized to a much greater extent in the centuries following
his death. Many artists of his day, such as Artemisia Gentileschi and Lodovico Cigoli,
incorporated his scientific findings into their secular and religious artworks. As we have
seen, there was not a great deal of controversy surrounding these works of art either
during or after their production. With all the controversy surrounding his later
discoveries, however, the posthumous admiration for Galileo was often kept undercover.
Galileo’s followers and admirers, such as the Medici and Vincenzo Viviani,
commissioned monumental works of art in an attempt to legitimize and otherwise
commemorate the scientist while the Church continued to condemn his memory and any
publication or distribution of his work. In the years following his death, both public and
private homage’s to the late scientist began to appear throughout Florence. Many of
these monuments emphasized only Galileo as a person and his earlier, less controversial
discoveries, since talk of his Copernican findings were forbid.
The manner in which Galileo’s disciples commemorated the late scientist speaks
volumes to his own life and beliefs. Art had a profound impact on Galileo and the way
he looked at the world. Subsequently, the scientist had a huge impact on the art of his
time and after. Many of the monuments constructed for him address or combine the
principles of art and science, creating a fusion that blends the two spheres in a way most
people would not think possible. Through careful observation of the Salone della
Meridiana, Palazzo dei Cartelloni, and the Galilean monument within Santa Croce, it
becomes apparent that two subjects, viewed as virtual opposites by today’s standards,
!

;\!

were and still are capable of building off each other to create an honorable homage to a
great genius of both art and science.
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