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f r a n c e s c a  s t r o b i n o

Early Photographic Accounts at the 
Prima Riunione degli Scienziati Italiani 
(Pisa, 1839)

Abstract

This paper sheds light on a pivotal moment in early photography and 
its connection to science, re-contextualising some of the surviving ac-
counts on the medium in nineteenth-century Italy. The first meeting of 
the Italian Scientific Association (Pisa, 1839) provides an excellent case 
study to investigate how Italian natural philosophers approached the 
invention focusing on the chemical and optical phenomena showing on 
the surface of the daguerreotype plate rather than the image it was car-
rying. By investigating the accounts presented at the scientific meeting, 
I argue for a re-think of our approach to early photography in Italy from 
a material and cultural perspective that extends beyond photographic 
images or apparatus.
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n the early days of photography’s invention, the entanglement 
of science and photography was as crucial as that of the in-
stitutional forces and network of practitioners sustaining its 

development −1. Many studies have already focused on exploring the 
history of the photographic medium through the analysis of scientific 
meetings such as those of the Royal Society, the British Association for 
the Advancement of Science, and the Académie des Sciences −2. How-
ever, in spite of their relevance, international scholars have paid little 
attention to the Riunioni degli Scienziati Italiani (meetings of the Ital-
ian Scientific Association, hereafter RSI), started in the Grand Duchy 
of Tuscany in 1839, which are a vital site to explore how photography 
and its applications were discussed by Italian men of science −3. The 
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constant interweaving of personal and professional networking around 
photography contributed to reinforce old connections and to forge new 
synergies between Italian, English, and French scientists.

In this paper I examine the I RSI, which took place in Pisa, 1839, 
focusing on some of the earliest accounts on photography publicly dis-
cussed in the Italian peninsula. The meeting, which coincides with the 
first year of photography’s announcement, offers an institutional frame-
work to explore early applications of sensitised paper to the study of the 
solar spectrum and of galvanoplasty to daguerreotype-based photome-
chanical processes. Official and published accounts of the meeting are 
here analysed next to unpublished reports, journal articles, and private 
correspondence between early practitioners and scientists, providing a 
crucial example of how the newest information on photography’s pro-
gress and application was often mediated and facilitated by personal 
connections. Finally, this paper pays particular attention to the materi-
ality of early photographic experiments, connecting the reception of the 
daguerreotype discovery with the material culture of Italian nineteenth 
century natural philosophers.

Pisa 1839, a good place and year to start
—
Se l’amore del luogo natio non rende sospetto il pensiero di alcuno tra 
i soscritti al presente foglio, se il dritto veder dei nostri Colleghi non 
può interpretarlo diversamente, bene ci sembra che si apponesse chi 
giudicava doversi incominciare da Pisa. Perché questa città che fio-
risce nel centro della nostra Penisola in ogni maniera di studi, è pure 
assai vasta ed opportuna ad albergare molti forestieri di ogni grado, è 
amena, tranquilla e ricca di Musei; ed a perenne e scambievole onore 
della Religione, della Filosofia e delle Belle Arti, mostra altera la Torre, 
da cui si bene esplorava le meraviglie del cielo il maggior dei Filosofi 
naturali dato dalla Toscana alla comun patria −4.
—

With these lines written in March 1839, Pisa was presented to Ital-
ian and foreign dotti and natural philosophers as the chosen location to 
host the I RSI −5. The invitation was signed and endorsed by some of 
the most influential scientists of the time, including the French Prince 
Charles Lucien Bonaparte, nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, and the 
Italians Vincenzo Antinori, Gaetano Giorgini, Paolo Savi, Maurizio Bu-
falini, and Giovanni Battista Amici. The latter – Amici (1786-1863), mi-
croscopist and Professor of Mathematics at the Reale Museo di Fisica e 
Storia Naturale in Florence (hereafter Reale Museo) – is a rather famil-
iar name in photographic studies thanks to his correspondence with the 
English photographic pioneer William Henry Fox Talbot −6.

The I RSI was openly supported by the Grand Duke of Tuscany Leo-
pold II, described by many period sources as a natural sciences enthu-
siast, and inspired by the Versammlungen, started by the Gesellschaft 
Deutscher Naturforscher und Ärzte (Association for German Scientists 
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and Artists) in 1822 −7. These meetings of experts quickly became a cru-
cial occasion to share and discuss the newest research, inventions, and 
discoveries in the fields of Natural Sciences, Physics, Mathematics, and 
Medicine, a model that the organisers of the I RSI adopted. In this con-
text, the 1839 Italian initiative is significant as it was the first scientific 
meeting of the nineteenth century able to reunite 421 natural philoso-
phers and circa 300 amateurs from all the Italian independent govern-
ments, 22 years before the Italian Unification in 1861 −8. Remarkably, 
among those listed to receive the proceedings there was only one wom-
an, the English “Queen of Science” Mary Somerville who, however, did 
not attend the meeting −9.

The “pleasant” Pisa was an advantageous halfway-point geo-
graphically speaking as well as a cultural statement −10. One of the 
non-scientific aims of the meeting was in fact to present the Grand 
Duchy of Tuscany as a prosperous territory, willing to pursue important 
industrial improvements in line with other wealthy European countries. 
It is no coincidence that, during the same year of the I RSI, the project 
of the Florence-Livorno railway (Ferrovia Leopolda) was approved by 
Grand Duke Leopold II and, by the end of 1848, the construction works 
were completed −11. Connecting the scientific meeting with the history, 
artistic heritage, and industrial strength of the Grand Duchy of Tusca-
ny was therefore a crucial aspect, emphasised by the gift given to the 
attendees: a copy of the 3-volume new edition of Descrizione storica e 
artistica di Pisa e de’ suoi contorni (Historical and Artistic Description 
of Pisa and its Surroundings) −12. It is within this cultural and industrial 
context that Tuscany men of science approached photography’s inven-
tion, driven by the desire to pursue their own experiments and enter the 
international scientific debate.

Early daguerreotype experimentation at the Reale Museo in Florence
The I RSI took place between October 1-18, two months after the 
French Government disclosed the Daguerreotype process’ specifica-
tions −13. Quite naturally, Italian scientists were drawn towards the 
French invention, which claimed to provide images of reality on a 
silver-plated copper −14. In March 1839, in preparation to the I RSI, 
Charles Lucien Bonaparte personally sent an invitation to the astrono-
mer François Arago, who announced Daguerre’s invention to the world 
in January of the same year −15. A few months before the I RSI, Ami-
ci’s letter followed Bonaparte’s asking Arago if his presence was to be 
confirmed −16. The letter is undated, but it is possible it anticipated by 
a few weeks the publication of the daguerreotype specifications, pub-
lished in August 19:

—
Il S.r Commendatore [Vincenzo] Antinori vi presenta i suoi compli-
menti e vi pregherebbe a volere procurare al nostro Museo uno dei 
primi Daguerrotipi che sia per uscire. Il prezzo vi sarebbe rimborsato 
tosto col mezzo del Ministro di Toscana. Se non fosse possibile avere 
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subito questo singolare istrumento, vogliate avere la bontà di spedirci 
almeno la descrizione che l’autore sta per pubblicare −17.
—

As Amici’s letter attests, the request came directly from Vincenzo 
Antinori who, between 1829-1859, was the director of the Reale Mu-
seo where Amici worked. It is important to note how Amici explicitly 
underlined that the request was financially supported by the Tuscany  
minister, demonstrating the willingness of the Grand Duchy of Tusca-
ny’s government to actively invest in the brand-new scientific discov-
ery −18. Unfortunately, Arago did not attend the meeting in Pisa and the 
commission was unsuccessful as Amici never received any objects or 
accounts of the process −19.

Nevertheless, Tuscany men of science found other ways to exper-
iment with the French invention. In September of the same year, on 
his way back from France, Marchese Grimaldi brought a Giroux da-
guerreotype apparatus with him and gave it to the Reale Museo for “soli 
20 zecchini” −20. Even if Grimaldi’s apparatus is the first documented 
trace of a daguerreotype entering in Grand Duchy of Tuscany, there 
is no corroborating evidence to prove it was the one used to make the 
first specimens −21. What is certain, however, is that a series of photo-
graphic experiments took place in September within the institutional 
frame of the Reale Museo. Thanks to the network of practitioners and 
scientists who brought daguerreotype technology in Italy, on Septem-
ber 2, Tito Puliti made the first known Italian experiments at the Reale 
Museo, where he was working as Assistant Professor of Experimental 
Physics (fig. 1) −22.
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Giacomo Brogi,
Prof. Tito Puliti, 1870 ca.
Carte-de-visite, albumen 
print, primary support 
8,9 × 5,8 cm (secondary 
support 10 × 6,2 cm).
Florence, Ferruccio 
Malandrini’s private 
collection
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Photographic accounts at the I RSI: Puliti’s daguerreotypes and No-
bili’s metallocromie
On October 6, towards the end of the third assembly of the I RSI, sec-
tion of Physics, Chemistry, and Mathematics, Puliti was finally able to 
present to his fellow scientists the apparatus he employed to produce 
“apparenze fotogeniche secondo i metodi di Daguerre” −23. In the brief 
summary published in the Atti della Prima Riunione (proceedings of 
the scientific meeting, hereafter Atti), there is no reference to daguerre-
otype specimens presented before the attendees. However, a richer 
account was given by Gottardo Calvi, fellow of the Società di incorag-
giamento delle scienze e lettere in Milan and the Accademia dei Geor-
gofili in Florence, who reviewed the scientific meeting in three letters, 
published in “Rivista Europea” and subsequently as a small booklet −24. 
In the second letter, dated October 8, Calvi described Puliti as the first 
Italian practitioner able to carry out Daguerre’s method, following only 
the information disclosed in technical accounts published in journals. 
Furthermore, Calvi’s letter attests that Puliti presented daguerreotype 
specimens at the I RSI and made some new ones in front of the scientif-
ic gathering −25. It was, therefore, a public demonstration of the process 
before a scientific audience, the first in Italy. In this regard, it is interest-
ing to point out how Calvi, as many other period sources, misleadingly 
refers to Puliti’s specimens as “disegni fotogenici” (photogenic draw-
ings), even if he underlines that they were made following Daguerre’s 
method −26. The mistake, quite common at the time, is indicative of the 
little knowledge of paper photography in Italy and, consequently, of ob-
servers’ difficulty to correctly address the object before their eyes −27.

By comparing Calvi’s letter to the Atti, we do have the impression 
that the Pisa scientific gathering was much more interested in under-
standing the theory behind the daguerreotype process rather than in 
commenting on the verisimilitude of the image it was carrying −28. In 
particular, Puliti’s paper focused on explaining the physical phenome-
non showing on the surface of the silver-coated copper plate, generally 
known as Newton’s rings, a colourful interference pattern caused by 
light reflecting between two surfaces. It is in fact possible that Puliti’s 
specimens were made on non-well-polished plates, with irregularities 
which interfered with the image giving rise to Newton’s coloured rings. 
As a result of the observation of these colours, Puliti connected his da-
guerreotype experiments with the metallocromie made by Leopoldo 
Nobili, one of his colleagues at the Reale Museo who had died just 4 
years before −29. Nobili’s metallocromie (figg. 2-3) appear as irides-
cent figures, showing rings of lead oxide formed by electrolysis around 
a stripe of steel, a phenomenon that Nobili observed for the first time 
around 1828 −30. In spite of the significant difference between the two 
discoveries, it is important to underline how Nobili’s metallocromie ap-
pears to be the closest reference for Italian scientists to understand the 
daguerreotype process and make sense of the invention. It is probably 
no coincidence that Puliti, who worked closely to Nobili, took up on 
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Leopoldo Nobili,
Metallocromia del Nobili, 
gifted by Tito Puliti,
1830 ca.
Steel, diameter 7 cm. 
Florence, Museo Galileo, 
inv. no. 3881
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Leopoldo Nobili,
“Nobili’s metalochromic 
apparatus”, 1830 ca.
Wood, brass, 24,9 × 16,2 cm.
Florence, Museo Galileo, 
Sala 14 / no. 109
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experimenting with the daguerreotype. The familiarity with the ma-
terials involved, combined with solid hands-on knowledge of Nobili’s 
theories, functioned as an essential base to understand the process and 
carry it out efficiently −31.

Despite little research on the topic, Nobili’s work on electricity and 
coloured metals has close connections with early photographic experi-
ments −32. Between the late 1820s and the early 1830s, Nobili’s discov-
ery of a method to colour metals was quickly recognised to be of value 
for the scientific community −33. Despite his Continental fame, as noted 
by Talbot in a letter to Amici, English physicists were slow to recognise 
the importance of his discovery, which attracted their attention only in 
the early 1840s, at the same time in which Jacobi and Spencer’s galva-
noplastic method for copying reliefs of medals and much more became 
fashionable −34. The same Puliti repeated Jacobi’s process in the Reale 
Museo in December 1839, using the Galileo medal minted in celebra-
tion of the I RSI as test object −35. Talbot also took advantage of Nobili’s 
observations for his own experiments, leading him to discover a “meth-
od of rendering a silver plate sensitive to light by exposing it to iodine 
vapours” in 1838, one year prior Daguerre’s announcement −36.

But Talbot was not the only one experimenting in this direction. In 
December 1842, Dr Augustus Waller published in the “Philosophical 
Magazine and Journal of Science” an account on a new method to make 
coloured rings. At the beginning of the paper, he comments on what 
pushed him towards the experiment:

—
These coloured films however, merit attention independently of the 
purposes to which they may be applied in photography: the beauty of 
some of the phenomena themselves is peculiarly attractive; the nu-
merous changes of colour they undergo, either by a variation in the 
thickness of the film, or by the action of light, assign them a place 
among the most curious facts of science, and the extreme facility with 
which they are obtained adds to the interest they excite −37.
—

In practice, what Waller investigated was a new method of making 
coloured rings by using the same chemical process employed in the 
first part of the daguerreotype. The method involved placing bromine 
and chlorine at the centre of a well-polished silver or copper plate. By 
chemical action, a series of rings appeared, with the thinnest film at the 
circumference, as previously observed in Nobili’s metallocromie.

Only a few months later, Talbot submitted a letter to the editor of the 
“Philosophical Magazine and Journal of Science” taking credit to be the 
first one to discover and publish the method to produce coloured New-
ton’s rings (what he argued to be iodide of silver in various stages of de-
velopment) by exposing a silver plate to vapours of iodide. As he wrote:

—
Now, since the History of Photography will be probably written some 
day or other, it is desirable that the different phenomena discovered 
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should be ascribed to their first observers, with as much attention to 
accuracy as possible. As this is in most cases the only reward of sci-
entific researches, justice requires that it should be scrupulously ad-
hered to, and if by accident a mistake occurs it ought to be speedily 
rectified −38.
—

However, Talbot ended up contradicting himself. Even if he ac-
knowledged the relevance of Nobili’s discovery to Amici, he did not 
mention it in his public reply to Waller, where he argued for the impor-
tance to get the historical record of the discovery right.

Nonetheless, the above discussed accounts draw our attention to a 
series of important facts that are often overlooked in photographic his-
tory. What initially attracted the attention of Waller, Talbot, and the 
gathering of Italian scientists was the curiosity and the willingness to 
understand whether the chemical and optical phenomenon discovered 
by Nobili in his metallocromie and the one showing on the daguerreo-
type surface could somehow be put to use to control the colourful inter-
ference showing on the plate. The attempt was not as bizarre as it may 
appear. As observed in recent studies, daguerreotypes may be consid-
ered as the first realization of plasmonic colour printing −39. The image, 
created by metallic nanoparticles producing light-scattering, is charac-
terised by an exceptional dynamic range which causes unique optical 
effects depending on the viewing angle. However, if the chemistry of the 
daguerreotype was relatively easy to understand for nineteenth century 
natural philosophers, the rich tonal range of the phenomena observed 
required a more complex investigation. What is important to under-
line here, is that the above illustrated accounts attest how the mate-
rial culture of early practitioners and observers was heavily informed 
by the experiments to which they had access, influencing their way of 
approaching new discoveries.

Another relevant aspect to point out is how experiments involving 
electricity (electrolysis, galvanism, etc.) blended since the very begin-
ning with daguerreotype experiments, opening the path towards the 
research of early photomechanical processes −40. Besides Nobili’s 
metallocromie, this aspect is further underlined by a remark in the 
Atti mentioning a paper by Alfred Donné intended to cast light on Da-
guerres’s discovery. Donné’s account was published on August 20, just 
one day after the Daguerreotype process had been made public −41. As 
noted by Steffen Siegel, Donné’s account contained an exceptionally 
early comprehensive report of the history of the invention, including 
several critical observations on the daguerreotype process −42. One of 
the more severe pitfalls highlighted by Donné, which he further ex-
plored in another paper published in mid-October, was the uniqueness 
of the daguerreotype image which pushed him to research a method 
to use the daguerreotype plate as a printing cliché −43. Donné’s paper 
was not published in time to be discussed at the I RSI. However, his re-
search was discussed in a paper by Macedonio Melloni read at the Reale 
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Accademia delle Scienze in Naples on November 12, 1839 −44. Melloni, 
who attended the I RSI, was not only an eminent scientist who had col-
laborated with personalities like Arago and Nobili but was also gifted 
with artistic skills −45. It was probably his brief employment as an en-
graver in Paris (1819) that put him in the position to better understand 
the reach of the etched method proposed by Donné. As reported, Donné 
not only found a way to stabilise the image on the silver plate, but

—
quel che importa immensamente più, egli è pervenuto durante la serie 
delle sue investigazioni teoretiche […] ad incidervele mediante alcune 
sostanze che probabilmente corrodono la lamina metallica essendo 
ridotte allo stato di vapore: laonde, ora si possono produrre su metallo 
e per la sola azione della luce e di alcuni chimici reagenti, indipen-
dentemente da qualunque soccorso tratto dalle arti del disegno, degli 
scavi più o meno larghi e profondi totalmente analoghi ai lavori dell’in-
cisione ordinaria, e trarne poscia parecchi esemplari su carta −46.
—

Other accounts: Del Bue’s theory and Herschel’s solar spectrum
The brief account on Tito Puliti’s experiments and Donné’s report is, 
without a doubt, the most straightforward reference to early photo-
graphic research published in the proceedings of the I RSI. However, 
there were other accounts involving photography at the I RSI which 
received less visibility, due to the fact that the authors did not attend the 
meeting in person and that no photographic specimen was presented.

The Parma based chemist Giuseppe Carlo Del Bue offered a theory of 
the daguerreotype process, read on his behalf by Attilio Cenedella, a fel-
low chemist based in Brescia −47. Apparently, after a vibrant discussion 
reported in the Atti, Del Bue’s letter was dismissed by the gathering as 
an “immature” explanation of Daguerre’s process −48. Nevertheless, the 
Compendio (unpublished manuscript) and Del Bue’s article on the da-
guerreotype published in the “Bollettino di Chimica e di Farmacia” pro-
vide a more nuanced insight on his theory −49. Unlike the Atti that fol-
low the chronological order of the meetings, the Compendio presented 
Del Bue’s theory together with Puliti’s experiments as one of the optical 
topics discussed in the Physics section. While Puliti’s account reflected 
an experimental, hands-on approach towards Daguerre’s discovery sup-
ported by actual photographic evidence presented before the meeting, 
Del Bue provided a theoretical frame of the phenomenon from a chemi-
cal perspective welcomed by the gathering with much scepticism.

Nevertheless, Del Bue’s article and letter are among the earliest orig-
inal accounts produced in the Italian peninsula to go beyond a simple 
report of Daguerre’s process −50. In his article, Del Bue discussed the 
chemical phenomenon responsible for the colours, what he called “i 
chiari e le ombre” (light and dark areas), visible in the daguerreotype −51. 
He argued that the trigger could be an “electrical effect” produced by 
the contact of different metals (copper and silver) and the reaction of 
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mercury and iodine, leading to the union of mercury and silver (lights) 
and sulphur and silver (shadows). According to the Compendio, the 
meeting concluded that further investigation and research were need-
ed before judging Del Bue’s theory and highlighted how, in spite of the 
various accounts presented at the I RSI, Italian scientists were still rel-
atively confused around the physics and chemical phenomena involved 
in the daguerreotype process. Nevertheless, there are two constants in 
all the accounts discussed in the I RSI: electricity and colour.

The last contribution I am going to discuss is a letter that has, so 
far, received little attention in Italian photo history scholarship. In the 
Museo Galileo’s archives, which conserve the surviving documentation 
of the RSI, there is a manuscript volume with the minutes of letters 
and papers presented in the section of Physics, Chemistry, and Mathe-
matics, the same one in which the previous papers were discussed −52. 
One of the entries, bearing the title On the Property of Rays, is by the 
British scientist John Herschel (fig. 4a) −53. The minutes, handwritten 
by Luigi Pacinotti and Vincenzo Amici (son of Giovanni Battista), re-
port the translation of the entire account sent by Herschel to Vincenzo 
Antinori and read at the opening meeting of the I RSI −54. However, it 
is here important to stress that the opening meeting did not provide a 
suitable context to discuss Herschel’s report as it had mostly an institu-
tional purpose rather than a scientific one −55. Nonetheless, Herschel’s 
paper provided a vivid account on some of the early applications of Tal-
bot’s and Daguerre’s discoveries to science, in particular to the study of 
the solar spectrum −56. Herschel outlined his current research on the 
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Vincenzo Amici 
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Relazione di John F. 
Herschel sulla “proprietà 
dei raggi”, ms., 1839.
Florence, Museo Galileo, 
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fisica, chimica e 
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inv. IF 16049-16072
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—
Notes

action of light on sensitive paper, chemically prepared as illustrated in 
“Talbot’s process” (fig. 4b) −57. Upon experimenting with coloured me-
dia and prisms, he noted how when exposing sensitised paper to the red 
portion of the light spectrum, corresponding to Fraunhofer’s rays A-C, 
no chemical action was recorded while, on the opposite end of the spec-
trum, rays F-G, the chemical effect was at its peak and the paper turned 
a black tint −58. Herschel also made clear reference to his experiments 
in making photogenic copies of engravings, highlighting how this prac-
tice exposed some of the phenomena above illustrated.

Besides the scientific relevance of Herschel’s experiments, published 
one year later in the “Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society”, it 
is relevant to note that Herschel’s paper was the only account on Talbot’s 
photographic process presented to Italian scientists at the I RSI −59. Tal-
bot tried to send some photogenic drawings to be presented at the I RSI 
via Giovanni Battista Amici, but he failed to send the parcel in time for 
the meeting −60. In this regard, in is interesting to point out how, with-
out proof to be shown, Talbot’s process was poorly discussed at the I RSI. 
However, even if there were no specimens for the Italian scientists to ob-
serve and inspect, it is nonetheless crucial to underline how Talbot’s and 
Herschel’s research were part of the I RSI, displaying some of the first sci-
entific applications of the new discovery in various branches of observa-
tional sciences −61.

As this paper has illustrated, the I RSI provides a precious insight 
into the interplay between the material and scientific culture of nine-
teenth century Italian natural philosophers and the reception of pho-
tography’s invention. Puliti’s daguerreotype specimens were shown, an-
alysed, and discussed within the experimental context of optical physics 
and chemistry, which informed how Italian scientists approached the 
daguerreotype. The official proceedings of the I RSI also attest to the 
importance of Puliti’s plates as a physical proof of the process which 
was discussed close to other similar Italian experiments, such as No-
bili’s metallocromie. Furthermore, the I RSI accounts attest how sci-
entific environments were much more interested in the interferential 
colours visible in the plate rather than its subject which was never dis-
cussed during the meeting. In this regard, a more accurate reading of 
the I RSI’s proceedings and unpublished accounts has revealed other 
critical photographic contributions by Del Bue and Herschel read on 
their behalf at the scientific meeting, actively participating to the early 
days of Italian photographic culture.
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