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What is Bologna?

From the point of view of things to see, one could say that Bologna is the city of wandering footsteps, of routes taken by chance, of unexpected discoveries and potential disappointments. There are many museums but few masterpieces, and what is worth seeking out changes according to the season, the light, the temperature, your moods and your companions. Judging by the postcards, Bologna remains the tempting city of the ‘three T’s’
. In truth it is a bit banal to characterize the city by the three-T’s or by the seemingly erratic sequence of red contortions that we call porticoes. To my mind these characterizations are really different ways of talking about the same thing. The porticoes, like the three T’s, are in fact expressions of the affability and pleasant civility that have made Bologna famous, more than its urban landscape, more than its urbanity in the fullest sense of the term. The porticoes help to slow down rhythms and make it possible to loiter and linger, to look at and be looked at, with a nonchalance that is uncommon in other cities. This gave rise to the legends of lascivious forms of behavior noted by both Casanova and the more severe Leopardi.

Thanks to the porticoes, it is possible to view each street from unlimited perspectives. We discover with pleasure that a street changes according to which stretch of portico we are observing it from. To get to know Bologna, then, one must be prepared to change rhythm, to slow down, to learn to watch and to listen. Although perhaps neither so grassa (fat) nor so dotta (learned) as reputation would have it, Bologna nonetheless surprises.  It’s true that the contrast between past and present – by which we mean the perception that what is new may be an opportunity for invention – is missing, but Bologna will never be a museum-city. The new zones of the city expand to the north and the west, almost without interfering with the historic center, which remains a living (and even too frequently resuscitated) medieval organism, onto which successive glorious eras have been grafted like saplings onto a resilient tree. A telling example is that of the Palazzo dei Banchi in Piazza Maggiore, completed by Vignola in the 1500s. Actually, it is not the solid palazzo that it appears to be, but rather an ingeniously constructed façade that conceals a teeming maze of medieval alleys. 

Very few modern architects have erected buildings in Bologna, and when they have done so they have nearly always built beyond the city walls. Even the works of the much loved and extraordinarily modern Morandi, with their famous bottles, have found no better resting place than a red-hued prison in the eaves of the old Palazzo Pubblico! In light of this, the adventure that brought contemporary artist David Tremlett into the heart of the city, right into the quadrilateral of Piazza Maggiore, one of the areas of the city most closed to new building, appears truly exceptional. The English artist completed one of his wall drawings in the unknown chapel of Santa Maria dei Carcerati, between Palazzo Re Enzo and Palazzo del Podestà. Using vivid modern tones he brings to life the meaning of the location, which has been used as a warehouse for years. This is ultimately an experience that juxtaposes past and present, since the external structure can be traced back to the end of the 1500s and Tremlett’s project was inaugurated in 2003. But it also offers a contrast between the external dimension of the piazza, with its noise and bustle, and the interior of the chapel, which evokes, thanks to the hand of a sensitive layman, the value of silence and of spiritual concentration.

All of modern-day Bologna’s museums are indebted to the university collections, which themselves are comprised of the most ancient works of the dispersed and dismembered legacy of the great Bolognese collectors: Ulysses Aldrovandi (15222 – 1605), Ferdinando Cospi (1609 – 1686) and Luigi Ferdinando Marsigli (1658 – 1730). Recently, the University created a ‘museum of the museums,’ bringing much of this material together in the Palazzo Poggi, ancient seat of the Istituto delle Scienze and today the seat of the University. The new display boasts, for example, Aldrovandi’s mummified chimera (in reality an embalmed Centrina vera Aristotelis), and the unicorn’s horn from the Cospi collection (actually an engraved narwhal tooth). Palazzo Poggi is a special site in its own right, by virtue of its architecture, its frescoes and the strange tower that dominates the Hercules courtyard, which appears to rotate in on itself. This is the ‘Specola’, the culmination of an eighteenth-century project by the Istituto delle Scienze. Preserved here are the original instruments used for the observation of the heavens. From its heights the visitor may view not only the sky but a stunning panorama of Bologna as well. It is an a unusual view, perhaps slightly distorted by reflections in the glass of the heliograph, placed on the parapet to measure the duration of the sun’s rays.

Red Bologna, rebellious and riotous, has dedicated plaques to Franceso Lorusso
 and to the freedom fighters of the uprisings of 1848, who were shot against the walls of the Corpus Domini Convent
. Yet the city is full of churches and an ancient sense of devotion. The most beautiful of the city’s many Madonnas are the Madonna with child sculpted by Jacopo della Quercia for the main door of San Petronio and another, attributed to Cimabue, which stands tender and solemn in a chapel of the apse of Santa Maria dei Servi. And then there is the mild “Madonna dei denti” (Madonna of the Teeth) by Vitale da Bologna, conserved in the Davia Bargellini Museo di Arte Industriale (Museum of Industrial Art. Perhaps by dint of its name, this last museum remains a surprising and not particularly well-known destination.

Bologna’s many museums are lodged in edifices that have their own stories to tell. If we were to pick a museum of all museums, equal in scale and authority to the museum in Springfield, loved so much by Lisa Simpson, it would have to be the Museo di Zoologia (museum of Zoology), located in the university quarter. The grand museum sign, which towers over all the others, and the grand colonnaded entrance that opens onto the collections are symbolic of the high social value accorded to the university’s museum. In the great courtyard, which illuminated from above, one finds an assembly of animals preserved under glass. This scene is dominated by the menacing bulk of the moon fish, suspended from the roof (which inspired the monster in the closing scene of Fellini’s ‘La Dolce Vita) under the unsettling gaze of the rhinoceros. This all continues to appeal to the visitor’s taste for marvels. If you are looking for a contemporary, Damien Hirst-style experience, you can make an appointment with friends at the ‘Bar dei Pesci’, located above the museum, and eat and drink (if you aren’t bothered by the strange surroundings) at transparent fish-shaped tables between embalmed sharks and a myriad of stuffed birds that gaze at you with glittering glass eyes. It is the only museum cafeteria where I would take a friend because, regardless of whatever type of cappuccino or panino they serve, it remains a magical place, where anything can happen.

� The “three T’s” for which Bologna is known, at least if one trusts the postcards available at newsstands in the city center, are tette, torri and tortellini (tits, towers and tortellini).


� University student killed in Via Mascarella during fighting between police and student protestors on March 11, 1977.


� In 1848 in Bologna as in other cities in northern Italy under Austrian domination there were uprisings, part of the struggle for Italian unity known as “Il Risorgimento.”





