
1/28/2019 'Pop Microscopy' exhibit finds beauty at cellular level

https://www.gainesville.com/news/20190124/pop-microscopy-exhibit-finds-beauty-at-cellular-level 1/4

By Kristine Crane / Correspondent
Posted Jan 24, 2019 at 6:23 PM
Updated Jan 24, 2019 at 6:24 PM

At the inaugural reception of the Pop Microscopy exhibit at the University of
Florida’s Libby Gallery earlier this month, bio-statistician Ira Longini said he
was pondering “the underlying mathematical structures” of the colorful,
luminous images on display.

“These are existing patterns in nature,” Longini explained. Indeed, the super-
magnified images capture retinal and intestinal cells, along with other cell
structures throughout the body.

To the untrained eye, however, they just looked like pretty, if peculiar pictures,
with suggestive titles. Longini’s wife, Amy Vigilante, the director and curator of
the university galleries, was especially taken with the picture called “Antigua,” a
close-up of ribosomes, or protein-making cell structures. To Vigilante, however,
“it looks like an aerial view of the island of Antigua.”

The exhibit, on display at the Gallery until mid-February, is a fusion of art and
science. Created by a father and daughter team in Genoa, Italy, the idea was to
make art from microscopic slides, taking them from the lab into everyday life.

“I was always fascinated by the colorful images that I saw in my father’s books
and slides,” Claudia Diaspro said. “It still amazes me that those points of light
trapped inside the slides could, once enlarged, become masterpieces.”

Claudia’s father, Alberto Diaspro, a physicist, directs the department of
nanophysics at the Istituto Italiano di Tecnologia (IIT) in Genoa. Nanophysics
involves studying objects and materials at the nanoscale, which is one billionth
of a meter. “We’re talking about dissecting a piece of hair down to its ten-
thousandth part, in order to illuminate DNA and protein with natural light,”
Diaspro said.
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Although doing science on a nanoscale has taken off in the past two decades
with the commercialization of nanotechnology that’s used for things like highly
targeted cancer therapies, the basic technique used to create the exhibit’s
nanoscale images has been around since antiquity, Alberto Diaspro said.

“Even Pliny the Old had noted a similar effect looking at the nerves of leaves in
dew drops,” he said. The modern-day counterpart to dew drops is curved glass,
which refracts light onto objects, magnifying them. Fluorescent dyes are used to
differentiate cellular materials then create the kaleidoscope of colors seen in the
images.

The wavy, fluorescent lines in “Mermaids” represent the filaments, or natural
fibers, of a zebrafish embryo, a model of embryonic development. The network
of interconnected squiggly lines and nodes in “Luna Park” — all of which “are
governed by mathematical rules,” Longini said — evoke the roller coasters of the
iconic theme park by the same name.

Claudia Diaspro carefully selected titles that would resonate with viewers, to
spark their own imaginations. She was also inspired by the Pop Art Movement
of the 1950s, hence the ‘Pop’ in the exhibit’s name, which enlarged everyday
objects and made them pop with color.

The Pop Microscopy exhibit came to UF on the initiative of Ilaria Capua, the
director of UF’s One Health Center, a think tank focused on understanding the
connections between human, animal, environmental and plant health.

Capua, herself Italian, had been traveling in Italy in late 2017 when she noted the
artwork. Capua and her collaborator Sara Agnelli, a classicist and assistant
adjunct professor at One Health, were able to arrange for a copy of the exhibit
(the original is currently on display at the Museo di Storia Naturale in Genoa) to
arrive at UF at the beginning of 2018.

They then helped guide various pieces of the exhibit to various destinations at
UF, such as the biology and chemistry departments, the Institute on Aging, and
the Arts in Medicine Program at UF Health, which has a gallery space in the
Cancer Hospital. “It was fun to watch medical staff, patients and visitors look
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back and forth from description to image in search of some sort of recognition,”
said Arts in Medicine Coordinator Kris Sullivan, adding that students in the
medical humanities and arts in health classes were also captivated by the art.

Agnelli said introducing the art on campus helped “break down barriers” that
typically exist between academic departments. This is strategically central to One
Health’s own mission of working with various fields to solve health problems
(like epidemics) of a global scale, with the insight of various types of experts.

This interdisciplinary approach is also being emphasized in UF’s yearlong
celebration of the 500th anniversary of Leonardo da Vinci’s death, called
“Legacies of Leonardo: Celebrating 500 Years of Inquiry.”

The Pop Microscopy exhibit — with all 18 pieces on display together at Libby —
kicks off the Leonardo initiative. Leonardo, known as the original “Renaissance
Man” who lived in Italy during the mid-1400s, is perhaps best known for his
paintings (“Mona Lisa”) and sketches, but he was also an inventor and engineer
whose interests ranged broadly across the arts and sciences.

“Leonardo demonstrates a particular kind of academic value that goes way
beyond silos,” said Anthony Kolenic, assistant dean of research, technology and
administrative affairs at UF’s College of Arts, and the initiative’s organizer.
“When we combine methods, or import the presumptions of one field into
another field, all of the sudden we are able to add another dimension. I think
that’s what we’re really thinking is possible or worth elevating on this campus
for the year.”

The initiative will include several classes, exhibits and lectures on Leonardo’s
influence. Gainesville Cultural Affairs Manager Russell Etling is delighted the
initiative will also educate the city.

“I copied the drawings of Michelangelo and Leonardo from the time I was in
sixth grade,” Etling said at the exhibit’s inaugural reception. Later CEO of the
Miami Museum of Science for 14 years, Etling said he has retained an
appreciation of blending the arts and science.

“The nanoscale is something that we would never have the opportunity to
experience without such an exhibit,” Etling said. “It indicates a kind of beauty
around us that we should take time to appreciate. These are the building blocks
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of the universe in their majesty on display.”


