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Fifteen years 
of the Lombroso 
Museum
Silvano Montaldo, Cristina Cilli

Are fifteen years many or few? It depends, of  course, 
on how they were lived: many if  we refer to the working 
life of  a person, few, usually, in the history of  a cultural 
institution. However, in the case of  the Lombroso 
Museum, these fifteen years coincide with its existence, 
starting from the inauguration on November 27th 2009, 
therefore, in both cases, they are an opportunity to 
take stock.
Elsewhere it will be said that the Lombrosian collection 
is much older, even as old as the unification of  Italy, 
since the first objects were collected when Lombroso 
was a medical officer during the Risorgimento wars. At 
the time, however, there was no museum: it was just 
a collection of  a few finds linked to the evolutionistic 
and organistic theories that, in the era of  positivism, 
formed the basis of  psychiatry and anthropology. It is 
not possible to speak of  a museum in the true sense of  
the word even after the recognition by the university of  
Turin in 1892, and the organisation of  the collection six 
years later at the Palazzo degli Istituti anatomici. A public 
was still lacking, since access to the halls was reserved 
to students, lecturers and technical personnel of  the 
subalpine university, except for rare occasions, such as 
1898 and 1906, respectively during the first conference 
on forensic medicine, when the Lombrosian museum 
was inaugurated, and the VI Congresso internazionale di 
antropologia criminale (VI international conference on 
criminal anthropology), when the halls were opened to 
conference delegates and their companions. Cataloguing 
was also scanty, apart from a few labels that time and 
transfers from one place to another had often displaced, 
and some pages in a ledger of  purchases made using 
the funds of  the university consortium. The meaning 
of  the objects and finds was practically all in the head 
of  the founder and it was partly lost with his demise, 
together, we could say, with the ‘science’ that Lombroso 
believed he was founding.
Dealing with the Museo Lombroso is therefore an 
archaeological operation, not very different, we believe, 
from that of  trying to reconstruct the traits of  an ancient 
society that has left traces in the ground. In this case the 
traces are numerous, but confused, and very little of  the 
thought system that produced them has been handed 
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down to modern-day thinking. The only possibility 
for understanding what these objects and these finds 
represented for criminal anthropology, whatever their 
history and however they came to be in the display 
cabinets of  the museum at the University of  Turin 
is linked to the study of  Lombroso’s published and 
unpublished work. This area of  research has been 
a significant part of  the work carried out in the 
fifteen years since 2009, during which the activity 
of  pre-cataloguing carried out in the eighties and the 
early nineties was again taken up and combined with 
two institutional didactic collaborations, which both 
began in 2017 and involved the Accademia di Belle 
Arti “Brera” in Milano, thanks to the director at the 
time Martina Corgnati and to Chiara Nenci, lecturer 
at the Scuola di Comunicazione e Valorizzazione 
del Patrimonio Artistico Contemporaneo, and the 
Accademia delle Belle Arti “Albertina” in Turin, 
thanks to Nicoletta Leonardi, lecturer in history 
of  photography. For four scholastic years, visiting 
the museum archive each week, the students from 
Milan digitalised, pre-catalogued and studied the 
artistic productions from prisons and insane asylums, 
preparing projects for their valorisation that are partly 
described in a publication1 and available online on 
the museum website (https://www.museolombroso.
unito.it/attività-lombroso-incontra-brera/). Some 
students from the Brera academy continued their 
research in their degree theses, and today they are 
authors of  a number of  contributions to this volume. 
One of  them, Federica Merlo is currently engaged 
in P.h.D research into “arte pazzesca” (art by insane 
people) in the collections of  the university of  Turin. In 
the same period, various interns from the Accademia 
“Albertina” studied and pre-catalogued parts of  the 
photographic collection held in the museum archive. 
Thanks to this research it has been possible to fully 
evaluate the amount of  photographic material, and 

1 C. Nenci (ed.) Brera incontra Lombroso. Lombroso incontra Brera, Hapax, Torino, 2020.
2 N. Pugliese, C. Cilli, S. Montaldo, Il Museo di Antropologia Criminale “Cesare Lombroso” dell’Università di Torino: fotografie e stereotipi de 
I 1000 volti di Lombroso, in RSF. Rivista di studi di fotografia, n. 12, 2021, 137-143.

the importance of  the Lombrosian collection in 
terms of  distinctiveness and antiquity. A selection of  
more than three hundred photographs was displayed 
in 2019 at the Museo Nazionale del Cinema in 
the exhibition I 1000 volti di Lombroso2 (Lombroso’s 
thousand faces) in collaboration with Nadia Pugliese, 
who is preparing a doctoral dissertation on the history 
of  the entire photographic collection. The agreement 
with the Brera academy was renewed in 2023. A third 
doctoral dissertation, co-tutored with the Katholieke 
Universiteit Leuven, is that of  Franco Orlandi on 
the history of  criminal anthropology during the era 
of  totalitarianism, which has led to the study of  the 
series of  psychiatric reports. The resulting inter-
institutional contacts include cooperation with the 
Dipartimento di Studi Storici at the university of  
Turin, developed in three seminars that examined 
the collection of  writings by prisoners, the collection 
of  tattoos, and – during the Covid pandemic and 
the consequent lockdown of  classroom teaching – 
issues of  Archivio di Psichiatria, the journal founded 
by Lombroso in 1880 and published by his assistants 
until 1938, looking for information on the history of  
the finds and the objects held in the museum.
Other testimonies of  this history can be found 
in Lombroso’s unpublished writings. In various 
occasions since 2009, the descendants of  the 
Lombroso family, Carrara and Ferrero, have 
made important documentary bequests to the 
museum which have increased the small archival 
section already present. The need to reorder 
and render accessible this material gave rise to 
the Lombroso Project, where since 2018, thanks 
to the support of  the Fondazione CRT and the 
Dipartimento di Studi Storici, it is possible to 
consult all the known correspondence of  Lombroso 
online: https://lombrosoproject.unito.it/; 
more than two thousand six hundred items held at 
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the museum in Turin or at other institutes in Italy 
and abroad.3

Amongst those who have supported the museum, 
we wish to thank also Claudio Sarzotti, lecturer in 
legal philosophy at the university of  Turin, who in 
2015 involved the museum in the Rete Museale di 
Storia della Penalità (museum network on the history 
of  punishment) and in the display of  the Museo 
del Carcere (museum of  prisons) in Saluzzo. The 
cooperative projects in the field of  correctional 
facilities had begun two years earlier, when Davide 
Dutto, president of  the Associazione Sapori Reclusi 
contacted us for the project Face to face. L’arte contro 
il pregiudizio (Face to face. Art against prejudice), a 
five‑year commitment (from 2013‑2019) that aimed 
to contrast the stereotyping of  prisoners. Through 
a series of  appointments, the writers met persons 
detained at the prison in Saluzzo and at “Casa 
circondariale Lorusso e Cotugno” in Turin. The 
project concluded with a photographic exhibition 
in the main hall of  the museum of  portraits taken 
by Dutto of  people ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ the prison, 
activities continue in this field also in cooperation 
with the Fondazione Alberto e Angelica Musy and 
with Claudio Montagna’s Teatro da tavolo (theatre at 
the table) continues.
The increasing interest shown by many scholars for 
the various disciplines studied by Lombroso and for 
the relative collections has been highlighted in recent 
years by the numerous conferences, workshops and 
seminars organised. The conference Cesare Lombroso 
e la cultura francese. Dibattiti, contrasti e collaborazioni
(Cesare Lombroso and French culture. Debates, 
contrasts and cooperation) was held in Turin in 
December 2017 with more than twenty scholars from 
all over Italy, France and Switzerland.4 The Covid 
pandemic prevented the conference on Lombroso e 

3 C. Cilli, S. Montaldo, E. D’Antonio, S. Micheletta, G. Caccia, A. Cerchi, Lombroso project: la pubblicazione web dei cartaggi di Cesare 
Lombroso. Un’esperienza di digital humanities finalizzata alla fruizione di un patrimonio documentario-museale, in Museologia Scientifica. Memorie, 
n. 20, 2019, 28-31.
4 X. Tabet, M. Porret, S. Montaldo (ed.), Lombroso e la France. Criminologie, politique, littérature, special issue of  the journal Beccaria. 
Revue d’histoire du droit de punir, Vol. VI, 2020-2021.
5 F.P. De Ceglia, E. De Cristofaro, S. Montaldo (ed.), Lombroso e il Sud, Donzelli, Roma, 2023.

il Sud (Lombroso and southern Italy) being held, an 
event in cooperation with the universities of  Bari, 
Catania and Turin, however it was brought to light 
in the volume published in 2023.5 In June 2022, the 
Palazzo degli Istituti anatomici hosted a segment 
of  the conference organised by the universities of  
Turin and Havana on the long-term relations between 
Italy and the Caribbean island, dedicated to the 
friendship and cooperation between Lombroso and 
Cuban criminologists. Finally, in September 2023 
the conference Lombroso nelle Americhe (Lombroso in 
the Americas) was organised with thirty participants 
mainly from the Americas and Europe, including 
some members of  the project SciCoMove; Scientific 
Collection on the Move, in which the museum is involved. 
This project, which is part of  the Rise Horizon 2020, 
has brought together researchers from European 
and American countries interested in the history of  
scientific collections and exchanges between the two 
continents. To conclude, since 2023 the Lombroso 
Museum has been part of  a PRIN project (projects of  
national interest) with the university Milano Bicocca, 
the university of  Bologna and the university of  Turin 
entitled Criminal Portraits. History and Photography of  
Italian Crime News (1861-1961).
Since the opening in 2009, year after year, the 
museum has enjoyed greater renown also thanks 
to the numerous objects and documents loaned for 
exhibitions, both national (Bologna, Carrara, Parma, 
Mestre, Pisa, Reggio Emilia, Rome and Turin) and 
international (Athens, Baden-Baden, Bastia, Brno, 
Dresden, Harlem, Lausanne, Madrid, New York 
and Paris), which have made it possible to admire 
the collections very rare or if  not unique individual 
objects in their fields. Public and private tenders 
have also made it possible to develop valorisation 
projects. In addition to the previously mentioned 
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Lombroso Project, in 2017, the MIUR tender (under 
law 6/2000), funded the scientific communication 
project on the collection of  prison water jugs. Thanks 
to the Strategia Fotografia 2020 tender of  the Direzione 
Generale Creatività Contemporanea of  MiBACT 
(Directorate-General for Contemporary Creativity of  
the Ministry of  Culture), the photographic collection 
on brigandage was restored and uploaded to the 
Cultural Heritage national portal,6 and in November 
2022 the museum was identified as an experimental 
structure for pilot cases in Partenariato Esteso (inter-
university research) “Changes – Cultural Heritage 
Active Innovation for the Next-Gen Sustainable 
Society” (n. 5) Spoke 4, Virtual Technologies for 
Museums and Art Collections of  the PNRR.
A museum that never stands still, then, and that 
continues to receive stimuli not only from the scientific 
world, but also from the contemporary theatrical and 
artistic milieu. Events such as Notte dei Musei, la Notte 
degli Archivi, la Notte dei Ricercatori, and Artissima 
have been and will continue to be opportunities to 
talk about Lombroso and his collections through 
plays, readings, and performances.
Now we come to the content of  the catalogue which 
differs from the two previous volumes of  2009 and 
2015. The amount of  new information acquired 
on the collections and on Lombroso’s theories has 
allowed us to go beyond a simple reprint, the entire 

6 https://catalogo.beniculturali.it/search?query=lombroso+brigantaggio&typology=Fotografia

volume has been reorganised. With the support of  
a timeline, it now explores the knowledge and science 
in various fields that Lombroso developed throughout 
his work. It filters and links the evidence in a rather 
personal manner to develop a global “science” of  
deviance, which was represented by the systematic 
acquisition of  objects and finds, that gave birth to 
the collections. Therefore, the four sections of  the 
catalogue narrate ‘the museum’ from its founding, to 
the various layouts and the formation of  the archive; 
in the section “knowledge and science”, ten scholars 
describe the research and applicative developments of  
the many disciplines that Lombroso dealt with; “the 
collections” hosts fourteen descriptions of  the various 
collections exhibited at the museum or held in the 
archive; the last section refers to twenty-three objects, 
finds or documents, some previously unpublished, 
chosen to represent the conceptual and thematic 
arc of  the museum. The illustrations chosen for the 
volume are also, in part, previously unpublished. 
Forty-nine authors have contributed to the catalogue, 
from well-known Lombrosian scholars such as Mary 
Gibson, Paolo Mazzarello, Maria Teresa Milicia and 
Renzo Villa to researchers who have only recently 
begun to deal with these topics. Our heartfelt thanks 
go to them all: their presence, so close and qualified 
is the best demonstration of  how alive and vital this 
museum has been over the last fifteen years.




