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CULTURAL HERITAGE
SECRETS OF PREVIATI'S WORK ‘PAOLO E FRANCESCA’ 
REVEALED

A team of researchers from INFN and the University of Ferrara has 
analysed the "Paolo e Francesca" painting by Gaetano Previati, among 
the most famous works of the artist, currently exhibited at Palazzo 

dei Diamanti in Ferrara. The analysis work, presented at the International Exhibition of Restoration, was 
performed with the technique of digital radiography with a scanner for in situ radiographic diagnostics, 
built and designed thanks to the collaboration between the Department of Physics and Earth Sciences of 
the University of Ferrara and the INFN Ferrara section. The hidden story of the painting emerges from the 
more than 1,000 digital x-rays taken. Thanks to these analyses it was, in fact, possible to bring to light the 
first draft of the work, which reveals details hidden in the painting, such as the different position of the 
face of Francesca, initially painted by Previati with the head reclined backwards. The change is very evident 
because the first draft of the face of the young girl, subsequently abandoned and covered, is perfectly 
recognisable thanks to the radiopacity of the pigments used that are still under the painting's surface. 
The analyses were conducted as part of the activities of the cultural heritage network INFN-CHNet. The 
scientific diagnostic program was carried out in collaboration with the National Institute of Optics of the 
CNR, which performed imaging diagnostics in infrared and ultraviolet fluorescence. The interpretation 
of the scientific diagnostics, which have already been used in the restoration of the work, represents an 
important element for a historical-artistic investigation of early twentieth century art. ▪
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