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Florence, Museo Salvatore Ferragamo.
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Humanity has been “walking for six million years” is the title of the essay by Telmo
Pievani on human evolution published here: it’s a question of having good feet and
keeping a difficult equilibrium. What was new about the first hominids, what made
them different from all the other apes, and helped them develop the encephalon,
was indeed their bipedalism. No longer crawling around on all fours but getting up
on their feet with the centre of gravity far from the surface of the ground involved the
difficult reorganization of the anatomy and a very high risk of falling. “I always have
the impression or feeling” said Alberto Giacometti “of the frailty of living beings, as if
at any moment it took a formidable amount of energy for them to remain standing,
always threatened by collapse”. In the act of walking the weight of the body shifts
from one foot to the other in search of stability and balance, a dynamic sort of bal-
ance, as it is undermined immediately after in the next step taken.

But how is anyone supposed to maintain this state, carry the body’s weight in
movement, when one’s feet are encased in shoes, that is, in forms that are not indis-
pensable to a natural state, seeing that man was made to walk barefoot? This was
the first concern of Salvatore Ferragamo, artist and shoemaker, as well as engineer,
architect of the shoe, student of anatomy.

“When | began studying human anatomy”, wrote Salvatore in his autobiography
Shoemaker of Dreams, “I found my first clue to the problem in the distribution of the
weight of the body over the joints of the foot. | discovered the interesting fact that
the weight of our bodies when we are standing erect drops straight down on the
arch of the foot”.
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Ferragamo dedicated a lot of time to the study of the foot’s mechan-
ics, to its anatomy, and to the scientific laws that govern one’s way of
walking, the architecture of the skeleton and how the muscles function
to be able to understand how the arch of the foot worked, to what ex-
tent and how much the golden section as well as the weight distribution
between the centre of the arch and the ends (heel and toes) of the foot
were important. That is, he saw a-plomb, a fundamental concept in
dance, in architecture, as being of crucial importance. The task of the
arch of the foot, said Ferragamo, goes well beyond carrying a station-
ary weight: it must carry our moving weight as we walk. Therefore Na-
ture has provided the foot with joints and swivels that work together like
the instruments in an orchestra, a complex whole of bowed stringed
instruments in tension and compression “like no architect could ever
build”, says Cecil Balmond, an artist, architect and engineer of interna-
tional renown interviewed for this exhibition.

It is thanks to an analysis of this theme, which was so meaningful
to Ferragamo’s story, and which was suggested to the curators by the
contemporary dance expert Emanuele Enria, that the project called
Equilibrium was born. Albeit far from being exhausted, we developed
the topic by way of paradigms and suggestions, referring to the world
of art, in all its manifestations, a world that has always — but especially
during the modern age — been drawn to movement, walking, experi-
menting with the limits and measure of the human figure as it moves
on its feet.

Edgar Degas studied the most complicated arabesques of danc-
ers, just as Marino Marini showed his fascination with dance move-
ments. Julio Gonzalez was also enthralled by the theme of the dancer,
expressed in his design of a metal figure in which the subject be-
comes a sculptural line, the expression of forces and ratios of bal-
ance in space. Rodin focused on the free gesture of the ballet dancer,
as well as on “the walking man”, a theme also cherished by Alberto
Giacometti and by many contemporary artists, from Mario Ceroli to

Roberto Barni, from Marina Abramovi¢ to Bruce Nauman, to Bill Vio-
la. Pablo Picasso, Gino Severini, Fernand Léger and Charlie Chaplin
were drawn to the precarious equilibrium of tight-rope walkers and
acrobats, who take human possibility to its very limits before falling.
Alexander Calder explored the world of the circus to craft his first
Mobiles. The theme of equilibrium became of crucial importance to
art between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as revealed in
the works of the artists cited, as well as in those of Paul Klee, Wassily
Kandinsky, Joan Mir¢, Fausto Melotti and Giulio Paolini, who focused
on the most extreme poses of persons and objects. Photography
is not exempted from this interest either, and this exhibition could
indeed have been entirely based on this genre. Without mentioning,
of course, the art of dance, which is wholly centred on keeping one’s
balance, and architecture, whose very essence lies in ratio and static.

Physical equilibrium influences the nervous system, it becomes
“mental equilibrium”, as Ferragamo put it. So walking is more than
just an essential action. In his essay for this catalogue Duccio Dem-
etrio writes that walking “is a philosophy, a style of life, a search into
oneself and elsewhere”. And Dante Alighieri was no doubt a good
walker, having conceived the Divine Comedy “midway in the journey
of our life”. His journey through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise is made
up of steps, falls, losses of consciousness. The history of human-
kind is determined by the many paths taken, in which the psycholog-
ical, cultural, emotional, social, civic and religious attitudes of women
and men are all acknowledged. Hence, this exhibition could not do
without a section dedicated to the phenomenology of walking in the
moving images of famous walks: from those of rulers, dictators and
politicians to the slapstick comedy of Charlie Chaplin, whose Little
Tramp persona celebrates its one hundredth anniversary this year, in
2014, to that of the first man on the Moon.

The debate on these themes is so alive in contemporary society
— even going so far as to touch upon morality as well as the concepts
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of rectitude and justice — that as curators of the exhibition we found it
necessary to include interviews with a number of international figures
who have expressed their own opinions on equilibrium, the foot, the
action of walking and how they relate to their respective jobs and
life stories: Wanda Miletti Ferragamo, wife of Salvatore, entrepreneur
and mother of six children, James Ferragamo, nephew of the founder
and currently in charge of woman'’s shoes and leather at Ferragamo,
Eleonora Abbagnato, étoile at the Paris Opéra, Reinhold Messner,
world-class Italian mountain climber, Will Self, the British writer who
has turned walking into a way of approaching contemporary society
and space, and Philippe Petit, the renowned wire-walker whose feats
have verged on the incredible, and who perfectly equates to the figure
described by Théodore de Banville in Odes funambulesques (1856):
“he who conquers the air experiences the dizziness of height, stares
into the depths of the sky, soars above the amazed and awestruck
heads of his counterparts who, enslaved to their weight, have re-
mained anchored to the ground”. We should once again mention the
name of Cecil Balmond, who addressed our questions about equilibri-
um as it relates to architecture by specially realizing an art installation
for this exhibition born from his reading of Ferragamo’s autobiography
and a knowledge of his studies on the anatomy of the foot.

The catalogue and the exhibition were a collaborative effort on the
part of many experts and scholars on the subject, and of the many
institutions, both public and private, of great international prestige
that have embraced this project: The State Hermitage Museum in
Saint Petersburg, Musée d’Orsay, Musée Bourdelle and Musée Ro-
din in Paris, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia in Madrid,
Musée des Beaux-Arts in Nantes, Walker Art Center in Minneapolis,
George and Helen Segal Foundation in New York, Biblioteca Nazion-
ale Centrale di Firenze, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, Mu-
seo Archeologico, Galleria d’Arte Moderna di Palazzo Pitti and Museo
Marino Marini in Florence, Museo Civico di Palazzo Pretorio in Prato,

Raccolte Museali Fratelli Alinari in Florence, Museo Barracco, Museo
della Civilta Romana and Museo dei Fori Imperiali in Rome, Museo
e Gipsoteca Antonio Canova in Possagno, Musei Civici in Pavia, as
well as many private collections and galleries among which the Yoshii
Gallery and Sikkema Gallery in New York, Collection Enrico Navarra
in Paris, Beck & Eggeling International Fine Art in DUsseldorf, Galleria
Francesca Antonacci in Rome, Galleria Christian Stein in Milan, Galle-
ria d’Arte Moderna in Albenga, the collection of the Monte dei Paschi
di Siena, Tornabuoni Arte in Florence. Lastly, some of the works and
images came directly from the studios of the artists Giulio Paolini,
Roberto Barni and Cecil Balmond.

We wish to thank the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities
and Tourism for its constant support, the Regional Government of
Tuscany and the Municipality of Florence for their sponsorship, the
Soprintendenza Speciale per il Patrimonio Storico, Artistico e Etno-
antropologico e per il Polo Museale della Citta di Firenze, the Soprin-
tendenza per i Beni Archeologici della Toscana, the Soprintendenza
Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Roma.



