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Touching the Abstract: Mathematics 
at the Museum
Enrico Giusti (Giardino di Archimede, Firenze, Italy)

A visitor venturing into the mathematics section of a 
modern science museum could happen on one of the 
most interesting, stimulating, surprising mechanical phe-
nomena: a Lorenz chaotic water wheel. Many of you will 
be familiar with it: water flows into containers that hang 
on the edge of a rotating circle and slowly leaks from a 
hole in the bottom. In the beginning, the movement is 
rather regular and predictable but soon, either because 
some visitor sneezes or because the jet is not perfectly 
uniform or because some butterfly flaps its wings in the 
Amazon jungle, the movement becomes essentially ir-
regular: even a powerful computer cannot predict it for 
more than a few minutes in advance. In essence, it’s a bril-

liant example of deterministic chaos – a process in which 
unavoidable perturbations in the environment multiply 
so quickly that a medium-term forecast is impossible. 
Still, modern mathematics is able to explain these phe-
nomena: the fountain is a physical model of the power of 
mathematics and an example of its success. 

Science museums haven’t always had such spectacular 
mathematics sections. On the contrary, the oldest ones, 
especially, seemed to want to reproduce the pedantic ap-
proach of school learning: portraits of famous mathema-
ticians of the past hung on the walls of the room; three-
dimensional models in display cases showed the interests 
of 19th century mathematicians; and all around the room 


