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LIGHT YEARS

Historical images from Aem’s archives

curated by Laura Leonelli and Silvano Oldani

A homage to energy, to light, to the revolutionary power of electricity. Centring around splendid historic images from the archives of Azienda Energetica Municipale di Milano, now Aem Spa: the electric company that has been lighting up the city of Milan since 1910, creating a spectacular new evanescent urban scene. One of Italy’s largest and best-organised historical archives, it contains more than 90,000 images. The hundred photographs selected for the “Light Years” exhibition were taken by Antonio Paoletti, a mysterious but talented photographer of great character whose production marks one of the most significant chapters in the history of Italian industrial photography. 

In an intense style combining Boccioni’s dynamism with the magical disenchantment of De Chirico’s spaces and an almost neo-realist vision of the poetry of the everyday, Paoletti records twenty years in the life of a big corporation and the birth of the contemporary landscape with its monuments, its dams, its power plants, and its new source of energy: electricity. 

In oversized spaces suspended between reality and fiction, amongst the volumes of engine rooms, control panels and offices in perfect order, man disappears. What remains is the objects. The air is pervaded with a diffuse light and with direct current that we can feel with our hands. Light spreads over the turbines, the generators, the metal strips, the brick walls, the imperfect surfaces of broken-down pieces of equipment. And on the trail of this light, that reverberation of the dawn of industry, in a selection of a hundred images, the relevance of Antonio Paoletti’s work is revealed “light years” after the events that gave it life and its consonance with the expectations of his times. 

ANTONIO PAOLETTI
September 3, 1937. Clear light. A fresh late summer breeze comes down from the mountains. In the valley, the water of the Sernio, almost running dry, slips slowly past the rocks and poles marking the construction site. On the cement walls, in the bed of the canal running along beside the river, a man’s shadow is cast in the sunlight. Beside him, the shape of an optic panel. In the strictly framed photograph, in which the centre line cut by the fine projection of a cable gathers around itself the ridgeline of the mountains, the leaves of the trees, and the line of the road, the last houses, the light structure linking the river to the strong structures of the power station, is the profile of Antonio Paoletti, in a timid self-portrait that is the only reference to a human presence. He must have been a very discrete man, very reserved, however bold, for that silhouette is the only image we have of him today, except for a single photograph on his tombstone in Milan: our only clue to the personality of this extraordinary photographer commissioned by the electrical company historically known as Azienda Energetica Municipale di Milano, now AEM Spa, to document the big construction sites, the birth of industry, the invention of the modern city, the transformation of the landscape. 

1881 born in Livorno on April 28.

1908 opens a photography studio in Milan at Via Pantano 3.

1920 Luca Beltrami, director of the Castello Sforzesco art collection, commissions Paoletti to take photographs of items from collections of the Museum of Ancient Art, the Archaeological Museum, the Modern Art Gallery, the Bertarelli collection and the Museum of the Risorgimento. 

1921-27 continues working with Beltrami, for whom Paoletti produces about a thousand pictures. 

