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I n  m e m o r y

Paolo Vanni was a disciple of Professors Vincenzo 
Baccari, Andrea Guerritore and Gianpietro Ramponi. 
While the latter supported Vanni’s appointment to 
Emeritus status in 2012, the first two are his scholarly 
mentors and domines; especially Prof. Andrea Guer-
ritore, who kicked off and supervised the Florentine 
professor’s career as a biochemist1.

Vanni has been one of the founders of Compared 
Biochemistry and Vegetal Biochemistry in Italy (2, 3). 
Prof. Baccari directed him toward the study of enzy-
matic kinetics, which has been one of Vanni’s fortes 
(4, 5). In 1971, Vanni became Lecturer of Biological 
Chemistry and in 1980 he won the open competition 
to become Full University Professor of Biochemistry. 
Yet, he only taught this subject for one academic year 
at the Faculty of Natural Sciences at the University of 
Sassari. The year before, he taught Organic Chemistry 
of the Organic Substances at the University of Flor-
ence School of Pharmacy. His beloved subject was and 
is Medical Chemistry, which he taught to all freshmen 
of the University of Florence School of Medicine from 
January 1964 through November 2010.

Vanni was extremely popular among his students2, 
because he loved to spend a lot of time with them and 
not only in the classroom! In fact, Vanni organized and 
led many student ski trips on the Marmolada, Falza-
rego, Four Passes, Civetta, etc. During those skiing 
weeks, Vanni also organized make-up classes for those 

who failed his exam. His former students went skiing 
with him and his family until 2017, including some of 
his devoted disciples such as Francesco Ranaldi.

Speaking of which, one cannot avoid mention-
ing that Vanni had three main disciples: Maria Teresa 
Vincenzini, Professor of Biochemistry at the Univer-
sity of Florence, and the Associate Professors Eugenio 
Giachetti and Francesco Ranaldi, who replaced him in 
the teaching of chemistry at the University of Florence 
School of Medicine. In addition, he also worked a lot 
with the latter on vegetal enzymology; particularly on 
the effects of enzymatic catalysis in hypo-gravity. Two 
of his experiments were approved by both the Euro-
pean Space Agency (ESA) and the Agenzia Spaziale 
Italiana (ASI) to study the effects of hypo-gravity on 
the catalysis of isocitrate lyase, an important enzyme 
of the glyoxylate cycle. While on the isolated molecule 
the hypo-gravity does not produce particular effects, 
on complex structures or cellular structures it has an 
important activation of the enzymatic catalysis and the 
cellular growth (6-9).

In 1974, and again in 1977-1978, he was visit-
ing professor within Prof.  Giorgio Semenza’s chair at 
ETHZ’s Laboratorium für biochemie, where he dem-
onstrated the presence of a carrier for Vitamin C in 
the guinea pig’s intestine (10). In addition, in 1988 he 
was visiting professor at Washington State University 
upon the invitation of Prof. John MacFadden (11), 

1 Vanni wrote a heartfelt obituary of Prof. Guerritore on December 12, 2017 (1).
2 More than 300 of his former students attended his farewell lecture in December 2010.
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during which period he published an important article 
on the Vanni published over 200 works on biochemis-
try as either author or co-author.

Together with Drs. John and Evelyn Billings, he 
led a research team on the structure and function of 
the human cervical mucus for fertility experiments to-
gether (12).  He wrote many manuals of general chem-
istry, organic chemistry, biochemistry exercises, human 
biochemistry, dental materials, etc.

When history of medicine was reintroduced in 
the curriculum of the Italian Schools of Medicine, 
Vanni was charged with teaching it. Since 1995, more-
over, he has been publishing hundreds of works on the 
history of medicine and the Red Cross movement be-
tween peer-reviewed articles, conference proceedings 
and invited lectures. 

In particular, his works on the Red Cross history 
are of a certain relevance. He is one of the first Italian 

scholars to write about Henry Dunant and popularize 
his ideas among Italian students. Dunant is indeed the 
true and most important founder of the ICRC. Vanni 
published the first Italian edition of Dunant’s memoirs 
edited by Prof. Bernard Gagnebin of the University of 
Geneva (13).

In 2001 Vanni was a visiting professor at Prof. Ed-
ward Shorter, Toronto University Institute of Medi-
cine History to conduct research on Norman Bethune, 
a Canadian surgeon who worked with H.Dunant after 
the Battle of Solferino 1859 (14).

In 2002, the President of Italy, Dr. Carlo A. 
Ciampi, met with him on the occasion of the centen-
nial anniversary of the Nobel Peace Prize awarded to 
Dunant in 1901. From 2002 onward, Vanni has pub-
lished numerous edited volumes, monographs and ar-
ticles concerning military medicine and surgeon gen-

Figure 1. Prof. Vanni and the rescued tip of the maser 7 rocket 
at the Kiruna Space Base  Sweden (Artic Pole Circle).

Figure 2. Prof. Vanni is received by the President of the ICRC 
in Geneva, Dr Peter Maurer (center).  On the right the Dr 
Francois Bugnion member of the ICRC.
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eral corps. One of the most famous articles is that on 
the behavior of the Italian MD officers at the Battle 
of Adwa in 1896 (15). On behalf of the Italian Red 
Cross, in 2004 he established the national courses of 
History of the Red Cross Movement and Medicine: 
the 14th course is under preparation. He organized 18 
symposia on the history of medicine and Red Cross in 
Italy and abroad. He was appointed honorary mem-
ber of the Italian Society for Military History and of 
Rome Accademia dell’Arte Sanitaria.

He published all of Henry Dunant’s handwrit-
ten memoirs, which were bought by the Tuscan Re-
gional Committee of the Italian Red Cross chaired by 
Dr. Francesco Caponi, 11 volumes, about 6’000 pages 
(16). Together with his colleague Prof. Costantino Ci-
polla of the University of Bologna he is the principal 
editor of the series Sociologia della Croce Rossa for the 
publishing house Franco Angeli. The editorial board of 

this series is composed of the world’s most important 
scholars of the sociology and history of the Italian Red 
Cross.

For the above-mentioned series, Vanni and his 
colleagues published the only complete history of the 
150 years of the Italian Red Cross. Up to now, 8 vol-
umes were published covering the period between its 
foundation and the outbreak of the Great War (17). 
It is a massive and important collection of volumes, 
which Vanni and Cipolla will leave to their disciples to 
complete in the next decade.

In his hometown, Florence, he has been editing 
the series I quaderni di Henry Dunant for the publish-
ing house Tassinari. In the Tassinari series, apart from 
the 11 volumes of the memoirs of Dunant, there were 
also three volumes on the history of the ICRC be-
tween Solferino and San Martino (1859) and the siege 
of Diem Bien Phu,1955 (18-20).

Figure 3. Prof. Vanni is received by the President of the International Federation of National Red Cross Societies and President of 
the Italian Red Cross, Dr Francesco Rocca, in the center. On the right the Dr Francesco Caponi, President of the Regional Commit-
tee CRI of Tuscany (Florence). They show the X tome of the Henry Dunant Manuscripts.
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Vanni was received by two presidents of the 
ICRC, Jacob Kellenberger and Peter Maurer, who con-
gratulated him for his publications. Both presidents 
described the works published by Vanni and his col-
leagues (e.g., Un Souvenir de Solferino with Cipolla and 
the only existing translation of the seventh edition with 
Maria Grazia Baccolo) as unique and extraordinary. In 
particular, Peter Maurer appreciated very much the role 
of Italy in this scholarly activity (21-23).

In 2006, Vanni was appointed National Delegate 
for the History of the Italian Red Cross by the then 
president, Dr. Massimo Barra, and confirmed in such 
role by the current president, Mr. Francesco Rocca. 
Rocca appointed him also National Referee for the 
History of the Italian Red Cross. In February 2018, 
Rocca appointed him chairman of the National Aca-
demic Committee for the History of the Italian Red 
Cross in which seat also Professors Giuseppe Ar-
mocida (University of Varese), Valentina Gazzaniga 
(University of Rome “La Sapienza”), Carlo Focarelli 
(University of Rome 3), Giuseppe Parlato (UNINT 
University Rome), Stefania Bartoloni (University of 
Rome 3) and Duccio Vanni (University of Florence).

As per his full CV, Vanni taught and trained nu-
merous experts of the history of the Red Cross and 
of medicine (CISCRi or Cultori Italiani di Storia del-
la Croce Rossa internazionale). The CISCRi title and 
certificate is awarded to the attendees of the national 
courses organized by Vanni. Scores of CISCRi are now 
contributing to the volumes edited and wrote by Vanni.

Professor Vanni has been appointed Accademico 
della Colombaria in 2012 and 2015, and in 2015 of the 
Accademia dei Georgofili, which are two of the most 
prestigious Florentine academies. 

He was awarded the Italian Red Cross Silver 
Medal in 2009.

Apart from the innumerable invited lectures, con-
ferences, symposia, round-tables and book launches, 
one can only congratulate him for his 421 publications. 
Hats off!
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