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Press release n. 3

Arnolfo Di Cambio (Colle Val d’Elsa 1240/1250 – Florence 1302/1310)
He was an architect, sculptor, urbanist, perhaps also a painter, and in any case one of the greatest artists of the second part of the Duecento. Yet there is still a great deal of mystery surrounding the figure and work of Arnolfo. He was a disciple of Nicola Pisano (this is shown in a document dated 1265), we know the name of his mother (Perfetta), but not the date of his death (between 1302 and 1310). His origins are still uncertain (according to Giorgio Vasari he was the son of Lapo, the legendary architect of German origin who built the Bargello in Florence) to the point that it was only at the end of the 19th century that his true origins were established (son of Cambio) and a birthplace was established, Colle Val d'Elsa, where it appears he was born between 1240 and 1250.

It has been established that Arnolfo worked in Rome, Perugia, Orvieto where some of his important works survive, but it was only in Florence that his vocation as an architect and urbanist, made contemporary on the basis of the  gotico rayonnant, was able to acquire a monumental dimension. The fact is, he designed the new Florence of the Trecento, the rich, blazing, effervescent financial, commercial and artistic capital of Europe. He designed the imposing city walls, the Badia Fiorentina, the Franciscan church of Santa Croce, the great square of Santa Maria Novella, perhaps also Palazzo Vecchio with its soaring tower, and the small cities of San Giovanni Valdarno, Castelfranco, Terranuova, are his children, outposts along the Roman road of Florentine expansionism.

Most of all Arnolfo planned the imposing cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, at that time the biggest in the entire Christian world, which he started building in 1296 and for which, already in 1300, he was praised by the city government, the Council of One Hundred. It is in fact probable that Arnolfo had developed a project close to what was produced (radiating chapels, cupola), concentrating however upon the façade, which he ornated with mosaics and sculptures according to a Marian iconographic programme.  Because of his death he did however manage to build only a third of it, as is documented in the drawing made by Bernardino Poccetti in 1587 when the façade was being dismantled by the Grand Duke Ferdinand I de Medici.
It is presumed that Arnolfo’s training took place through contact with the artistic environment of the Cistercian monks. Between 1265 and 1268 he worked with Nicola Pisano on the Tomb of San Domenico in San Domenico in Bologna and on the Pulpit in the Duomo of Siena. This is a period when a marked interest for classical sculpture dveloped, aided also by a stay in Rome (and perhaps in the south) and by visiting the home of the D’Anjou (he is fact attributed with the statue in honour of Charles D’Anjou which is today in the Musei Capitolini in Rome).

The predilection for antique, classical, Greek, Etruscan models together with a synthetic rigour in the fully plastic and volumetric construction of the figure, appears above all in the Perugia sculptures (National Gallery). These are presumably the remains of the fountain commissioned by the Perugians from the “subtilissimus et ingeniosus magister” and created between 1277 and 1281.

For those that sustain Arnolfo as being the creator of this statue, the same can be said for the bronze Saint Peter of 1300 in the Vatican cathedral, and this is not less so in the Monument to Cardinal De Braye in San Domenico at Orvieto (1282), a work which unites a closeness to classic art (the Virgin Enthroned is actually an adaptation of an ancient statue) with the knowledge of French gothic art that blossomed around Louis IX.

Witness to this are the works that Arnolfo later created in Rome: from the Cibori in San Paolo (1284) and in Santa Cecilia (1293), to the Annibaldi monument in S. Giovanni in Laterano (1290 circa), in which the architectonic design disciplines the sculptural element: to the Crib of S. Maria Maggiore (1285 – 1291), and the complex structure of the Mortuary Chapel of Saint Boniface, commissioned around 1296 by Boniface VIII as his future funereal monument, previously in the counter-façade of S. Pietro, and now dismembered (plastic remains are in the Vatican tombs).

In Florence a number of statues from Arnolfo’s destroyed facade are kept both in the Museum of the Opera del Duomo and in private collections (Nativity, Madonna Enthroned, Boniface VIII, Apostles and Deacons). Others are found in the Bode Museum of Berlin (Dormitio Virginis) and in Massachusetts at the Fogg Museum in Cambridge (Angel). They are witness to the plastic rigour which is connected to Nicola Pisano, but which is organised through a precise architectonic requirement.

Finally there is Arnolfo the painter. The well-known scholar Angiola Maria Romanini has advanced a theory that identifies Arnolfo with the Master of Isaac, author of the celebrated scenes in the Basilica Superiore of Assisi.
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