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Press release n. 4

The exhibition and the museum

The place where Michelangelo sculpted David

The exhibition Arnolfo. At the origins of the Florentine Renaissance is set up in the Museum of the Opera del Duomo in Florence, the institution which was created at the end of the Duecento by the Florentine republic to superintend the construction of the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore and its successive maintenance, a task which continues still today (www.operaduomo.firenze.it).

The place is anything but lacking in the evocative. Michelangelo, for example, sculpted his David there. And with rare exceptions, here worked, discussed, schemed, suffered and created many of the geniuses who contributed to making Florence great, who wrote entire chapters in the history of art and who constructed its extraordinary cathedral. From Arnolfo di Cambio who laid the first stone in 1296, to Andrea Verrocchio, who in 1471 placed the last, the bronze sphere at the summit of the cupola of Filippo Brunelleschi.

The Museum houses works conceived and created for the Duomo, for Giotto’s tower and for the Baptistery of San Giovanni. A collection without equal, of exceptional artistic value, with a wealth of masterpiees by Arnolfo, Andrea Pisano, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Luca Della Robbia, Donatello, Michelangelo and many others. A collection of sculptures which is lined up alongside paintings, codices with miniatures, goldwork, liturgical hangings, antique work instruments, architectonic models and plans, thousands of original documents, in other words everything needed to build the cathedral, decorate it and manage it.  
The statue of Boniface VIII and the Madonna of the the glass eyes are among the remains of Arnolfo’s lost façade. To Andrea Pisano must be attributed the statues and a number of decorated panels that once ornated the tower. Ghiberti is represented in the panels of the Paradise Gate, Della Robbia in those from the tower and by one of the stupendous choirs.  The other is signed by Donatello, who also figures with a wooden Magdalen and various statues from the tower, among which the famous Abacuc. From Michelangelo on the other hand there is the Pietà del Duomo, perhaps the finest among those that this artist produced.  

There are hundreds of works that range from the Gothic period to the Renaissance and which in a way are summed up in the indescribable silver altar, the pride of the Museum, in which the main trends in goldsmithing and Florentine sculpture between 1366 and 1483 are reflected. That is how long it took to create the altar to which the greatest artists of many generations contributed: from Leonardo di ser Giovanni to Michele di Monte and Cristofano di Paolo; from Tommaso Ghiberti and Matteo di Giovanni and Bernardo Cennini, Antonio del Pollaiolo, Verrocchio up to Antonio di Salvi and Michelozzo.

As for the facade, Arnolfo’s was dismantled at the end of the Cinquecento by order of Ferdinand I de Medici and the exhibition is showing, for the first time, a reconstruction of a portion. The Museum also houses models of various reconstruction projects up to the neo-Gothic one by Emilio De Fabris who between 1869 and 1887 created the façade we see today.

What really strikes one about The Museum of the Opera del Duomo in general is the extraordinary sense of unity, the aim of all artists, from the most famous to the most obscure, to leave one’s own signature on an immense undertaking such as that of the construction and decoration of one of the greatest monuments in the world. The Museum is in its own way the portrait  of a city which for centuries employed its own creative, organisational and financial  resources in the creation of a work which has no equal.  

“No other memory of us remains”, wrote Brunelleschi, “than the walls that testify to their creator hundreds and thousands of years before”.
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