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Press release n. 5

The cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, six centuries of history

Before being exceeded in its dimensions by the cathedral of Saint Peter’s in Rome (and more recently by Saint Paul’s in London), for more than two centuries the Duomo di Firenze, Santa Maria del Fiore, was the biggest church in the Christian world and, at the same time, the largest covered surface on the planet. 

It is an imposing building, if it were not for the artistic genius, conceived by a city then at the avant-garde in Europe, intelligent, capable, dynamic, rich and ambitious, "so that the industry and power of men do not invent nor may they ever undertake anything bigger and more beautiful". It has been a part of many of the most important events that have taken place in Florence, it hosted the Council of 1439 and it was the theatre of the famous Conspiracy of the Pazzi (in 1478 Giuliano de' Medici was slain there, while his brother Lorenzo il Magnifico only just managed to save himself by hiding in the sacristy).

The Duomo, as we now know it today, 153 metres long, 90 at the transept and 116 high, is the result of six centuries of history and the creation of some of the most exceptional engineers in Italy. The basic architectonic plan belongs to Arnolfo di Cambio (1296), the cupola to Filippo Brunelleschi (1420), while the facade dates to the end of the 19th century. 

Between these dates there is the entire alternating of structural and decorative interventions which have enriched the monument inside and out: from the two sacristies to the marble floor, from the sculptures to the frescos of Donatello, Della Robbia, Paolo Uccello, Andrea del Castagno, Giorgio Vasari, Federico Zuccari and many other extraordinary artists.

Santa Maria del Fiore rises in front of the Battistero di S. Giovanni, on the exact same site as the palaeo-Christian cathedral of Santa Reparata, which it encompassed, doubling the dimensions and at the same time conserving considerable remains of it which are still visible in the archeological area. The name is an evident allusion to the lily which symbolises the city. Explicit homage is paid to the Marian cult in the facade itself, left unfinished by Arnolfo and dismantled at the end of the 16th century.  
The decision to build the cathedral goes back to the year 1293. The republican government took on the costs of the work but ordered citizens to contribute to the expense by leaving a part of their wealth in their wills to the Opera del Duomo, the institution created to superintend the project, and which is still at work today.  
On the September 8th 1296 Arnolfo laid the first stone of a basilica with classic spaces, three wide naves that meet in the vast choir at the main altar which in turn is surrounded by the trifoliate tribune above which rises the gigantic cupola, 45.5 metres in diameter, the same as the Baptistery. Arnolfo brought to a conclusion two spans and the new facade, which however was never finished: it was dismantled in 1586 when the Grand Duke Francesco I de' Medici decided to build a new one.  
In 1302 work was interrupted and started again only in 1330 when the body of  San Zanobi was discovered in Santa Reparata. Giotto was responsible for the site from 1334 on, but he died a few years later (1337) and in any case he was mainly concerned with his Campanile (14 metres per side, 84 high). His work was taken over by Andrea Pisano up to 1348, the year of the plague which halved the population (Florence went from 90 thousand to 45 thousand inhabitants).

Over the ten years that followed (1349-1359) work was directed by Francesco Talenti, who completed the Campanile and largely reviewed Arnolfo’s plan, subdividing the central nave in square spans (only four and with fewer windows) and made the two lateral ones rectangular. In 1370 construction reached an advanced stage. This was also true for the apse, with the tribune turned to make Arnolfo’s trifoliate wider. In 1375 Santa Reparata was demolished. Santa Maria del Fiore became Florence’s new cathedral. 

In the meantime external decoration in marble continued on the two lateral entrances, including the south door  (dei Canonici) and the north (della Mandorla) on which work was conducted by Nanni di Banco, Donatello and Jacopo della Quercia. 

At the start of the 15th century there however remained to be solved the huge problem of the cupola, a task which today appears inconceivable considering the technical means available at the time.  It is in fact 

one of the most extraordinary undertakings of the Renaissance. It kept the city involved in heated discussion for years but, once completed, became the symbol of Florence itself, and of the new, revolutionary architecture. 

The first plan (kept highly secret) was by Filippo Brunelleschi (1402), a scholar of perspective and its mathematical laws, as well as the building techniques of ancient Rome. The tender put out by the Opera del Duomo was only however published in 1418. Brunelleschi won it, but work did not start until 1420 and lasted until 1434. On the 25th March (Florentine New Year) in the year 1436, 140 years after the laying of the first stone, the cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore was consacrated by Pope Eugenio IV.

Arnolfo too had planned on having a cupola, but certainly not on this immense scale, and if anything similar to the Byzantine vaults of southern Italy. The Cappellone degli Spagnoli in the church of Santa Maria Novella contains a fresco dated 1365-67, in which the Duomo is effectively shown with a curious cupola which never actually existed.

The technical challenge (how to construct a vault 45.5 metres in diameter without any reinforcement to rest it on) was met by taking as an example the cupola of the Pantheon, which was also made without reinforcement and with a double vault. Brunelleschi first built a tambour above the choir, and then suggested that the Opera del Duomo put out a tender for a cupola with the following characteristics:  eight sides, 46 meters in diameter at the base, without reinforcement, and moreover double. 

Brunelleschi triumphed (the original model is on show at the Museum of the Opera del Duomo). The solution was a double cupola in brick, laid in a herring-bone pattern, 91 metres high, completely self-supporting, based upon a new system of mobile centres instead of fixed ones (which would have been impossible given the dimensions). The external cupola, webbed and corner ribbed in stone, is fuller in form and larger than the internal one, whose sharply curved profile it reproduces exactly.

Immediately given the name Cupolone by the Florentines, it was completed in 1434. Two years later the crowning lantern was installed. The total height in this way rose from 91 to 114,5 meters. In 1438 the four tribunes were raised in the intervals between the protruding bodies of the octagonal apse. In the meantime decorations were added to the lantern. They were already ready when Brunelleschi died in 1446.

We are now at the period when the final touches were added. Decorations were finally added to the lantern in 1461. The large copper sphere moulded in Verrocchio’s workshop and raised thanks to a machine constructed with the help of  Leonardo da Vinci was set in place in 1474. Decoration to the gallery around the tambour remained however unfinished: the balustrade conceived by Baccio d'Agnolo was branded by Michelangelo as “a cage for crickets" and nothing was further done about it.

We now come to the year 1586. Aesthetic taste had changed and Arnolfo’s facade, he having died without heirs able to continue the work, was dismantled by Ferdinand I de’ Medici who wanted a new one according to the style of the time. However, this time too it was hard to find a satisfactory solution as plans were submitted and debate continued right up to the period of the Unification of Italy, the years of Florence as Capital.

Even the sovereign Vittorio Emanuele II had his say, but it was not until the period between 1876 and 1886 that the architect Emilio de Fabris finally succeeded where his predecessors had failed. Six centuries after Arnolfo, de Fabris (1808-1883) created a facade in white, green and pink marble, mosaics and  cusps of Gothic inspiration, the outcome of an historically romantic style. It is not a masterpiece, but if nothing else it blends decently enough into the three buildings of the overall structure: the cathedral, Giotto’s tower, and the Baptistery. The Florentine families who contributed to its financing are remembered by a series of shields placed along its base. 
Press Office: Catola & Partners, via degli Artisti 15B, 50132 Florence, tel.: 055.5522867/892, r.catola@flashnet.it
General organisation: Eventi Polistampa, Florence, tel. 055.7326272  info@polistampa.com
Promotion: Susanna Holm, Sigma C.S.C. tel. 055 2478436 fax 055 244145 cscsigma@tin.it[image: image2.jpg]Ministero per i Beni e le Attivita Culturali Ente Cassa di Risparmio di Firenze Opera di Santa Maria del Fiore
Comitato Nazionale VII centenario

della morte di Arnolfo di Cambio




