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Fig. 1 – Santa Maria Novella. Nave interior towards choir. [Ece Erdogmus] 



During the first half of the 14th century, a significant change took place in the architecture of central Italy, 
characterized by a new interior spaciousness and monumentality quite unlike anything seen in the Italian pen-
insula since Antiquity. Flourishing in tandem with the republican city-states, this new architecture, while largely 
ecclesiastical, possessed a monumentality expressive of the wealth and civic identities of these cities. At the fore-
front of this crop of buildings, scholars have continually placed the Florentine church of Santa Maria Novella 
(1279-1355) (Figs. 1, 2). Its new openness – almost equal to that of hall churches – was identified by Jean Bony 
as important in the development of what he called the second, international period of Gothic architecture.1 In the 
words of Caroline Bruzelius, Santa Maria Novella is as “radically new and ‘modern’ as anything in 13th century 
France.” 2  Few, however, have made a concerted effort to understand just how this new spaciousness at Santa Maria 
Novella was achieved.3  The present study is an attempt to take up this challenge. 

Fundamental to any such investigation is the recognition of the essential bond in medieval architecture be-
tween constructional practice and design. In 12th-century France, for example, the transition from Romanesque 
to Gothic went hand-in-hand with the development of the rib vault, a new form effective both for increased ease 
of construction and increased clarity in conception of the design. This close interrelation between design and 
constructional methodology is famously represented by the choir of Saint-Denis (1140-1144), whose architect 
took advantage of the linear character of the rib to re-imagine the relationship between each bay of the choir and 
ambulatory, resulting in the open and luminous view so vividly described by Abbot Suger in his Libellus de conse-
cratione ecclesiae S. Dionysii.4 

The unusual nature of the nave of Santa Maria Novella first came to my attention as I prepared an article on 
the structural features that characterize the large-scale vaulted churches erected in the Italian peninsula during the 
Gothic era.5  Because the specific focus of my research on this occasion was on the vaulting and its abutment in a 

1 Jean Bony, French Gothic Architecture of the 12th and 13th Centuries (Berkeley 1983), p. 456. These dates, supported by 
conventual archival sources and in much of the relevant art historical scholarship, will be referenced throughout the course 
of this study.

2 Caroline A. Bruzelius, “A Rose by Any Other Name: The ‘Not Gothic Enough’ Architecture of Italy (Again)” in Reading 
Gothic Architecture, ed. Matthew M. Reeve (Turnhout 2008), p. 106. On p. 104, the author remarks tellingly, “Although it 
slaps us in the face when we think about it, not so much has been written about the startling originality of Italian architecture 
between 1290 and 1350.”

3 Kathleen Giles Arthur, “The Strozzi Chapel: Notes on the Building History of Sta. Maria Novella,” Art Bulletin 65 
(1983), p. 276, rightly observed that insufficient attention had till then been given to the construction history of the nave of 
Santa Maria Novella. 

4 See Abbot Suger and Erwin Panofsky, ed., On the Abbey Church of St.-Denis and its Art Treasures (Princeton 1979), pp. 
100-101, for an English translation of Suger’s description. Much has been written on the choir of Saint-Denis. An excellent 
and succinct analysis of the brilliance of its design is in Bony 1983, pp. 90-93.

5 Elizabeth Bradford Smith, “Ars mechanica: problemi di struttura gotica in Italia” in Il Gotico Europeo in Italia, ed. 
Valentino Pace and Martina Bagnoli (Naples 1994), pp. 57-70; republished in English as “‘Ars mechanica’: Gothic Structure 
in Italy” in The Engineering of Medieval Cathedrals, ed. Lynn T. Courtenay (Aldershot 1997), pp. 219-233.
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Fig. 2 – Santa Maria Novella. Main façade from the Piazza of Santa Maria Novella. [Erdogmus]

number of  Gothic churches, I attempted to trace the building process, paying special attention to the abutment 
required to stabilize the vaults both during their construction and after completion of the structure. Among the 
examples I chose to represent Italian structural solutions, Santa Maria Novella, with its airy light-filled interior 
capped by soaring domelike vaults, attracted my attention from the first as a worthy counterfoil to the cathedrals 
of Gothic France (Fig. 3).

Before Santa Maria Novella, Florence was in many ways an architectural backwater. It had no tradition of vault-
ing large spaces; the simple presence of its vaults was itself a departure from local practices.6 In fact, prior to the 
Gothic era, there does not seem to have been a tradition either in Florence or in Tuscany as a whole for covering 
church naves with vaults on point supports. The nave of Santa Maria Novella, however, with its soaring domical 
vaults, would set a new standard in Florence and beyond, serving immediately upon its completion as a model for 
the enormous nave of the new cathedral of Florence, Santa Maria del Fiore.7

6 For an overview of Florentine ecclesiastical architecture before Santa Maria Novella, see Walter Horn, “Romanesque 
Churches in Florence: A Study in their Chronology and Stylistic Development,” Art Bulletin 25 (1943), pp. 112-131; on 
Tuscany, see Mario Salmi, L’Architettura romanica in Toscana (Milan 1926); Fabio Redi, Edilizia medievale in Toscana (Florence 
1989); on Florence, see Sara Rinaldi, Aldo Favini and Alessandro Naldi, Firenze romanica: le più antiche chiese della città, 
di Fiesole e del contado circostante a nord dell’Arno (Empoli 2005). Before Santa Maria Novella, the only large-scale vaulted 
structure in Florence was the Cathedral Baptistery of San Giovanni. Covered by an eight-sided, dome-like vault (probably 
constructed in the mid-12th century) abutted by walls around its entire periphery, the Baptistery was an anomaly in medieval 
Florence and would not engender a vaulting tradition, nor would it serve as either a structural or constructional model for 
the vaults of Santa Maria Novella; on the Baptistery, see Giuseppe Rocchi Coopmans De Yoldi, ed., S. Maria del Fiore e le 
chiese fiorentine del Duecento e del Trecento nella città delle fabbriche arnolfiane (Florence 2004), pp. 43-48, Franklin Toker, “A 
Baptistery Below the Baptistery of Florence,” Art Bulletin 58 (1976), pp. 157-167; and Antonio Paolucci, ed., Il Battistero di 
San Giovanni a Firenze (Modena 1994). 

7 For an analysis of the structure of the nave of Florence Cathedral, see Giuseppe Rocchi Coopmans De Yoldi, S. Maria 




