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On August 19, 1418, a competition concerning Florence's magnificent new cathedral, Santa Maria
del Fiore--already under construction for more than a century--was announced: "Whoever desires to
make any model or design for the vaulting of the main Dome....shall do so before the end of the
month of September." The proposed dome was regarded far and wide as all but impossible to build:
not only would it be enormous, but its original and sacrosanct design shunned the flying buttresses
that supported cathedrals all over Europe. The dome would literally need to be erected over thin
air.Of the many plans submitted, one stood out--a daring and unorthodox solution to vaulting what is
still the largest dome (143 feet in diameter) in the world. It was offered not by a master mason or
carpenter, but by a goldsmith and clockmaker named Filippo Brunelleschi, then forty-one, who
would dedicate the next twenty-eight years to solving the puzzles of the dome's construction. In the
process, he did nothing less than reinvent the field of architecture.Brunelleschi's Dome is the story
of how a Renaissance genius bent men, materials, and the very forces of nature to build an
architectural wonder we continue to marvel at today. Denounced at first as a madman, Brunelleschi
was celebrated at the end as a genius. He engineered the perfect placement of brick and stone,
built ingenious hoists and cranes (among some of the most renowned machines of the
Renaissance) to carry an estimated 70 million pounds hundreds of feet into the air, and designed
the workers' platforms and routines so carefully that only one man died during the decades of
construction--all the while defying those who said the dome would surely collapse and his own
personal obstacles that at times threatened to overwhelm him. This drama was played out amid
plagues, wars, political feuds, and the intellectual ferments of Renaissance Florence-- events Ross
King weaves into the story to great effect, from Brunelleschi's bitter, ongoing rivalry with the sculptor
Lorenzo Ghiberti to the near catpure of Florence by the Duke of Milan. King also offers a wealth of
fascinating detail that opens windows onto fifteenth-century life: the celebrated traditions of the
brickmaker's art, the daily routine of the artisans laboring hundreds of feet above the ground as the
dome grew ever higher, the problems of transportation, the power of the guilds.Even today, in an
age of soaring skyscrapers, the cathedral dome of Santa Maria del Fiore retains a rare power to
astonish. Ross King brings its creation to life in a fifteenth-century chronicle with twenty-first-century
resonance.
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The title of a non-fiction book should be a contract: here, the terms of Ross King's deal are, "I will
tell you all you ever wanted to know about the great dome of Santa Maria del Fiore, and, as
specified in the subtitle, I will leave you feeling you know how Brunelleschi 'reinvented
architecture.'"I enjoyed this book immensely, but King delivered on neither clause. I found myself
puzzling over his technical explanations, rummaging through my library for a superior cutaway of the
dome to better visualize his wordy exegesis. Oddly, each of the three well-known books I turned to Murray's Architecture of the Italian Renaissance, Kostof's History of Architecture, and Hartt's History
of Italian Renaissance Art - had precisely the same superb cutaway of the dome within a dome,
showing Brunelleschi's Gothic vaulting underneath the classically inspired outer dome. "Mirabile
dictu, so that's it!" This is only one of many instances where King created confusion where he might
have parted the technical mists, with clearer text or with a better mating of text to illustration.A
corollary to this concern: for a book that has a fair number of illustrations, I found these, for the most
part, woefully chosen. I appreciated the reproductions of period etchings and drawings, but these
should have been supplemented with additional helps for the text. And at the very close, as a
veritable punchline to the short book, King provides one small photograph of the dome in middle
distance - no angles, no details, no close-up of the lantern, no full-page, no color. For readers who
have neither been to Florence and seen the magnificent Santa Maria del Fiore in its urban context
nor seen many illustrations or aspects of the dome, these are galling omissions.
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