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The Relationship between the Fresco Paintings in the Scrovegni Chapel
and Architectural Principle

Shinsuke WATANABE

Giotto’s frescoes for the nave of the Scrovegni Chapel display a splendid
harmony with the architectural form that house them, and yet the relationship
between these frescoes and architectural principle has never been examined.
This article will clarify the compositional principle particularly of the east and
west walls, namely those which face the inner sanctuary (east) and the entrance
(west), and then will discuss the relationship between this architectural
principle and the Last Judgement scene depicted on the west wall.

First, we can indicate that both the east and west walls are equal in
size and form square shape, topped by a semi-circular form. In other words,
the walls are composed in line with an architectural principle which takes the
square as its basis (the diameter of a semi-circle = 1 side of a square), and if we
then divide the side of the square we discover that almost all of the
architectural elements (doors, windows, triumphal arches) are positioned in
line with this architectural principle.

Buildings structured on the basis of the principle of the square were
common throughout the medieval period. A study of the construction records
of the Milan Cathedral reveals how attached the architects of the day were to
planning buildings on the basis of such fundamental geometric forms as the
square or the triangle. All of the architectural elements are based on the
principle of geometric forms, both in terms of construction and in terms of
aesthetic, and essentially geometric forms had a defining position in all
construction planning.

When Giotto painted the frescoes on the east and west walls of this
chapel, he was fully aware of this architectural principle, and clearly he used it
as the determining factor in the composition of the Last Judgement scene.

We can also surmise the positioning of the painted architectural elements on
the west fresco, namely the capitals of the pilasters, etc., via this principle.
Giotto set a guideline that was just as high as the wall is wide (small decorative
motifs are painted at this point), and then he determined the height of the
capitals by measuring 1/8th of the width of the wall. While differences might
have arisen between the position of actual architectural elements with the
ideals of architectural principle, the positioning of painted architectural
elements was fully in line with compositional principles, and clearly we can see
that Giotto used this architectural construct principle in his work. There is also
another example of a fresco painting with a composition determined by this
architectural principle, that is, the synopia of fresco painted by Francesco di
Michele. It includes a grid which shows this architectural compositional principle.

Many scholars have debated whether or not Giotto was the person who
designed the Scrovegni Chapel itself, and the final answer to this question has
yet to be reached. This article is also not able to pass final judgement on this
issue. But the position of the mandorla surrounding Christ in the center of the
Last Judgement scene is positioned specifically in line with an architectural
principle, and conversely, we can see that the window frame directly above
Christ is not in line with this architectural principle. Thus, at the very least, this
article states that the compositions of the east and west wall frescoes were
determined by Giotto, and concludes that the composition of the frescoes and

the construct of the wall surface were planned as a single unit.
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