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Giorgio Vasari,
"Preface to Part Three"

EXCERPT FROM LIVES OF THE ARTISTS 2ND ED., 1568

The distinguished artists described in the second part of these Lives made an important contribution to
architecture, sculpture, and painting, adding to what had been achieved by those of the first period the qualities of
good rule, order, proportion, design, and style. Their work was in many ways imperfect, but they showed the way
to the artists of the third period (whom I am now going to discuss) and made it possible for them, by following and
improving on their example, to reach the perfection evident in the finest and most celebrated modern works.

But to clarify the nature of the progress that these artists made, I would like to define briefly the five
qualities that I mentioned above and discuss the origins of the excellence that has made modern art even more
glorious than that of the ancient world.

By rule in architecture we mean the method used of measuring antiques and basing modern works on the
plans of ancient buildings. Order is the distinction made between one kind of architectural style and another, so
that each has the parts appropriate to it and there is no confusion between Doric, Ionic, Corinthian, and Tuscan.
Proportion is a universal law of architecture and sculpture (and also of painting) which stipulates that all bodies
must be correctly aligned, with their parts properly arranged. Design is the imitation of the most beautiful things in
nature, used for the creation of all figures whether in sculpture or painting; and this quality depends on the ability
of the artist's hand and mind to reproduce what he sees with his eyes accurately and correctly on to paper or a
panel or whatever flat surface he may be using. The same applies to works of relief in sculpture. And then the
artist achieves the highest perfection of style by copying the most beautiful things in nature and combining the
most perfect members, hands, head, torso, and legs, to produce the finest possible figure as a model for use in all
his works; this is how he achieves what we know as fine style.

Now the work of Giotto and the other early craftsmen did not possess these qualities, although they did
discover the right principles for solving artistic problems and they applied them as best they could. Their drawing,
for example, was more correct and truer to nature than anything done before, as was the way they blended their
colours, composed their figures, and made the other advances I have already discussed. However, although the
artists of the second period made further progress still, they in turn fell short of complete perfection, since their
work lacked that spontaneity which, although based on correct measurement, goes beyond it without conflicting
with order and stylistic purity. This spontaneity enables the artist to enhance his work by adding innumerable
inventive details and, as it were, a pervasive beauty to what is merely artistically correct. Again, when it came to
proportion the early craftsmen lacked that visual judgement which, disregarding measurement, gives the artist's
figures, in due relation to their dimensions, a grace that simply cannot be measured. They also failed to realize
the full potentialities of design; for example, although their arms were rounded and their legs straight, they missed
the finer points when they depicted the muscles, ignoring the charming and graceful facility which is suggested
rather than revealed in living subjects. In this respect their figures appeared crude and excoriated, offensive to the
eye and harsh in style. Their style lacked the lightness of touch that makes an artist's figures slender and graceful,
and particularly those of his women and children, which should be as realistic as the male figures and yet possess
a roundness and fullness derived from good judgement and design rather than the coarseness of living bodies.
Their works also lacked the abundance of beautiful clothes, the imaginative details, charming colours, many kinds
of building and various landscapes in depth that we see depicted today. Certainly many of those artists, such as
Andrea Verrocchio, Antonio Pollaiuolo, and others who followed, endeavoured to refine their figures, to improve
the composition of their works, and to make them conform more closely to nature. None the less, they fell short of
perfection, although indubitably they were going in the right direction, and what they produced certainly invited
comparison with the works of the ancient world. This was evident, for instance, when Verrocchio restored the legs
and arms of the marble Marsyas for the Casa Medici in Florence, although even so his work lacked polish, and
absolute perfection escaped him in the feet, hands, hair, and beard. All the same what he did was consistent with
the original and was correctly proportioned. If those craftsmen had mastered the detailed refinements which
constitute the greatest achievement of art they would have created strong and robust work, with the delicacy,
polish, and superb grace essential to the finest painting and sculpture. However, for all their diligence, their
figures lacked these qualities. Indeed, it is not surprising that they never achieved these elusive refinements,
seeing that excessive study or diligence tends to produce a dry style when it becomes an end in itself.

Success came to the artists who followed, after they had seen some of the finest works of art mentioned



by Pliny dug out of the earth: namely, the Laocoon, the Hercules, the great torso of Belvedere, as well as the
Venus, the Cleopatra, the Apollo, and countless others, all possessing the appeal and vigour of living flesh and
derived from the finest features of living models. Their attitudes were entirely natural and free, exquisitely graceful
and full of movement. And these statues caused the disappearance of the dry, hard, harsh style that art had
acquired through the excessive study of Piero della Francesca, Lazzaro Vasari, Alesso Baldovinetti, Andrea del
Castagno, Pesello, Ercole Ferrarese, Giovanni Bellini, Cosimo Rosselli, the abbot of San Clemente, Domenico
Ghirlandaio, Sandro Botticelli, Andrea Mantegna, Filippino Lippi, and Luca Signorelli. These artists forced
themselves to try and do the impossible through their exertions, especially in their ugly foreshortenings and
perspectives which were as disagreeable to look at as they were difficult to do. Although the greater part of their
work was well designed and free from error, it still lacked any sense of liveliness as well as the harmonious
blending of colours which was first seen in the works of Francia of Bologna and Piero Perugino (and which made
the people run like mad to gaze on this new, realistic beauty, as if they would never see the like again).

But how wrong they were was then demonstrated for all to see in the work of Leonardo da Vinci. It was
Leonardo who originated the third style or period, which we like to call the modern age; for in addition to the force
and robustness of his draughtsmanship and his subtle and exact reproduction of every detail in nature, he
showed in his works an understanding of rule, a better knowledge of order, correct proportion, perfect design, and
an inspired grace. An artist of great vision and skill and abundant resources, Leonardo may be said to have
painted figures that moved and breathed. Somewhat later followed Giorgione of Castel Franco, whose pictures
convey a gradual blending of tones and a tremendous impression of movement achieved through the finely
handled use of shadow. In no way inferior to his in strength, relief, charm, and grace were the paintings of Fra
Bartolommeo of San Marco. But the most graceful of all was Raphael of Urbino, who studied what had been
achieved by both the ancient and the modern masters, selected the best qualities from all their works, and by this
means so enhanced the art of painting that it equalled the faultless perfection of the figures painted in the ancient
world by Apelles and Zeuxis, and might even be said to surpass them were it possible to compare his work with
theirs. His colours were finer than those found in nature, and his invention was original and unforced, as anyone
can realize by looking at his scenes, which have the narrative flow of a written story. They bring before our eyes
sites and buildings, the ways and customs of our own or of foreign peoples, just as Raphael wished to show them.
In addition to the graceful qualities of the heads shown in his paintings, whether old or young, men or women, his
figures expressed perfectly the character of those they represented, the modest or the bold being shown just as
they are. The children in his pictures were depicted now with mischief in their eyes, now in playful attitudes. And
his draperies are neither too simple nor too involved but appear wholly realistic.

Raphael's style influenced Andrea del Sarto; and although Andrea's work was less robust and his colours
softer, it was remarkably free from error. Similarly, it is almost impossible to describe the charming vivacity of the
paintings executed by Antonio Correggio: this artist painted hair, for example, in an altogether new way, for
whereas in the works of previous artists it was depicted in a laboured, hard, and dry manner, in his it appears soft
and downy, with each golden strand finely distinguished and coloured, so that the result is more beautiful than in
real life. Similar effects were achieved by Francesco Mazzola of Parma (Parmigianino), who in several
respects-as regards grace and ornamentation, and fine style -even surpassed Correggio, as is shown by many of
his pictures, in which the effortless facility of his brush enabled him to depict smiling faces and eloquent eyes, and
in which the very pulses seem to beat. And then anyone who examines the wall-paintings done by Polidoro and
Maturino will discover figures that are incredibly expressive and will be astonished at how they were able to
describe not in speech, which is easy enough, but with the brush scenes that demonstrate tremendous powers of
invention, skill, and ingenuity, showing the deeds of the Romans as they occurred in life. There are countless
other artists, now dead, whose colours brought to life the figures they painted: Rosso, Sebastiano, Giulio
Romano, Perino del Vaga, not to speak of the many outstanding artists still living. What matters is that these
artists have brought their art to such fluent perfection that nowadays a painter who under stands design,
invention, and colouring can execute six paintings in a year, whereas the earliest artists took six years to finish
one painting. I can vouch for
this, both from observation and personal experience: and I would add that many works today are more perfect
and better finished than were those of the great masters of the past.

But the man whose work transcends and eclipses that of every other artist, living or dead, is the inspired
Michelangelo Buonarroti, who is supreme not in one art alone but in all three. He surpasses not only all those
whose work can be said to be superior to nature but also the artists of the ancient world, whose superiority is
beyond doubt. Michelangelo has triumphed over later artists, over the artists of the ancient world, over nature
itself, which has produced nothing, however challenging or extraordinary, that his inspired genius, with its great
powers of application, design, artistry, judgement, and grace, has not been able to surpass with ease. He has
shown his genius not only in painting and colouring (in which are expressed all possible forms and bodies,
straight and curved, tangible and intangible, accessible and inaccessible) but also in the creation of sculptural
works in full relief. And his fruitful and inspiring labours have already spread their branches so wide that the world



has been filled with an abundance of delectable fruits, and the three fine arts have been brought to a state of
complete perfection. He has so enhanced the art of sculpture that we can say without fear of contradiction that his
statues are in every aspect far superior to those of the ancient world. For if their work were put side by side, the
heads, hands, arms, and feet carved by Michelangelo being compared with those made by the ancients, his
would be seen to be fashioned on sounder principles and executed with more grace and perfection: the effortless
intensity of his graceful style defies comparison. And the same holds true of Michelangelo's pictures: if it were
possible to place them beside the paintings of those celebrated Greeks and Romans they would be even more
highly valued and regarded as being as much superior to the antiques as is his sculpture.

We rightly admire the celebrated artists of the past who created great work, knowing their prize would be
a happy life and a generous reward. How much more, then, should we praise and exalt those rare men of genius
who create priceless work and who live not merely unrewarded but in circumstances of wretched poverty! It is
undeniably true that if the artists of our own time were justly rewarded they would produce even greater works of
art, far superior to those of the ancient world. Instead, the artist today struggles to ward off famine rather than to
win fame, and this crushes and buries his talent and obscures his name. This is a shame and disgrace to those
who could come to his help but refuse to do so.

But that is enough on this subject, for it is time to return to the Lives and give separate accounts of all those who
have done distinguished work in the third period. The first of these, with whom I shall now start, was Leonardo da
Vinci.
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