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INTRODUCTION: THE BOOK THAT
INVENTED ART HISTORY

When  we  think  of  the  Renaissance,
images  of  Michelangelo’s  David,
Leonardo’s  Mona  Lisa,  and  Raphael’s
Madonnas  immediately  come  to  mind.
But  how  did  we  come  to  understand
these masters as part of a single, grand
narrative? The answer lies in a single,
monumental book: Lives of the Artists
by Giorgio Vasari.  Published in 1550,
with  an  expanded  edition  in  1568,
Vasari’s  collection  of  biographies  did
more than simply document the lives of
I ta l ian  painters,  sculptors,  and
architects;  it  essentially  invented  the
discipline  of  art  history.  For  anyone
exploring the roots of Western art, Lives
Of The Artists Giorgio Vasari remains
the indispensable starting point, a work
that  continues  to  shape  how we view
creativity,  genius, and the evolution of
style.
Vasari was not merely a chronicler; he
was  a  passionate  participant  in  the
artistic  world  of  16th-century  Italy.  A
skilled painter and architect in his own
r igh t ,  he  b rought  an  ins ide r ’ s
perspective to his writing. His Lives Of
The Artists is a lively, opinionated, and
often  dramatic  account  that  blends
factual  biography  with  anecdote,
criticism,  and  a  clear  artistic  agenda.
This article will  delve into the world of
Vasari’s  masterpiece,  exploring  its
content,  its  revolutionary approach,  its

most  memorable  portraits,  and  its
lasting  legacy.  Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  art  lover  or  a  cur ious
newcomer,  understanding  this  text  is
k e y  t o  u n l o c k i n g  t h e  s t o r y  o f
Renaissance  art.

WHO WAS GIORGIO VASARI? THE
ARTIST BEHIND THE WORDS

To fully appreciate Lives Of The Artists
Giorgio  Vasari,  it  helps  to  know the
man  himself.  Born  in  1511  in  Arezzo,
Tuscany, Giorgio Vasari was a true child
of  the  Renaissance.  He  trained  as  a
painter under Andrea del Sarto and later
worked in the bustling artistic centers of
Florence  and  Rome.  He  was  a  prolific
artist,  famous  for  his  frescoes  in  the
Palazzo  Vecchio  in  Florence  and  for
designing  the  Uffizi  Gallery,  one  of  the
world’s  most  famous  museums.
However, Vasari’s greatest claim to fame
is undoubtedly his writing. He conceived
the idea for Lives Of The Artists during
a dinner party conversation—or so the
s t o r y  g o e s .  H i s  a m b i t i o n  w a s
monumental:  to rescue the memory of
the  great  artists  of  the  previous  two
centuries  from  obscurity  and  to
celebrate the supremacy of Tuscan and
Roman  art.  He  was  not  a  neutral
observer;  he  was  a  champion  of  the
Florentine  school,  especially  his  idol,
Michelangelo.  His  book was a  work  of
advocacy as much as history, aiming to
establish a canon of great masters that
would influence taste for generations.

THE STRUCTURE AND CONTENT
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OF VASARI’S MASTERWORK

Lives Of The Artists Giorgio Vasari is
not  a  simple  list  of  biographies.  It  is
structured  as  a  grand,  three-part
historical  progression,  mirroring  the
biological  cycle  of  birth,  growth,  and
maturity. This framework was in itself a
revolutionary way to think about art.

The Three Ages
of Art
Vasari  divided  his  narrative  into  three
distinct  periods,  or  “ages,”  of  artistic
development:

The First Age (13th-14th
Century): This was the “infancy”
of art, a rebirth after the
“barbaric” Middle Ages. Vasari
credited artists like Cimabue and
Giotto with breaking away from
the stiff, formulaic Byzantine style.
He celebrated Giotto’s naturalism
and emotional expression as the
first sparks of the Renaissance
flame.
The Second Age (15th
Century): This was the “youth” of
art, a period of intense
experimentation and technical
advancement. Artists like Filippo
Brunelleschi, Donatello,
Masaccio, and Leon Battista
Alberti mastered perspective,
anatomy, and classical forms. For
Vasari, this was a time of great
progress, but individual works still
lacked perfection and grace.
The Third Age (16th Century):
This was the “maturity” or
“perfection” of art, the golden age.
Vasari declared that art had
reached its ultimate peak through

the genius of Leonardo da Vinci,
Raphael, and above all,
Michelangelo. In their work, he
saw the complete mastery of
nature, ideal beauty, and effortless
technique. This teleological
view—that art was moving toward
a perfect climax—was profoundly
influential.

Beyond the
Biographies: A
Rich Tapestry of
Information
Each biography in Lives Of The Artists
is  a  rich,  multifaceted  account.  Vasari
typically included:

Early Life and Training: Details1.
about the artist’s family,
birthplace, and apprenticeship.
Major Works: Descriptions and2.
analysis of key paintings,
sculptures, and buildings, often
with vivid anecdotes about their
creation.
Character and Personality:3.
Vasari delighted in painting word-
portraits of his subjects. We learn
of Leonardo’s charming but erratic
nature, Michelangelo’s solitary and
tormented genius, and Raphael’s
gracious and sociable character.
Artistic Technique and Style:4.
He described innovations in
perspective, foreshortening, color,
and composition, often using a
vocabulary that would become
standard in art criticism.
Anecdotes and Legends: The5.
book is filled with memorable
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stories—the young Giotto drawing
a perfect circle freehand,
Donatello shouting “Speak, damn
you!” at his statue, Leonardo
painting the Mona Lisa with
musicians playing to keep her
expression pleasant.

KEY THEMES AND INNOVATIONS
IN VASARI’S WRITING

What  makes  Lives  Of  The  Artists
Giorgio  Vasari  so  groundbreaking?
Several  key  themes  emerge  from  his
work.

The Cult of
Genius
Vasari was one of the first writers to fully
articulate  the  idea  of  the  artist  as  a
divinely inspired genius, not just a skilled
c r a f t s m a n .  H e  p o r t r a y e d  h i s
heroes—especially  Michelangelo—as
solitary,  driven  figures  whose  creative
power  was  almost  supernatural.  This
romantic  notion  of  the  artist  has
persisted  for  centuries,  influencing
everything  from  biographies  of
Beethoven  to  modern  film  portrayals  of
tortured creators.

The Progress of
Art (or, Why
Florence is Best)
Vasari’s narrative is driven by the idea of
progress.  He  believed  that  art  had
declined  after  the  fall  of  Rome,  was
slowly reborn in the 13th century, and
steadily  improved  until  it  reached
perfection in his own time. This was not

an  objective  observation;  it  was  a
powerful argument for the supremacy of
the Florentine and Roman schools of art
over  other  Italian,  let  alone  Northern
European,  traditions.  This  bias,  while
limiting,  gave  his  book  a  powerful,
coherent  thesis.

Biography as Art
Criticism
Before  Vasari,  writing  about  art  was
often  technical  or  purely  descriptive.
Vasari wove aesthetic judgment directly
into his biographies. He praised what he
saw as good—grace, disegno (design or
d r a w i n g ) ,  i n v e n t i o n ,  a n d
naturalism—and criticized what he saw
as  clumsy  or  outdated.  He  essentially
created the genre of art criticism.

Technical
Knowledge
Vasari  was  an  artist  himself,  and  his
Lives  Of  The  Artists  is  filled  with
technical  details  about  fresco painting,
bronze  casting,  marble  carving,  and
architecture.  He  included  a  long
introductory  section  on  techniques,
making the book a valuable resource for
understanding  Renaissance  artistic
practice.

NOTABLE BIOGRAPHIES:
PORTRAITS OF GENIUS

Among the hundreds of  biographies in
Lives Of The Artists Giorgio Vasari, a
few  stand  out  as  masterpieces  of
biographical  writing.
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Giotto: The First
Spark
Vasari’s life of Giotto is the story of a
humble  shepherd  boy  discovered  by
Cimabue  while  drawing  a  sheep  on  a
rock. He portrays Giotto as the one who
restored  art  to  the  path  of  nature,
breaking  away  from  the  stiff  Byzantine
style. Vasari praises the emotional power
of  Giotto’s  frescoes  in  the  Scrovegni
Chapel,  recognizing  them  as  the  true
beginning of modern painting.

Leonardo da
Vinci: The
Flawed Genius
Vasari’s account of Leonardo is a mix of
admiration and frustration.  He marvels
at  Leonardo’s  incredible  intellect,  his
inventions,  and  his  sublime  painterly
technique (sfumato). But he also notes
Leonardo’s  habit  of  leaving  works
unfinished,  a  trait  he  attributes  to  a
restless,  searching  mind.  The  famous
description of the Mona Lisa’s smile and
the  story  of  Leonardo’s  death  in  the
arms of  King Francis  I  of  France have
become legendary.

Raphael: The
Prince of Painters
For Vasari,  Raphael represented grace,
harmony,  and  perfect  balance.  He
contrasts  Raphael’s  gentle,  sociable
nature  with  Michelangelo’s  solitary
intensity. Vasari details Raphael’s rapid

artistic  growth  and  his  magnificent
frescoes in the Vatican, arguing that he
achieved  a  perfect  synthesis  of
Leonardo’s  grace  and  Michelangelo’s
power.

Michelangelo:
The Divine
Master (and
Vasari’s Hero)
The  biography  of  Michelangelo  is  the
climax of the entire book, and by far the
longest. Vasari presents Michelangelo as
a man chosen by God to bring art to its
final  perfection.  He  describes  the  epic
struggle of  painting the Sistine Chapel
ceiling,  the  monumental  power  of  the
David,  and the profound spirituality  of
the Pietà. This hagiographic portrait was
immensely  influential,  cementing
Michelangelo’s  reputation  as  the
quintessential Renaissance man and the
greatest artist who ever lived.

CRITICISMS AND LIMITATIONS OF
VASARI’S WORK

For  all  its  brilliance,  Lives  Of  The
Artists Giorgio Vasari is not without its
flaws. Modern art historians treat it  with
a mix of reverence and skepticism.

Factual Inaccuracy: Vasari often
relied on hearsay, memory, and
local traditions. He got dates
wrong, invented anecdotes, and
occasionally confused one artist
with another. His book is more of a
literary and critical work than a
strictly factual one.
Regional Bias: His focus on
Tuscany and Rome meant that he
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largely ignored or dismissed great
artists from other regions, such as
the Venetian painters Titian,
Giorgione, and Bellini. He criticized
the Venetian focus on color
(colorito) over Florentine drawing
(disegno).
The Invention of the Maze: The
story of the Minotaur’s labyrinth in
Crete (the Labyrinth) is mentioned
in his architectural descriptions,
but he is not always reliable even
on such classical references.
Teleological Bias: His belief that
Michelangelo represented the
peak of artistic achievement
meant that he saw later Mannerist
art (which he actually helped to
promote) as a natural extension,
but his framework left little room
for future innovation. The art that
came after him was seen as a
decline.

Despite these limitations, it is precisely
Vasari’s bias and passion that make the
book so readable and influential. He was
not a dry scholar; he was a storyteller
with a mission.

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF
VASARI’S LIVES

The  impact  of  Lives  Of  The  Artists
Giorgio  Vasari  on  Western  culture
cannot be overstated. It has shaped the
way we think about art for almost 500
years.
F i r s t ,  i t  c r e a t e d  t h e  c a n o n  o f
Renaissance  masters.  The  names  we
know  today—Giotto,  Donatel lo,
Leonardo,  Raphael,  Michelangelo—are
largely  the  names  Vasari  chose  to
immortalize.  Second, it  established the
genre of  art  history.  Every subsequent
attempt to write the history of art, from
Winckelmann


