I N T RODUC T ION:
VA S A R I ’ S L I V E S A N D
T H E L I F E OF L E O N A R D O

No account of the history of any cultural activity is more seminal
than Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists – or, to give it its full
title, The Lives of the Most Excellent Italian Architects, Painters and
Sculptors from Cimabue until our Time, Described in the Tuscan
Language, by Giorgio Vasari Aretine Painter. With a Useful and
Necessary Introduction to their Arts.1 It was first published in 1550,
in two very substantial volumes containing more than 280,000
words. A revised and substantially enlarged edition, almost three
times as long, was published in 1568 in three volumes. Such a
vast literary output was a monumental achievement for someone
who was a very prolific painter and architect, and not a writer by
education or profession. By 1568, 175 artists were honoured with
their own biographies within the work, to say nothing of those
who appeared under collective titles or received other mentions.
Among this anthology, there is no more striking and entertaining
Life than that of Leonardo.
At the heart of Vasari’s vision was a great narrative of progress
in the arts of architecture, painting and sculpture, beginning with
1
Title-page of The Life of Giorgio Vasari, 1568.
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the first tentative enlightenment around 1300, after the dark barbarities of the Gothic age. Next came gradual developments in
the emulation of classical antiquity and the imitation of nature,
before the third and culminating period of ‘perfection’ in which
the true ideals of the arts were fully realized, above all in the
person of Michelangelo. Leonardo was the founding artist of the
latter period. To read Vasari’s successive Lives is to visit a great
museum of the mind, as if we are in eﬀect walking through a
massive version of the Uﬃzi Gallery in Florence with a garrulous
guide, who is bursting with information, trenchant opinions,
picturesque stories and instructive messages. In fact, to walk
through the successive rooms in today’s Uﬃzi is to follow a path
first laid out by the author of the Lives, both conceptually and literally. The literal dimension comes from the fact that Vasari was
the architect of the ‘oﬃces’ (uffizi) for his patron, Duke Cosimo
I, from 1560 onwards. What we now know as a series of galleries
of varied size and grandeur was actually planned to house the
Medici regime and its legislators. It was only after Vasari’s death
that the bureaucrats and lawyers were displaced by works of art,
arranged in keeping with Vasari’s majestic progression, though
modern visitors assume that this Vasarian parade of art was the
original function of the building.
Many of the world’s major galleries follow the chronological
and geographical progression of styles and functions first clearly
outlined in the Lives. The very idea of the progression of culture
– though not invented as such by Vasari – remains obstinately
dominant in the way we present the visual arts, and even other
cultural manifestations, including science and technology.
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2
The Uﬃzi, with the Palazzo Vecchio
in the background.

All this is from the son of a potter (a vasaio, or ‘maker of
vases’) from Arezzo, the Tuscan provincial city whose chief claim
to artistic fame is the cycle of frescoes of the Miracle of the True
Cross by Piero della Francesca in the Basilica of San Francesco.
In his autobiography, Vasari constructed an inflated artistic lineage for his ancestors. He was indeed related by marriage to
Luca Signorelli, but the painter from Cortona died when the
author was just twelve years old. His first proper apprenticeship was to Guillaume de Marcillat, a French painter and maker
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of stained-glass windows who was working in the Cathedral
in Arezzo. Crucially for his young charge, Guillaume knew
about Rome’s artistic scene from his period of employment
at the Vatican. Such was Giorgio’s promise that the Cardinal
of Cortona took him to Florence and eﬀected his first introduction to the Medici, whose patronage was to dominate the
major phase of the artist’s career. After some kind of brief attachment to Michelangelo, his most sustained training was with
Andrea del Sarto, whose gracious style was deeply imbued with
Leonardesque features.
Vasari’s early career as an independent artist saw him travelling extensively in Tuscany and Umbria, and to major Italian
cities, including Venice, Bologna, Naples and Rome. He later
testified that he was scrutinizing works by local masters and
had begun to accumulate notes on what he saw. It was in 1546,
at a dinner in Rome hosted by Pope Paul III – according to
Vasari’s embroidered account – that the project of the Lives was
hatched. The prime catalyst seems to have been Paolo Giovio,
physician, senior cleric, historian and biographer, who had published Eulogies of Illustrious Men of Letters (or Learned Men),
which included compact appreciations of Dante, Petrarch and
Boccaccio. Giovio also wrote unpublished accounts of Leonardo,
Michelangelo and Raphael.2 He characterized Perugino as the
eclipsed predecessor of the High Renaissance masters, just as
Vasari was to do in his first edition of the Lives. In Giovio’s
perceptive and accurate account, Leonardo emerges as an exceptionally learned artist, much involved with anatomy and other
sciences, capable of extraordinary things but prone to leaving

works unfinished. It was Giovio who recorded that the French
king (named as Louis XII) wanted to transport the Last Supper
across the Alps. He also created an extensive museum of portraits
of famous people, providing a precedent for the framed images
of the artists that precede each of the biographies in Vasari’s
second edition of the Lives. Both men were convinced that character could be read reliably from faces. More generally, Giovio
provided Giorgio with regular encouragement. When Vasari’s
book was being prepared for its first printing in 1547, it was sent
to Giovio for approval, which it rapturously received: ‘this will
make you certainly immortal’.3
While assembling the Lives, Vasari had been gaining a reputation as a painter of rhetorical altarpieces and densely populated
narratives that openly demonstrated his knowing mastery of the
modern manner of painting. This involved a figure style informed
by that developed by Michelangelo, homage to ancient sculpture,
rhetorical gestures, meaningful faces and skill in overcoming the
‘diﬃculties’ of art (most notably elaborate poses and foreshortening). His is a consciously ‘arty’ art, in which the content tends
to become a vehicle for style. His paintings now seem admirable
rather than lovable. When the Lives were conceived, he was providing intricately designed narrative frescoes in Rome’s Palazzo
della Cancelleria, portraying the life of Pope Paul III in illusionistic settings. An inscription provided by Giovio boasts that the
whole ensemble was improbably completed in ‘100 days’.4
Vasari’s high productivity and political amenability made
him the perfect artist for Cosimo I de’ Medici, Grand Duke of
Florence, and the publication of the Lives, with its dedication to
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the Cosimo, played a significant role in his becoming favoured
as the dominant painter and architect at the court. Vasari was
the obvious choice when the Duke wanted someone to mastermind the conversion of the grand interiors of the republican
Palazzo della Signoria (Palazzo Vecchio) into a visual assertion
of Medici magnificence, past and present. Vasari as architect
and painter was employed to refashion the palace of the former
government as the grandest of ducal residences. The central suite
of public frescoes Vasari was to paint, a visual cacophony of
military conquests, was in the massive hall of the great council, which had been built by the republican regime and which
housed Leonardo’s unfinished Battle of Anghiari. The hall, now
the ‘Salone dei Cinquecento’, was extensively remodelled and
extended in height. Leonardo’s masterpiece was to disappear
(seemingly forever) under the wide swathe of Vasari’s murals.
Medicean cultural patronage was lauded alongside their military and political prowess. Employment of major architects,
sculptors and painters had become a matter of prestige and
a demonstration of Tuscan leadership in art as in war. Cosimo
I was portrayed by Vasari in a ceiling roundel in the ‘Sala di
Cosimo’ magisterially surrounded by the architects and engineers
who were transforming the fabric of the city into a civic theatre
for Medici rule. The two most prominent acolytes are Battista
del Tasso on the left, holding his model for the New Market, and
Niccolò Tribolo, displaying schemes for two of the fountains for
which he was famed. At the base of the roundel, Vasari himself
brandishes an architectural plan and twists to look knowingly at
the spectator. The participants are dressed in a strange mixture

3
A modern fashion show in Vasari’s ‘Salone dei Cinquecento’,
Florence, Palazzo Vecchio.
4
Giorgio Vasari, Cosimo I de’ Medici with his Architects and Sculptors,
roundel in the vault of the ‘Sala di Cosimo’ in the Palazzo Vecchio.
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of contemporary and all’ antica clothing, signalling the fusion
of the ancient past with the glorious present.
Cosimo’s approval of the statutes of the Accademia delle Arti
del Disegno in 1563 was part of a consistent strategy to exploit the
arts as a sign of Florentine cultural supremacy. The brainchild of
Vasari, the Academy was the first to be founded anywhere, and
provided the model for many later art academies across Europe.
It had been preceded in 1540 by the Accademia Fiorentina (or
Accademia degli Umidi) devoted to literary matters, not least to
the promotion of Tuscan as the supreme Italian language. Vasari
was careful to note that his Lives were ‘described in the Tuscan
language’, overtly alluding to this Florentine claim.
As the master of all things visual at the Medici court, Vasari
pursued a hugely successful career in Florence, and more broadly
in Tuscany, with periods in Rome and elsewhere. He also took
advantage of his ability to travel extensively in Italy, scouring cities in his long quest to gather material for his huge publication.
In the last year of his life he embarked on the prestigious frescoes
of the Last Judgment inside Brunelleschi’s great dome of Florence
Cathedral, but he died in 1574 before the project was finished.
He was buried in Arezzo in an ample family chapel that he had
designed, and which originally housed his very grand altarpiece
of the Miraculous Draught of Fishes.
Vasari could look back on his own life with justifiable pride.
He would certainly have wished (and might have expected) to be
regarded as one of the greatest artists of his time. He is now considered an ‘important’ painter and architect, but not in the league
of the elite succession of ‘genius’ painters about whom he had

written, from Giotto to Michelangelo. Most visitors to Florence
do not go specifically to see Vasari. But Giovio was right when
he prophesied that the Lives would bring Vasari immortality.
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G I O RG I O ’ S F L O R E N T I N E B O O K

Looking at Vasari’s own life, the obvious question is, how did
he manage to fit in so many projects, some on a very large scale?
Three of the answers must be very hard work, remarkable eﬃciency and a great deal of energy. The fourth, and not the least,
must be teamwork. As an architect commissioned to create large
buildings, like the Uﬃzi, he would necessarily have acted as
a contractor and employer, even if the payments were made from
the ducal treasury. To cover the acreage of walls in the Palazzo
Vecchio, not least in the Salone dei Cinquecento, he needed not
just pupils but senior assistants who could reliably produce work
invulnerable to charges that it was below the required standard.
This collaborative model becomes relevant when we think about
how he could have written his Lives. At one time it was tacitly
assumed that the volumes were entirely written by Vasari, as
the author’s name on the title-page declared, though it was of
course recognized that he must have made use of a large network
of informants in a variety of geographical centres in order to
cover all the mainstreams and tributaries of Renaissance art so
comprehensively. More recently, it has been proposed that Vasari
incorporated extensive passages drafted by associates, most of
whom possessed literary skills beyond Vasari’s. One scholar has
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suggested that only 40 per cent of the Life of Leonardo in the 1550
edition was composed by Vasari himself.5 Although we would
expect collaborators to be duly acknowledged in modern works,
this was not the case in the 16th century. Vasari’s senior assistants
in the Salone dei Cinquecento, who were of a status to practise as
independent painters in their own right, are all embraced under
the collective name of Vasari as the author of the murals.
The Lives are very variable in how they are cast, ranging
from accounts that proceed steadily through the artist’s life and
productions to vividly coloured literary portraits of individuals
whose careers act as exemplars (sometimes cautionary) in matters
artistic, personal and ethical. There are reasons why this should
be, in addition to collaboration. Vasari accumulated material
over an extended period, writing up the Lives, together with
the opening sections on the arts of architecture, sculpture and
painting, and the prefaces to the three parts, in between his
many other jobs. A clear sign of the protracted authorship and
editing process is that the preface to Part I does not mention
the tripartite scheme of progress, which is instead introduced
in the preface to Part II. In the 1568 edition, this second part
culminates with Luca Signorelli, Vasari’s esteemed relative, at the
end of whose life he signals the arrival of Part III, whereas in the
first edition, the final artist in Part II is Raphael’s master, Pietro
Perugino, without any obvious reference to the imminent arrival
of the supreme masters of Part III. The tripartite scheme was not
there from the first but evolved and was refined over time.
Sometimes even Vasari’s extensive travels left him with scant
material about a particular master. Artists from more distant eras

were harder to characterize than those for whom local memories
were still alive. He must have tapped into such local knowledge,
soliciting accounts from his wide range of contacts in cities with
which he was less familiar or never even visited. The uneven flavour of the Lives speaks to some kind of collaboration – just as we
can sometimes distinguish diﬀerent ‘hands’ in a work of art. For
example, the preface to the first part, with its learned and detailed
account of the history of art from Babylonia to the Middle Ages,
displays levels of research and arcane knowledge likely to have
been beyond Vasari himself. It is probable that learned colleagues
at the Florentine court furnished written accounts that Vasari
could incorporate.6 Some Lives of recent or contemporary artists may have been assigned substantially to those who had all
the necessary information to hand. The conjoined Lives of the
architects Giuliano and Antonio da Sangallo are cases in point.
However, looking at the Lives as a whole, the tenor of the great
majority of the text seems to me to be distinctively Vasarian,
and he should be regarded as their ‘author’. Certain of the key
words that deal with special qualities applied to art and artists are judiciously and consistently deployed across the Lives,
implying a sole author (though perhaps future statistical analysis
will shed further light on this question).7 One of the key terms
used by Vasari to designate an exceptional talent far beyond the
norm is ingegno.8 This does not quite carry the modern sense of
‘genius’, but it does designate an inborn excellence that cannot
be acquired by eﬀort. The frequency with which it appears in
the Lives of those major artists endowed with ingegno is carefully judged. Before the Renaissance it was almost unknown for
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artists (as craftspeople) to be credited with ingegno. It became
a signal term in the growing literature on the visual arts. Giotto
warrants the epithet on three occasions, very respectable for
an artist practising in the very first period of enlightenment,
while in the next century Lorenzo Ghiberti registers a creditable
five, Donatello a surprisingly meagre three, and Brunelleschi a
remarkable seventeen. The architect of the Florentine dome had
been prominently credited with divino ingegno in the memorial
tablet mounted on the wall of the Cathedral beneath his sculpted
bust in 1446, and was clearly regarded as an exceptional citizen
in all respects. Leonardo merits twelve ingegni, Raphael six and
Michelangelo twenty-two (in a Life four-and-a-half times as long
as Leonardo’s). The innate quality of ingegno was closely related
to virtù, which indicated outstanding worth and merit, associated integrally with character, ethics and morals. It is here that
the pious, principled and unyielding Michelangelo excels, being
accorded virtù an astonishing sixty-three times in contrast to
Leonardo’s five. The implication is that had Leonardo’s ingegno
been more closely allied with virtù, he might have been less capricious in his approach to his primary profession of painting. That
being said, Leonardo’s transcendent talents were recognized as
divino on fourteen occasions, standing proudly alongside those
of the ‘divine Michelangelo’ (as that painter was known in his
own lifetime).
Such a carefully judged deployment of key terms indicates
that a single mind was in charge of the overall system of evaluation in the Lives, particularly the major ones. It may well be that
the Lives of lesser artists, more obscure by dint of reputation and/

or geography, relied particularly heavily on material submitted by
other authorities. And we have already noticed that the learned
preface to Part I lay substantially outside Vasari’s scope.
In addition to drawing on the knowledge of his far-flung contacts, Vasari used any earlier accounts of art and artists on which
he could lay his hands. He certainly knew Lorenzo Ghiberti’s
Commentaries, a copy of which was owned by Cosimo Bartoli at
Cosimo I’s court.9 This was particularly valuable for information
regarding painters of the first enlightenment period. Antonio
Manetti’s Life of Brunelleschi provided vital substance for Vasari’s
laudatory account of the great architect.10 Francesco Albertini’s
pioneering guide to the ‘many statues and pictures’ in the city
of Florence was very useful.11 There were also small unpublished
assemblages of artist’s lives and works upon which Vasari could
draw, 12 along with the long verbal tradition of stories in the artist’s studios, which featured the kind of pithy and moralizing
wit in which Florentines excel. Like all stories, they no doubt
became enhanced in the telling. Vasari must have been a relentless pesterer of anyone he thought could give him snippets of
information.
We know that Vasari did not lack support from highly sophisticated literary men in Florence. The very authorities who wrote
about literature, constructing the cultural myths of Tuscany
in the Florence of Cosimo, were those who were supporting
Vasari’s building of the arts of disegno into the picture. Disegno
in this sense means not just draftsmanship but the highest manual dexterity in the expression of natural and cerebral beauties.
The most important of Vasari’s literary friends was Vincenzo
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Borghini, a learned Benedictine cleric who had fingers in many
cultural pies in Medicean Florence and had built up a discerning
private collection of Italian art.13 Borghini was deeply involved in
the founding of the Accademia del Disegno and with the lavish
commemorations for the death of Michelangelo in 1564, though
it was Vasari who directed the work on the elaborate sculpted
and painted wall-tomb to the ‘divine’ master in Santa Croce, the
principal Franciscan church in Florence. Borghini was Vasari’s
‘iconographer’, devising the topics for his friend’s narratives and
allegories in the Palazzo Vecchio. He was particularly influential
in determining how the greatly expanded edition in 1568 should
work. He encouraged a more overtly ‘historical’ approach that
granted greater attention to solid documentation, and pressed
Vasari to increase his geographical coverage, to which Vasari
responded by visiting no fewer than thirty-five diﬀerent cities
in four months in 1566, ranging from Papal Rome to Venice
and Milan.
Borghini instructed his friend to concentrate on the artistic
achievements of his subjects, rather than dwelling on the particulars of Lives that in themselves could not match those of the
‘great men’ of history:

The new emphasis was to shift the narrative from a succession of individuals to a sense that their works were cumulatively
contributing to the achievement of the final goal of art.15
Not least, Borghini undertook the considerable task of
providing what Vasari calls ‘copious’ indexes for the second edition of the Lives. There was a dense index devoted to names,
a selection of ‘notable things’ (such as envy between practitioners) and a very extensive list of locations, compiled with great
care. For example, under ‘Florence, San Salvi’, Borghini noted
‘a picture. Verrocchio, [p.] 465’; and later ‘an angel in the said
picture. Lionardo da Vinci, [p.] 565’. We may well imagine that
Borghini’s close reading extended into editorial work, and he sent
Vasari a plentiful supply of motivational letters.
We can see how Vasari’s Lives were shaped to fit with the
enterprise of the literary academicians with whom he associated.
Cosimo Bartoli, who was prominent as an adviser to Vasari,
included musicians and artists within his book on the Tuscan
language. He also wrote about techniques of terrestrial measurement, which Vasari utilized in the landscapes that provide the
settings for his battles and sieges. Bartoli published editions of
writings by Leon Battista Alberti, whose book On Painting from
1435/6 was the pioneering treatise on the theory of art. It seems
highly likely that material was provided for the first and perhaps also later prefaces by Bartoli and Pierfrancesco Giambullari,
a linguist and historian of ancient Tuscany, who acted as editorial
intermediary between Vasari and the publisher.16
There were other learned colleagues with whom Vasari interacted. Perhaps the most notable was Benedetto Varchi, once
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The goal of your work is not to write the lives of painters,
nor to say whose sons they were or what ordinary deeds
they accomplished, but only their WORKS as painters,
sculptors and architects;….Writing lives is solely for
princes and men who have accomplished princely things,
and not for lowly people.14
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exiled from Florence because of his republican sympathies,
but brought back by Cosimo I. Varchi, a keen advocate of the
Tuscan vernacular, was commissioned to compile a substantial
account of Florentine history, which he undertook between
1527 and 1538. In 1547 he delivered a lecture to the Florentine
Academy in which he provided a philosophical commentary
on Michelangelo’s sonnet, ‘The excellent artist has no concept
[that one single block of marble does not enclose]’. This was
published in 1549 with a second ‘lesson’ devoted to an elaborate
Paragone (comparison of the arts of sculpture and painting),
in which he published letters he had solicited from Vasari,
Bronzino, Pontormo, Tasso, San Gallo, Tribolo, Cellini and
Michelangelo (who was very rude about Leonardo’s denigration
of sculpture).17 It is clear that the visual arts were now an integral
part of Florentine high culture.
The printers were very much part of the same Florentine
cultural industry. The publisher of the first two-volume edition of Vasari’s Lives in 1550 was Lorenzo Torrentino, a Dutch
typographer, printer and humanist scholar imported by Cosimo
to advance the city’s publishing industry to top international
standards. Torrentino’s books, with handsome and ingenious
frontispieces by Florentine artists, have a look of their own. After
the printer’s death in 1563, the second edition was published
by the distinguished house of Giunti in Florence in 1568. As
the title-page declares, these volumes of the Lives, now three in
number, were ‘newly revised with their [the artists’] portraits, and
with the addition of new lives of the living and of the dead from
1550 to 1567...with tables [indices] in each volume of the most

notable things, the lives of the practitioners, and the locations
where their works are’.18 Leonardo’s Life was one of those subject
to substantial amplification.
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In both editions Leonardo’s Life opens Part III, devoted to
those fully enlightened artists who moved decisively beyond
the limitations of the second period into the third and final
period, which Vasari called the ‘modern’. We have noted that
the painter who closes Part II in the first edition was Pietro
Perugino, while this role is reassigned in the revised edition to
Vasari’s relative Luca Signorelli, who ‘by the fundamentals of
design and especially of nudes, and by his grace of invention
and the composition of his scenes ... opened the way for the final
perfection of art’. But no one in the second period could take
this vital step. As Vasari explains in his preface to the culminating section of the Lives,
Leonardo ... initiated the third style or period….In
addition to the vigour and bravura of his draftsmanship
and his most subtle reproduction of all the details
of nature precisely as they are, according to good rule,
superior order, correct proportion, perfect design
and divine grace, most abundantly copious and most
profoundly skilful, he truly granted to figures motion
and breath.
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Vasari, viewing things as always through Tuscan spectacles,
goes on to state that Giorgione, when he initiated the modern
age in Venice, was following Leonardo.
The Life of Leonardo follows a familiar, if not invariable,
pattern for the more substantial Lives. The typical biography
opens with a lively assessment of the individual’s qualities as an
artist and his essential character – two things that were as one
in Vasari’s system of values.19 He considered that each artist’s
works were an expression of his inner being (indeed of his ‘soul’),
and that his physical characteristics were similarly determined,
including his physiognomy, actions and general behaviour. The
portraits in the 1568 edition were important expressions of this
conviction – not only the artists’ physiognomies but also what
can be seen of their costume and headwear.20 Altogether there
were 144 portraits within their decorative frames, while 8 frames
remained empty, because no portrait was available.
The unflattering profile portrait of Leonardo in the illustrated edition does not correspond closely to what had become
the artist’s accepted likeness in the 1 century, and is notably different from the authentic profile portrait in a red chalk drawing
by an unknown artist, which is often attributed to Francesco
Melzi. Vasari may have based his likeness of Leonardo on an
image in Giovio’s collection. Also in this second edition Vasari
lists the remarkably extensive collection of portraits of famous
men from all spheres of religious, political, military and cultural
activity that were housed ‘in the museum of the most illustrious and excellent Signor Cosimo’. These were displayed in the
aerial corridor that Vasari built across the river from the Palazzo

5
Portrait of Leonardo da Vinci
in the 1568 edition of Vasari’s Lives.
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Portrait of Leonardo by an unknown associate, c. 1500.
Red chalk, 27.5 × 19 cm (10 ⅞ × 7½ in.).
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Vecchio to the Palazzo Pitti via the Ponte Vecchio in 1564. The
idea was that how somebody looks is vital in understanding
how they act.
Not infrequently, Vasari’s written portraits of the artists
carried an exemplary message for those wishing to practise the
arts – and, by implication, any other profession. Paolo Uccello,
for example, early in the second period, ‘would have been the
most delightful and capricious ingegno since Giotto’ if he had
not become wholly obsessed with the geometry of perspective,
neglecting figures and perpetrating a ‘dry style’. He was endowed
by nature with a disposition that was ‘solitary, eccentric, melancholy and poor’. Uccello’s ingegno was real but thus warped.
Verrocchio, Leonardo’s master, is praised for his versatility in
various media, but his style of painting was ‘hard and crude, lacking any sweetness’, being the result of indefatigable eﬀort rather
than natural gifts. Verrocchio’s eﬀort and constrained measure
of ingegno justified his place among ‘rare and excellent artists’,
but he is nowhere credited with the highest of innate talents that
would lift him to the very top rank.
The introduction to Leonardo’s Life emphasizes that his gifts
were not natural, but supernatural: they were the gift of god.
The artist’s mental endowments were complemented by grace of
appearance and remarkable strength, as was required in Vasari’s
system of body and soul. In his first edition, Vasari included
a spectacularly eﬀusive passage to indicate the ‘divine nature’ of
Leonardo, who does not just ‘represent humanity but the divine
itself ’. This was omitted in the second edition. Vasari might have
been embarrassed by the hyperbole, but it is more likely that he
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Scheme for the Arno Canal, c. 1503. Brush and ink over black chalk,
pricked, 33.5 × 48.2 cm (13 ¼ × 19 in.).

wished to reserve the highest levels of divinity for his personal
artistic god, Michelangelo Buonarroti.
What then typically follows in the larger Lives is some account
of the child who begets the man. Vasari liked stories of the artist’s
early training, in which his essential nature is already discernible
in nuce. In both the first and second editions Vasari tells us that
the boy Leonardo was very brilliant, confounding his teachers,
but was already showing signs of the variousness that diverted
him from one thing to another. However, since Leonardo was
always drawn back to the arts of design, his father, Ser Piero da
Vinci (in 1550 Vasari thought him the boy’s uncle, but corrects
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this in 1568) showed Leonardo’s drawings to Verrocchio. There
is in fact a documented link between the lawyer and the sculptor. In 1470, acting in his legal capacity, Ser Piero recorded that
Verrocchio had rented out a house with a shop and a well to a
certain Giovanni di Saccardo.21 The property was on the corner of
the Via dell’Agnolo and Via dei Macci, near the Via Ghibellina
and close to Ser Piero’s oﬃce. The shop is currently occupied by
a frame-maker.
Verrocchio studied the drawings and was ‘stupefied’ to see
how far innate talent had taken the young man, before he had
had any formal training. Taken into the sculptor’s workshop at
some point in the later 1460s, the young Leonardo demonstrated
his versatility in the arts of design, a versatility that is described
more expansively in the second edition. Here as elsewhere, Vasari
is able to adduce actual drawings that he himself had collected
and mounted in his Libro de’ Disegni, each drawing supplied
with an elegant frame drawn in pen, ink and wash.22 In this early
stage of the Life, Vasari makes reference to the many kinds of
things Leonardo did later in his career, not least in engineering,
including the Arno canal, with which Leonardo was involved
around 1503. The gossipy story of Leonardo’s plan to raise the
Florentine Baptistery on a pedestal of steps, which features in
both editions, would also belong much later in his career.
Along with these additions to the early part of the revised
Life, there was an important excision. Vasari removed entirely a
sentence about Leonardo as a ‘heretic’ who was more drawn to
philosophy than religion. It is probable that Vasari had formed
this view upon seeing what is now called the Codex Leicester in

[FIG. 7]
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Andrea del Verrocchio and studio, Baptism of Christ, c. 1474–76.
Oil and tempera on panel, 177 × 151 cm (69 ⅝ × 59 ½ in.).
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the hands of Giuseppe Porta, the sculptor, architect and engineer,
in Rome. The outer folios of Leonardo’s notebook deal with the
nature of the moon, which is described as a planet much like
the earth. They also deal with vast changes in the ‘body of the
earth’ over huge tracts of time. Leonardo daringly rejects the
Biblical deluge as the cause of the presence of fossils in high
mountain strata. Why did Vasari drop the sentence? It has been
suggested that the Counter-Reformation, a campaign to reassert
the worldwide rule of the Catholic Church, was impinging on his
willingness to cite Leonardo as a heretic. But the excision is more
likely to have been the result of Vasari’s meeting with Francesco
Melzi, the Milanese nobleman who was the keeper of Leonardo’s
drawn and written legacy. Melzi’s intervention is, as we will see,
very evident in a number of places in the Life, including the
fuller account of Leonardo’s diverse activities that we have already
noted. Melzi clearly showed Leonardo’s manuscripts to Vasari.
There follows a series of examples of the young Leonardo
achieving extraordinary things. His angel in Verrocchio’s Baptism
of Christ so far surpassed his master’s figures that Andrea vowed
never to touch colours again. Leonardo’s intervention, which
modern scientific analysis has shown to extend beyond the angel,
was already noted in Albertini’s early artistic guidebook to the
city. The young painter’s cartoon for the tapestry Adam and Eve
in Paradise is praised as a miracle of naturalism. The cartoon,
apparently unfinished, was seen by Vasari, but seems now to
have vanished without trace. Leonardo also manipulates nature
in the terrifying and stinking monster that he assembles from
components of repulsive animals, the image of which he paints
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on a peasant’s shield that his father had asked him to decorate.
What has happened to the ugly buckler that terrified Ser Piero?
Vasari prefaces his account with ‘it is said’, leaving the reader
scope to doubt its veracity. Throughout the Lives, Vasari told
stories that were true in spirit if not in pedantic fact, like the
writers of novelle, the genre of short stories at which Italian
authors excelled. The same may be true of the painting of the
Head of Medusa, which does not feature in the 1550 edition, but
Vasari again testifies that he has actually seen it. The account of
the horrible Medusa, with his coiﬀure of writhing snakes, also
gives Vasari the opportunity to describe Leonardo’s characteristic
drawings of bizarre faces and extravagant hair.
The problem that Vasari faced while recording Leonardo’s
early career is that he knew very little about those few works that
we now assign to the period before his departure to Milan in
1481/2. Vasari did not know about the Annunciation, the Benois
Madonna or (in the first edition) the unfinished Adoration of
the Magi. It does seem, however, that the Madonna owned by
Pope Clement VII is that now in Munich. He did know about
the Portrait of Ginevra de’ Benci but placed it after 1500. In the
second edition he does mention the unfinished Adoration, which
had such an eﬀect on Raphael and other painters, but only
passingly.
His account of Leonardo’s departure for Milan as a kind
of artistic emissary from Lorenzo de’ Medici, taken from the
Anonimo Gaddiano (an anonymous text once owned by the
Gaddi family), is credible if not demonstrable. Leonardo was
known for his abilities on the lira da braccio, an ancestor of the

9
Marcantonio Raimondi, Orpheus Charming the Animals (Leonardo
with a Lira da Braccio?), c. 1508. Engraving, 21.4 × 17.3 cm (8 ⅜ × 6 ¾ in.).
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Study for Judas, c. 1495.
Red chalk on red prepared paper, 18 × 15 cm (7 ⅛ × 5 ⅞ in.).
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viola, and was interested in the design of novel instruments of the
kind that Vasari describes.23 It seems that the musician, Atalante
Migliorotti, was sent to Milan at the same time, and remained
at the court, as did Leonardo. In 1568 Vasari dates Leonardo’s
arrival in Milan to 1594, when Ludovico formally became Duke
of Milan, but this is twelve years too late.
Vasari knows a good deal about Leonardo’s two greatest artistic projects in Milan, the Last Supper and the bronze equestrian
memorial to Ludovico’s father, Francesco. The great narrative
mural was certainly known to artists in Florence and Rome,
including Raphael and Andrea del Sarto (Vasari’s master), via
descriptions, copies and drawings. Vasari may not have seen the
actual painting before 1550, but he was aware that it centred on
the compelling reactions of the disciples to Christ’s announcement of Judas’s impending betrayal. Vasari recounts the painting’s
striking naturalism, and in a short and eloquent sentence, he
singles out the tablecloth as a passage of supreme verisimilitude,
which indeed it is. He introduces a recurrent motif in the Life to
explain why Christ’s head remained unfinished, namely that the
painter was habitually striving for an ultimate truth that could
never be realized by human hands. The apparent lack of finish
was, in reality, the result of the early deterioration of the mural’s
painted surface.
In the second edition, Vasari introduces a substantial and
entertaining anecdote about the importunate Prior of Santa
Maria delle Grazie, where the Last Supper was making characteristically slow progress. The story had earlier been retailed by
Giambattista Giraldi, a north Italian poet and man of letters.24

[FIG. 30]

[FIG. 10]

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Vasari again prefaces his version with ‘it is said that...’, giving us
reason to question its veracity. Irritated by Leonardo’s protracted
and contemplative manner of working – or not working – the
Prior complained to the Duke, who felt that he had no choice
but to call Leonardo to account. When they met, the painter
gave Ludovico an impromptu lecture on the nature of ‘elevated
ingegni’, who often did major work (of a cerebral kind) when
they appeared to be doing nothing. He also explained, much to
the Duke’s amusement, that he was vainly seeking a model for
the malign features of Judas, but would use those of the Prior
if no other image came to hand. Leonardo also tells his patron
of his unavailing search for a face that could match that of the
‘incarnate divinity’ of Christ.
Even after seeing the Last Supper on his rapid tour in 1556,
Vasari did not feel it necessary to make changes to his earlier
description of the great mural, even though he included in
his second account other things he had learnt on his visit to
Lombardy. He did insert a reference to the damaged mural in
the Life of Garofalo and Girolamo da Carpi, Ferrarese painters;
and other Lombards, which was added to the second edition.
He records that Fra Girolamo Monsignori in San Benedetto
in Mantua ‘portrayed the most beautiful Last Supper in Milan
by Leonardo da Vinci, copied so well that I was amazed. I am
pleased to have this new record of it, having seen the original in
Milan in 1566, which has come down to us so poorly that nothing
more is apparent than a glaring stain. Thus the piety of the good
father perpetually renders homage in this place to the great merit
[virtù] of Leonardo.’ Fra Girolamo’s less than astounding copy,

reduced in height to just above the disciple’s heads, is now in the
Museo Civico A. E. Baruﬀaldi in Badia Polesine.
The fame of Leonardo’s project for the truly massive horse
of bronze – its ducal rider is rarely mentioned – spread far and
wide. An extensive series of studies survive, but the project’s ultimate failure became a source of ridicule for him. Vasari reports
the opinions of those who concluded that Leonardo deliberately
began ‘impossible’ projects in the grip of some kind of delusion
of grandeur. Vasari counters, quoting the poet Petrarch, to the
eﬀect that ‘the work was held back by desire’. Leonardo’s fault
was that of striving for ‘excellence beyond excellence and perfection beyond perfection’. If a flaw could be admirable, this
one was. In any event, the huge clay model that Leonardo had
created was destroyed by the invading French in 1499, as Vasari
explains in his Life of Giuliano da Sangallo, and Leonardo’s ability
to realize it in bronze was untested.
Noting in the second edition that Leonardo researched the
anatomy of horses for the model, as he indeed did, Vasari inserts
a long and laudatory account of the master’s researches into
human anatomy. He was particularly impressed by the wonderful studies of the bones and muscles from around 1510, which
may well have been undertaken with the surgeon Marcantonio
della Torre in Pavia, as Vasari says. He regretted that the accompanying texts were written back-to-front in ‘ugly’ characters by
Leonardo’s left hand. One needed a mirror to read them. The
source for this enhanced awareness of Leonardo as an anatomist
is openly acknowledged as ‘Messer Francesco Melzi, Milanese
gentleman, who in Leonardo’s time was a very beautiful young
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11
Sectioned Skull, 1489.
Pen and ink, 19 × 13.7 cm (7 ½ × 5 ⅜ in.).

12
Anatomy of the Shoulder, Breast and Neck, with a
Wire Diagram of the Muscles, c. 1510. Pen and ink with
wash over black chalk, 29.2 × 19.8 cm (11½ × 7 ¾ in.).
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man, much loved by him, just as today he is a beautiful and kind
old man who guards the pages with care, like relics’. There can be
no doubt that Melzi knew the Life in the first edition, and was
keen to set the record straight in some key respects. Given this
account of Leonardo’s anatomies, the brief mention of them in
the later section on the Battle of Anghiari was taken out of the
1568 edition.
Vasari had also come to learn of what seems to be one version
of the Treatise on Painting, then in the hands of an unnamed
Milanese painter who was seeking without success to have it
printed. This may have been Gian Paolo Lomazzo, a prominent
painter and a major theorist in Milan, for whom Leonardo was
a key point of reference.25 An abridged version of Leonardo’s
Treatise on Painting did indeed become known in intellectual
circles in Cosimo’s Florence, but seemingly too late to exercise
an influence on the 1568 Life.
Vasari (like us) is better informed about Leonardo’s second
main period in Florence than his first. He rightly singles out
Leonardo’s project for one or more paintings of St Anne, a popular republican saint in Florence. There seem to have been at least
three cartoons containing various permutations of the Virgin,
Child, St Anne, the infant St John the Baptist and the sacrificial
lamb. Only one survives. The cartoon Vasari describes as exhibited to much acclaim in Santissima Annunziata for two days – an
incredibly innovative thing to do – was similar but not identical
to the painting in the Louvre. Vasari gives a notably perceptive
account of the cartoon, and records in the second edition that
it went to France. Vasari had reason to be well informed about

13
Cartoon for the Virgin, Child, St Anne and St John, c. 1507–8.
Charcoal (and wash?) heightened with white chalk on paper,
mounted on canvas, 141.5 × 104.6 cm (55 ¾ × 41 ⅛ in.).
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Virgin, Child, St Anne and a Lamb, c. 1507–16.
Oil on panel, 168 × 130 cm (66 ⅛ × 51 ⅛ in.).
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Santissima Annunziata. He was an apprentice in the workshop
of Andrea del Sarto, who had worked for the monks of the
Annunziata for fifteen years, living next to the convent as their
trusted artist.
The Annunziata is also a locus for Leonardo’s knowledge of
Francesco del Giocondo, Mona Lisa’s financially astute husband.
In 1526 the fathers of the Annunziata granted Francesco permission to construct his family tomb in the Chapel of the Martyrs,
prominently located in the great centralized choir.26 The focal
point of the choir was the large high altar, for which Leonardo
had once been expected to provide paintings, as Vasari records.
The period of Vasari’s apprenticeship coincided with the decoration of Francesco’s Chapel. There was no shortage of people
to whom Vasari could have turned for information about the
portrait of Lisa. Francesco’s son, Piero, lived close to Giorgio
from 1555, and could have intervened if he felt that the 1550
account was defective. When Vasari says that Leonardo worked
on the portrait for four years before leaving it unfinished, this is
consistent with the known starting date of 1503 and Leonardo’s
departure from Florence in 1507. It is very unlikely that Vasari
saw the portrait, but not wholly impossible. It is first recorded in
the king’s collection in France in 1550 by Vasari himself. What is
important and remarkable is that Vasari devoted one of his most
striking pieces of word painting to a portrait of a bourgeoise
Florentine woman who was of no significance outside her immediate circle. Vasari, like those who directly encountered the Mona
Lisa, knew that it was sensational as a picture. He knew enough
about the portrait to know that he had to pull out all the stops
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in his toccata of praise for one of the greatest masterpieces of all
time. The vivid account that he first set down in 1550 remained
untouched in 1568.
Vasari was even closer to Leonardo’s other major Florentine
project, the mural of the Battle of Anghiari, since what remained
of it occupied one of the walls in the large republican council
hall that Giorgio himself aggrandized in the mid-1560s as the
reception hall within the palace that the Medici were taking over.
He knew that Leonardo was allocated the large Sala del Papa
in the monastery of Santa Maria Novella to produce the massive cartoon from many sheets of paper pasted on a supportive
backing. His account of the ingenious scaﬀolding invented by
Leonardo so that it could be lowered and raised at will is consistent with the payments Leonardo received, and his description
of Leonardo’s ill-fated attempt to paint on the wall as if it were
a panel primed for oil painting also matches the documentation
and other accounts. Vasari’s pacey description of Leonardo’s central knot of savagely fighting soldiers and equally savage horses
may depend on what survived of the cartoon, as well as what
remained of the unfinished painting and various copies. The
Battle exhibited everything that Vasari admired: supreme disegno,
swathes of anatomical knowledge, complexity of motion, daring foreshortening, eﬀortlessly inventive details, compositional
skill and compellingly dramatic storytelling. This being said,
it is surprising that he does not recognize Niccolò Piccinino,
‘Milanese captain’, as the gap-toothed warrior screaming at the
top of his voice at the centre of the melee. He does not mention the Florentine warriors by name, no doubt conscious that

15
Peter Paul Rubens, Copy of Leonardo’s Battle of Anghiari, c. 1603 (original
c. 1503–6). Black chalk, pen in brown ink, brush in brown and grey ink,
grey wash, heightened in white and grey-blue, 45.3 × 63.6 cm (17⅞ × 25 in.).
16
Copy of the Battle of Anghiari, also known as the ‘Tavola Doria’, 1503–5.
Oil on panel, 86 × 115 cm (33 ⅞ × 45 ¼ in.).
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his Medicean paymasters were not inclined to praise republican
heroes. Equally, there is no reason to think that Vasari had much
of a conscience while covering the wall surfaces in his rebuilt
hall with his own complex depictions of Medicean campaigns
of military action. If he did find a way of conserving Leonardo’s
unfinished mural under his new walls, which is very unlikely, the
chance of anything surviving 500 years later is slim.
Leonardo’s second period in Milan between 1507 and 1513,
punctuated by travels, disappears in Vasari’s Life. There are no
major artworks that are omitted as a consequence. Wearing his
Medicean hat, Vasari picks up the story when Leonardo travels
with his patron, Giuliano de’ Medici, on the election of Giovanni
de’ Medici as Pope Leo X in 1513. In the extended papal court,
Leonardo reverts to his earlier role as a biological trickster.
He invented hollow animals that could be inflated like balloons
and released to fly tempestuously in the air for a brief time.
He transformed a strange lizard into a kind of living dragon.
And he scraped fat from the guts of a bullock so that the thin
but elastic tissue could be inflated to fill a fair-sized room.
We can easily write these oﬀ as Vasari’s fantasies. However, there
were memories of Pope Leo’s Roman era in Vasari’s Florence
thirty years later, and we know that Leonardo could exercise
his sense of humour to entertain idle courtiers. Vasari is aware
that Leonardo was involved with mirrors for Giuliano, looking
to construct huge concave mirrors that could generate the kind
of heat that Archimedes was supposed to have utilized to burn
enemy ships. He also squeezes in two actual works of art in the
second edition, a Madonna now unknown (if indeed it was a

work by Leonardo) and a portrait of a young boy, perhaps the
cheery Boy with a Puzzle, now attributed to Bernardino Luini, in
the Proby Collection at Elton Hall near Peterborough.
In a short account of Leonardo’s final years in France, Vasari
rightly mentions the painting of St Anne made from one of the
cartoons, but seems uncertain if it was finished. Otherwise,
the French years are dominated by the intense piety Leonardo
expressed as he neared his meeting with his Creator. Vasari’s
stress on Leonardo’s Christian beliefs is reworded in the second edition to imply that the master painter did not so much
‘return’ to the true faith as strongly aﬃrmed it, regretting that he
had not respected his own talents as a painter. Leonardo’s death
itself, romantically narrated as occurring in the loving arms of
the French king, served Vasari’s campaign to elevate the status
of artists. We have first-hand testimony that Francis I indeed
regarded Leonardo with the greatest favour. Benvenuto Cellini,
whom Vasari knew well, largely as an antagonist in Cosimo’s
court, reported that:
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King Francis, being enamoured to the very highest degree
of Leonardo’s supreme qualities took such pleasure in
hearing him discourse that he would only on a few days
in the year deprive himself of Leonardo….I cannot omit
repeating the words I heard the King say about him….
He said that he did not believe that a man had ever been
born in the world who knew as much as Leonardo, not
only of sculpture, painting and architecture, but also that
he was a very great philosopher.27
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unworthy of Leonardo’s pupils, Giovanni Antonio Boltraﬃo and
Marco d’Oggiono, which have not been included in the present
translation.
In his role as pioneer of the third great art style of the
Renaissance, Leonardo is praised elsewhere in the Lives as a significant influence on Piero di Cosimo, Fra Bartolommeo and
Lorenzo di Credi (a fellow alumnus of Verrocchio’s workshop).
The most substantial reference occurs in the Life of Raphael, in
the course of a section added to the 1568 edition to explain the
trajectory of Raphael’s’ artistic career:

17
Giovan Francesco Rustici with Leonardo,
Preaching of St John the Baptist, c. 1506–11. Bronze.

[FIG. 17]

Leonardo’s Life is rounded out with a summary of, and fulsome praise for, his qualities. In terms of his art, Vasari singles
out Leonardo’s ‘shadowed manner’ as giving a special power to
modern painting. He adduces the three bronze figures in Rustici’s
Preaching of St John the Baptist as evidence of how Leonardo’s
disegno can be expressed in sculpture. The anatomies of horses
and men again receive special mention. Finally, his ‘divine’ attributes are stressed, before a eulogistic epitaph that features in both
editions, transcribed in capital letters, proclaims that Leonardo
had routed the Greek masters, Phidias and Apelles.28 At the
very end, brief and downbeat references are made to the least

When he [Raphael] saw the works of Leonardo da Vinci,
who had no equal in the qualities that he gave to heads
of men as well as women, and who in giving grace to his
figures and their motions surpassed all the other painters,
Raphael was left wholly stupefied and amazed. In short,
the style of Leonardo pleased him more than any other he
had ever seen, and he set himself to studying it, leaving
behind little by little the style of Pietro [Perugino], if only
with great eﬀort. He sought, to the extent of his knowledge
and ability, to imitate the style of Leonardo. But for all his
diligence and the studies he made, he was never able to
surpass Leonardo in some of the challenges of art. And if it
may well seem to many that he had surpassed Leonardo in
his sweetness and in a certain natural facility, nevertheless
he was never superior to Leonardo’s special fundamental
intensity of concept29 and the grandeur of his art, in which
few bear comparison to Leonardo. But Raphael came
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closer to Leonardo than any other painter, above all in the
graciousness of his colours.
This paean of praise in the Life of Raphael serves as a very
eﬀective summary of Leonardo’s merits, at least as much as anything in the Life of Leonardo itself.
It is easy to point out what Vasari got wrong in his Life of
Leonardo, and what he missed; in total he discusses only eight
paintings, overlooking ten or so. But he does identify the artistic
landmarks in Leonardo’s career, each of which are celebrated in
compelling descriptions. Above all, he paints a fascinating picture
of an artist and polymath of true genius, who fought perpetually
to realize ideas that ultimately lay beyond even his divine reach.
No Life in Vasari’s three mighty volumes is more vivid than that
of Leonardo.

NO T E TO T H I S E DI T ION
A N D T R A NS L AT ION

Earlier editions and translations
Since Vasari’s expanded three volumes of the Lives were published in 1568, well over a hundred editions have been released in
a number of languages. Patricia Lee Rubin’s Giorgio Vasari: Art
and History provides a good overview of the editions and the
translations. The first comprehensive critical edition in Italian
was by Gaetano Milanesi, who in nine volumes (1846–1855)
annotated Vasari’s text with copious references to a wide range
of documentation and known works of the artists. Among subsequent Italian editions, the most useful is that by R. Bettarini
and P. Barocchi (1996–99), which includes both the 1550 and 1568
editions of Vasari’s original work.
The first translation of the Life of Leonardo into English was
in William Aglionby’s Painting Illustrated in Three Diallogues,
Containing some Choice Observations upon the Art. Together with
the Lives of the Most Eminent Painters (London, 1685). Leonardo’s
Life was one that he chose to translate in a lively and perceptive
manner. The first full set of English Lives was published in five
volumes in 1852 by the shadowy Mrs Jonathan [Eliza] Foster.
Her rather free style of translation has been criticized, but she
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conveys the tone of Vasari’s texts in a readable manner. This was
followed by Allen B. Hinds in 1900, whose translation gained
wide diﬀusion in Dent’s Everyman’s Library. In 1943 Ludwig
Goldscheider included Hinds’ translation, adding his own
annotations in his useful assemblage of sources in his Phaidon
monograph, Leonardo da Vinci. Gaston du C. de Vere’s wellregarded, mainly literal translation of the complete text in ten
volumes appeared between 1911 and 1914 and is still available in
the Everyman’s Library series, eﬀectively introduced by David
Ekserdjian. The free translations in George Bull’s selections from
the Lives for Penguin Classics (1987) have not been generally
admired by scholars, but have provided a fluent introduction to
Vasari for general readers. The more recent and careful translations of selected and edited Lives by Julia and Peter Bondanella
in 1991 has remained in print with Oxford World Classics.
The only book specifically devoted to a translation of Vasari’s
Life of Leonardo was published in 1903 by Herbert Horne,
founder of the evocative Museo Horne in Florence and author
of an excellent monograph on Botticelli. Horne’s edition can still
be consulted with profit for his scholarly annotations to Vasari’s
text. He also included what were then serviceable illustrations
of works mentioned by Vasari.

ways of thinking. The passages at the beginning and end of the
Life present the greatest problems. When eulogizing Leonardo’s
unique characteristics, Vasari is drawn into a rhetorical mode that
can become very convoluted. These passages have been adapted
to a greater extent than his accounts of particular incidents and
individual works of art. The main structural intervention has
been to break up some of Vasari’s extended sentences, and to
divide his lengthy paragraphs, both of which are hard work for
those accustomed to current prose styles. Vasari’s vocabulary and
syntax has generally been maintained in the translation, unless
his meaning became obscure in modern English.
We have been alert to where the modern meanings of some of
the words used by Vasari diﬀer from his intent, particularly with
regard to the loaded terms prevalent in the writing about art at this
time. In the introductory essay I have discussed ingegno, which
is not quite the same as modern ‘genius’. We have translated it
in ways that seemed appropriate in each context, occasionally
as ‘genius’ when this read best. Virtù (worth, merit, virtue) is a
comparably key term, full of meaning in the Renaissance. Again,
it has been translated according to context. Disegno is an even
more momentous term. It means ‘drawing’ or ‘draftsmanship’
in its modern translation, but Italian Renaissance usage is more
ambitious, carrying implications of high graphic skills placed in
the service of the visual concepts in the artist’s mind. It applies
across all the arts, fine and applied. The Accademia del Disegno
was dedicated to providing a wide visual education for artists that
included matters of anatomy, perspective and light and shade.
Vasari refers to those who practise the visual arts as artefici. This
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The present translation
The aim of this new translation is to remain faithful to Vasari’s
original while making his text accessible to a modern reader.
This involves a tricky balance, since Vasari’s style of writing is
generally typical of the period and specifically reflects his own
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has often been translated as ‘craftsmen’, but this would be right
for artigiani (‘artisans’). Vasari’s artefici is related to the Latin
word artifex, which means ‘artificer’ or ‘maker’, both of which
would sit rather oddly in the text. Here we use the more neutral (if not wholly satisfactory) ‘practitioners’. It is worth noting
that sfumato, a term now commonly used to describe Leonardo’s
manner of painting and meaning ‘softly blended’, or ‘like smoke’,
does not occur in Vasari’s Life of Leonardo, and hardly elsewhere
in the Lives. In fact, it was a term rarely used by Leonardo himself, and certainly not one he privileged.
This is the first edition in any language that has blended the
1550 and 1568 texts. Wherever Vasari made a substantial change,
either by the omission of passages from the earlier edition or by
substantial amplifications in the later edition, these are signalled
by specific colours. In a few places the flow of the text may be
slowed somewhat by flagging the additions and excisions, but
the gains seem to outweigh the minor losses. Less substantial
changes that do not significantly aﬀect the sense are signalled
in the footnotes, to avoid interrupting the fluency of the revised
narrative. The brief addendum at the end of the Life mentioning two of Leonardo’s pupils (Giovanni Antonio Boltraﬃo and
Marco d’Oggiono) has not been included.
The illustrations in the translated text are of paintings or
projects known to Vasari, together with some drawings that he
either knew of or which correspond to the kinds of things he is
discussing.

THE LIFE OF
LEONARDO DA VINCI,
FLORENTINE PAINTER
AND SCULPTOR
BY G I O RG I O VA S A R I

This colour is used for passages in the 1550 edition
omitted from the 1568 edition
This colour is used for new passages in the 1568 edition
Black text appeared in both editions

The greatest gifts are often seen to rain down in a natural way
on human bodies through celestial influences, and sometimes
supernaturally, combining beauty, grace and merit fulsomely in
a single body.1 These gifts are made apparent whenever such a
man turns his attention to something. His action is so divine that
he leaves in his wake all other men, making it clearly evident that
this quality arises (as it does) from the gift of God and is not cultivated by human artifice. Men saw this in Leonardo da Vinci, in
whom there was not only beauty of body – never praised enough
– but also a more than infinite grace in all his actions. Such was
his resulting virtue that whenever his mind turned to diﬃcult
matters, he wholly resolved them with ease. The strength within
him was conjoined with dexterity, and his soul and his courage
were always regal and magnanimous. And the fame of his name
grew so widely that it was not only held in esteem in his own
time but also increased in posterity after his death.

GIORGIO VASARI

THE LIFE OF LEONARDO DA VINCI

Now and then the heavens truly send us those who do not
represent humanity alone but the divine itself, so that from
the divine in them, we can approach with our talent and the
excellence of our intellect the highest spheres of the heavens,
imitating the divinity of these exemplars as a model. From experience one sees those who, with some incidental study, turn to
follow in the footsteps of these miraculous souls. If they are not
helped by nature, since they are not the same as those souls,
they at least approach the divine works that participate in their
divinity.
Truly* miraculous and celestial was Leonardo, son° of Ser
Piero da Vinci.+ In learning and in the foundations of literature•
he would have made great profit if he had not been so various
and unstable. For he set out to learn many things, and, having
made a start, abandoned them. Thus, in the few months that he
attended to the abacus, he made such strides that he was led to
raise continual doubts and diﬃculties with the master who was
teaching him, very often confounding his teacher.2 Then he was
given to working with music for a time, resolving to play the lira
[da braccio], as one who by nature possessed an elevated spirit
and was full of refinement; accordingly, he improvised song in
a divine manner.3
Nevertheless, although he had attended to so many diﬀerent
things, he never gave up drawing and modelling in relief, as
something that appealed to his imagination more than any other
thing. Seeing this and considering the level of his talent, Ser Piero
one day took some of his drawings to Andrea del Verrocchio,
who was a good friend of his, and directly asked him if he could

say whether Leonardo would profit in some way from being set
to the art of design. Andrea was astonished to see the very considerable start made by Leonardo, and assured Ser Piero that he
should be assigned to such study. Accordingly Ser Piero arranged
that Leonardo should enter the workshop of Andrea; Leonardo
willingly followed this course. He did not follow just one line of
work, but all those involving the art of design. And having an
intellect so divine and miraculous, and being such a very good
geometer, he not only worked in sculpture and in architecture,
but he wanted his profession to be painting.
Nature showed in Leonardo’s actions such high talent that
in his ability to reason silenced scholars with explanations of
a natural kind. He was alert and intelligent, and with perfect
art of persuasion showed the complexities of his mind, making
calculations of how to transport mountains, pull weights, and,
among other things, making in his youth several heads of smiling
women in terracotta, which are still cast in plaster, and similarly
he made heads of infants, which appeared to have come from
the hand of a master, but he also worked in architecture, making
many drawings of plans and of various buildings. Although he
was still young he engaged in discussions about the river Arno
and the making of a canal between Pisa and Florence.4 He made
designs for flour mills and fulling mills and other devices that
operate through the power of water.
Because his profession was to be painting, he studied in full
measure how to draw from nature.5 He often made models and
figures in clay on which he placed rags infused with clay. Then
he set out patiently to portray them on certain fine canvases of
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