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ence and became an ardent follower and admirer of his master’s
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Sarto and Baccio Bandinelli and studied with members of the
Medici family, establishing a relationship with the ruling class of
what would eventually become the Grand Duchy of Tuscany that
would endure throughout Vasari’s life. In 154950 the first Tor-
rentino edition of the Lives appeared. While Vasari continued to
work on the second and definitive edition of the Lives after 1563,
he also initiated a number of important architectural projects in
Tuscany, designing the Uffizi Palace and remodelling Pisa’s Piazza
dei Cavalieri, as well as becoming a major force behind the founda-
tion of the Florentine Academy of Design. He was also involved in
remodelling the churches of Santa Maria Novella and Santa Croce
in Florence as well as decorating the ceiling of the Sala Grande in
Florence’s Palazzo Vecchio. Finally, in 1568, the second revised and
enlarged Giuntina edition of his Lives appeared. It was praised by
Vasari’s contemporaries and quickly became the single most
important secondary source in the history of Italian Renaissance art,
containing not only a wealth of facts and attributions but entertain-
ing anecdotes about the private lives of the greatest artists of the
Italian Renaissance.
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INTRODUCTION

Giorgio Vasari was born of rclatively humble stock in the
little town of Arezzo, most famous today for the magnificent
fresco cycle on the Legend of the True Cross done in the main
cathedral by Piero della Francesca. According to Vasari’s own
testimony, his ancestry included at least one potter (vasaro
or vasaio). Arezzo was part of the Florentine Republic’s
provincial territory, and this fact eventually guaranteed
young Giorgio relatively easy access to the artistic circles of
the capital city. In 1524, his father Antonio Vasari, who
encouraged his interest in drawing, persuaded Cardinal Silvio
Passerini, the representative of the newly elected Medici Pope,
Clement VII, who was then passing through the city, to take
the boy to Florence to be apprenticed as an artisan. Years later,
in his Lives, Vasari was to boast that Luca Signorelli (the cousin
of Giorgio’s grandfather) stayed with his family in Arezzo in
1520 and gave him some of his first lessons. By Vasari’s own
account, he was first placed with Michelangelo in Florence
(although this story is disputed), and after Michelangelo’s
departure for Rome, he was apprenticed to both Andrea del
Sarto and Baccio Bandinelli. He also studied with two Medici
offspring—Ippolito and Alessandro—the latter of whom was
assassinated in 1537, dashing young Giorgio’s early hopes
for stcady patronage. During these formative years, Vasari
became close friends with Pontormo’s best student, Rosso
Fiorentino, as well as with Francesco Salviati.

Between the assassination of Duke Alessandro and the
publication of the first edition of the Lives in 1550 (known
in the critical literature on Vasari as the Torrentino edition),
Vasari slowly built his reputation as an artist, working in
various Italian cities. In 1541, he travelled to Venice, and by
the time he had returned home, he had encountered the works
of Giulio Romano, Correggio, and Titian. Back in Rome
around 1543, Paclo Giovio (1483-1552), an important
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scholar and historian at the papal court with close ties to the
Medici family, suggested to Vasari during a conversation over
dinner that he should writc biographies of the great Italian
artists.! Vasari enthusiastically began writing his Lives, even
though only a few years later, in 1546, he received his first
major commission. He was to decorate the main hall in the
Palazzo della Cancelleria, a large palace owned by the influ-
ential Farnese family. He apparently completed the elaborate
fresco decorations in one hundred days with the assistance of
an army of other artists, so that the hall has become known as
the Sala dei Cento Giorni (The Hall of the One Hundred
Days). '

Vasari completed the first edition of his Lives in 1550. It is
not known exactly how many copies of this first edition were
printed by the Flemish typographer Laurens Lenaerts van der
Beke (known in Florence as Lorenzo Torrentino), but the
book earned Vasari the praise of his peers and the gift of a
sonnet from the century’s greatest artist and lyric poet,
Michelangelo Buonarroti? During this same year, he also
married a girl from Arezzo.

Soon, Vasari began to receive more and more important
commissions from both the popes and Duke Cosimo de’
Medici of Florence, who became his most faithful patron and
friend. For Cosimo, Vasari began the remodelling of the
Palazzo Vecchio, decorating its main halls with a series of
allegorical and historical scenes; he also began the construction
of the governmental offices known today as the Uffizi (where
Florence’s most precious art collection, originally the property
of the Medici family, is now located). With Cosimo’s support,
Vasari established the Florentine Academy of Design in 1562.
When Michelangelo was buried in his native city in 1564,
Vasari was asked to prepare the decorations for the ceremonies

! While this conversation has traditionally been dated as having taken place
in 1546, the latest comprehensive study of Vasari’s life, T. S. R. Boase’s
Giorgio Vasari: The Man and the Book (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1979), p. 44, argues that the date must be moved back to 1543.

2 For the text of the sonnet, ‘If you had with your pen or with your
colour’, see Creighton Gilbert, trans. and ed., The Complete Poems and Selected
Letters of Michelangelo (New York: Vintage, 1963), p. 156.
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and to design the tomb in the Church of Santa Croce.
Somehow in the midst of all these important architectural and
artistic commissions, only one of which would have occupied
a lesser man, Vasari found the time to revise and rework his
enormous collection of artists’ biographies and to publish
the second and definitive edition of the Lives in 1568 with the
Florentine typographer Jacopo Giunti (known today as the
Giuntina edition).

The sheer number and scope of Vasari’s major architectural
projects is impressive and testifies to the same titanic energy
that served him so well in the composition of his biographies.
They include the construction of the corridor over the Arno
river linking the governmental offices of the Ufhzi and the
grand duke’s residence in the Palazzo Pitti; the remodelling of
the churches of Santa Maria Novella and Santa Croce (which
resulted in major modifications to the medieval character of
both edifices); the decoration of the ceilings of the Sala Grande
in the Palazzo Vecchio and other privatec rooms there; and the
remodelling of Pisa’s Piazza dei Cavalieri.

At his death in 1574, Vasari enjoycd the respect and admira-
tion of his patrons and peers as a skilful architect, an accom-
plished painter (even if subsequent generations would share
Michelangelo’s doubts about his inspiration in this field), and a
faithful courtier and servant of the Medid family. But his
greatest gift to posterity is his magnificent historical work on
the Iives of the major Italian artists of the Renaissance.

When Vasari initiated his Lives, he was faced with formid-
able obstacles. The few books on art available when he began
writing were largely unsystematic, and no true reference
works existed to guide him through the bewildering number
of artists and works from the time of Cimabue to his own day.
It would not be overestimating his achievement to state that
Giorgio Vasari virtually invented the discipline of art history.

Lacking the enormous scholarly apparatus of learned tomes,
articles, and catalogucs available to art historians today, Vasari
was forced to rely upon his historian’s mind and his acute
visual memory. He conceived the historian’s primary task to
be that of making distinctions among artists by the quality and
style of their works and of explaining the evolution of Italian
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Renaissance art with a theory of its organic development. The
final edition of the Lives was structured by Vasari’s enduring
theory of the three-stage development of art in Renaissance
Italy. A first stage, marking the rebirth of great art after the
demise of classical civilization, was set into motion by the
innovative stylistic discoveries of Cimabue and Giotto. Sub-
sequently, more sophisticated techniques of design and per-
spective led to a second stage of increased artistic skill, reflecting
more rigorous rules of painting, sculpture, and architecture.
This intermediate step in the path towards absolute perfec-
tion was dominated by the figures of Ghiberti, Brunelleschi,
Donatello, and Masaccio. Finally, several centuries of growth
and development culminated in the superlative perfection of a
third period dominated by the genius of Leonardo, Raphael,
and, above all others, the towering figure of Michelangelo
Buonarroti. Vasari’s interpretation of his subject matter was
documented and argued so persuasively that it has, in large
measure, remained that dominant view of Italian Renaissance
art ever since. Few artists he criticized have been definitively
rehabilitated, and almost all the figures he selected for par-
ticular praise have remained those most popular with col-
lectors, scholars, and visitors to the major museums of the world.

In truth, Vasari’s Lives has appealed to successive genera-
tions of fascinated readers because his biographies transcend a
dry, factual accounting of names, dates, and titles. Vasari was a
skilful storyteller whose anecdotes could reveal the personality
of an artist in vivid terms, and it is his unusual ability to
combine his command of Italian prose with his mastery of the
subject matter that has guaranteed him an audience for over
four centuries. His style echoes the lessons he learned from
reading widely in the vernacular prose literature of his times,
including the witty and entertaining novelle of Giovanni
Boccaccio, Franco Sacchetti, or Matteo Bandello that he not
only cited on occasion in his biographies but which also served
him as models of excellence in style.

Even when Vasari’s critical judgement failed him (which
was seldom), his skill in recounting memorable anecdotes
from the lives of his subjects was unsurpassed. Contemporary
readers may quibble with his attributions, but few would wish
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to set aside his entertaining accounts that give us lasting insight
into the men behind the masterpieces they produced. As the
initiator of a learned tradition of discourse on Renaissance art,
Vasari’s vocabulary is in some respects limited. For example,
he employs the adjective ‘beautiful’ over and over again,
much to the despair of all his translators. Yet his clear view of
the parameters of Italian Renaissance art, his brilliant insights
into the larger outlines of its development, and his encyclo-
paedic knowledge of all its major and minor practitioners
counterbalance deficiencies which seem trivial in comparison.

Although Vasari could not rely upon a pre-existing and
systematic technical vocabulary with which to discuss the
various artists, period styles, and techniques he was obliged to
treat across several centuries, his terminology is, nevertheless,
remarkably consistent. In the first place, as a critic with a
craftsman’s knowledge of how these arts were practised,
Vasari defines disegno (‘design’, ‘drawing’, or ‘draughtsman-
ship’ depending upon its context) as the basis of all good art.
Practising artists, sculptors, and architects required this funda-
mental skill in order to succeed in achieving art’s fundamental
goal, that of imitating the natural and the human worlds. But
Vasari’s practical emphasis upon design also reflects his philo-
sophic belief that an artist should possess a clear conception of
the idea underlying whatever he was depicting. Vasari was
raised in the shop system, and he firmly believed in the value
of artistic education. Up to a point, good artists could be
produced by years of patient training and apprenticeship with
veteran masters. However, skill in design derived not simply
from the experience of working with master teachers; it also
depended upon the artist’s technical knowledge. Vasari claims,
for example, that Titian’s genius was marred by his lack of a
sense of good design. In other words, Titian lacked a sound
knowledge of human anatomy which was fundamental to the
reproduction of the human figure, a crucial element in the
period’s art. A command of the principles of proportion and
perspective were also basic requirements for excellence in art,
and perspective, in particular, was a technique developed dur-
ing the second stage of Renaissance art which Vasari explains
in the lives of Paolo Uccello and Filippo Brunelleschi.
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None the less, Vasari was opposed to any artistic style that
exhibited pedantic book learning, academic exercise, or un-
usual, laborious effort. As a result, one of the highest compli-
ments he pays to an artist is that his works possess grazia or
grace. Vasari’s emphasis on this ephemeral quality (perhaps
best embodied in the painting of Raphael) probably reflects
the influence of Baldesar Castiglione (1478—1529), whose Book
of the Courtier (1528) argued that social behaviour should be
governed by the ideal of sprezzatura or a kind of studied non-
chalance. True art, according to Castiglione, was art which
did not reveal itself to be art and was produced effortlessly
and without obvious signs of study and emphasis upon tech-
nique. Sound training was insufficient, in Vasari’s opinion, to
explain the appearance of such original geniuses as Michelan-
gelo. Great talent improves with training and education, but no
amount of such training and education can automatically pro-
duce a masterpiece.

Vasari does not employ the contemporary Italian word
artista (‘artist’) in his Lives, nor does he consistently use the
perhaps more accurate term artigiano (‘artisan’).’ Instead, he
usually refers to his subject as an artefice (‘artificer’, from the
Latin artifex, often used to refer to God the Creator in theo-
logical writings). Vasari’s artist was both a humble craftsman
or artisan and a divine artificer, a ‘maker’ in the image of his
Supreme Creator, and it is primarily Vasari’s revolutionary
interpretation of the artist’s stature in the Renaissance that
transformed his social status from that of mere craftsman into
that of the titanic figure of divine genius typified by such men
as Michelangelo and Raphael. Moreover, Vasari avoids bor-
rowing the literary word stile (‘style’, derived from the Latin
stilus, the Roman writing instrument), referring to the manner

* An excellent discussion of the philosophical implications of these terms
may be found in James V. Mirollo’s Mannerism and Renaissance Poetry: Concept,
Mode, Inner Design (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1984), in a
section entitled ‘Vasari’s Language and Thought in the Lives’, pp. 4-10;
in Boase’s Giorgio Vasari: The Man and the Book, pp. 119-28; or in David
Summer’s Michelangelo and the Language of Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1981). Our discussion of Vasari’s terminology is deeply
indebted to these excellent books.
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in which a literary work was composed, and prefers, instead,
the word maniera (derived from the Latin manus or manualis,
meaning literally ‘the hand’ or ‘of the hand’).* Most trans-
lators render this word in Vasari as either literally ‘manner’,
with the sense of ‘style’, or by the word ‘style’. Vasari employs
the term to indicate not only the personal style of a particular
artist but also that of an entire period as well. And it is in
Vasari’s constant usage of the Italian word maniera that we
may also discover the nucleus of the eventual definition of a
Mannerist period style subsequent generations of art historians
would employ in referring to various artists of the High
Renaissance.

Quite naturally, Vasari’s extensive biographies contain
errors of fact that contemporary art historians have gleefully
pounced upon. He knew little of Byzantine art (which he
identifies as ‘Greek’ art) and cared little for the Gothic style
(which he disparages as ‘German’ style). His attributions are,
considering the scope of his work, amazingly accurate, but
they contain a number of factual errors of dating and
attribution. Vasari seems not to have seen some extremely
important and seminal works, such as Giotto’s frescos in the
Arena Chapel at Padua, and he is sometimes puzzled by artists
and works that seem to deviate from his own conception of
beauty, particularly those from Siena or Venice. Although he
normally attempted to check and verify his sources, when any
existed, Vasari could sometimes accept as accurate stories
which enlivened his narrative at the expense of historical truth.
Such is the case in his engrossing account of how Andrea del
Castagno murdered Domenico Veneziano, which constitutes
an entertaining study of ambition and crime but is regret-
tably belied by the archival records.® In spite of the fact that
the second edition of his Lives was enlarged, revised, and
expanded, permitting Vasari to modify some of his original
judgements, there seems to be no doubt that he was convinced
of the superiority of Tuscan art over all other provincial

* Mirollo, p. 5.
* Contemporary documents prove that Andrea del Castagno died from the
plague in 1457, while Domenico Veneziano lived until 1461.
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expressions of art and that he was blinded, in part by the
understandable prestige of its illustrious tradition, to some of
the particular merits of artists in other regions of the Italian
peninsula.

In spite of the objections professional art historians have
raised against Vasari’s attributions, his value judgements, and
his sometimes cavalier approach to problems of chronology,
no single human being before or since has succeeded in
composing such a majestic and visionary synthesis of such a
dynamic and important artistic heritage. All those who love
great art are in his debt and are even today influenced by his
taste, his critical judgements, and even his prejudices. Too
often read as merely a collection of biographical facts and
artistic attributions, Vasari’s Lives deserves, instead, to be
considered as one of the precious masterpieces of Italian
Renaissance prose, a book worthy of being placed beside The
History of Italy by Francesco Guicciardini, Castiglione’s Book of
the Courtier, Machiavelli’s Prince, and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso.
Even more than these other acknowledged masterpieces of
Italian literature and social thought, Vasari’s Lives has dom-
inated the visual imagination of subsequent generations and
has taught all of us something about the nature of human
artistic experience.



NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

Translating Giorgio Vasari’s Lives presents a number of prob-
lems familiar to translators working with Italian Renaissance
texts. In the first place, its voluminous length necessitates
abridgement to fit into the normal format of the contem-
porary paperback book. This new translation and critical
edition has attempted to include as many artists as possible,
given the limitations of space, artists whose works have
traditionally been considered the greatest expressions of
various periods and styles. Many of the lives included here are
translated and annotated in their entirety, but others are not.
The reader will be warned of a cut in the text by an elision
and frequently also by an explanatory note. Paring down the
enormous volume of material written by Vasari was not the
least of our tasks in preparing this critical edition, and it is our
hope that our readers will agree with the necessity of
abbreviating some longer lives in order to make space for still
others.

A number of English translations of Vasari’s Lives have
appeared in the past century but few, we believe, will provide
the reader with as much useful critical information as this
edition. As far as possible, we have attempted to identify the
works discussed by Vasari and to note their present location
(in some cases, they no longer exist). This crucial information
is usually lacking in other translations. Likewise, all biograph-
ical references have been annotated. Vasari’s prejudices are
well known, especially his preference for Florentine art over
that produced in either Siena or Venice, and his sometimes
puzzled attitude towards many of his Mannerist contem-
poraries. Some recent abbreviated translations have, however,
edited the Lives in such a manner that Vasari’s prejudices have
been emphasized. In fact, despite his clearly stated preferences,
Vasari’s complete collection of lives devotes a substantial
amount of space to both Sienese painters and Mannerists, even
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if the Venetians are clearly slighted in terms of their numerical
representation. We hope it is one of the present edition’s
merits that it offers an ample selection of lives from these
artistic traditions.

We have also translated the most important sections of
Vasari’s complete work. Although the long introductory
sections treating the three major divisions of the arts—
painting, sculpture, and architecture—have been omitted, the
prefaces to the three main divisions of the Lives are included.
These introductions provide the philosophical and historical
underpinning of the work and present Vasari’s vision of a
‘rebirth’ of the arts in its most persuasive form. Thirty-four of
Vasari’s biographical chapters deal primarily with the life of a
single artist. None the less, in a few cases—such as the chapter
devoted to Andrea del Castagno and Domenico Veneziano, or
that treating Properzia de’ Rossi—several artists are treated
together, It was also Vasari’s common practice to provide
some minimal information about an artist’s pupils at the end
of his biography, a practice resulting in his discussion of more
than 34 individual artists. For the most part, our editorial
selection was governed by obvious criteria—artists considered
by both Vasari and posterity as the most seminal influences
upon Renaissance art had, of necessity, to be included. But it is
also sometimes the case that Vasari’s crucial remarks on certain
subjects may be placed in the biography of an artist of not
quite the first rank, as in his life of Luca della Robbia, where
he discusses originality, or in the chapter devoted to Properzia
de’ Rossi, where he treats the vexing problem of female
artists. Finally, this edition also includes the conclusion Vasari
directed to his fellow artists.

The various problems involved in translating Vasari’s tech-
nical vocabulary have already been discussed in the introduc-
tion to the volume. The reader should bear in mind that in this
translation, we have attempted to render these words by their
meaning in a particular context. Thus, disegno can be translated
into English as the more abstract ‘design’ or ‘art of design’,
while in other contexts, it may mean ‘draughtsmanship’ or the
more concrete ‘drawing’. The term ‘artist’ is rarely employed
by Vasari, who most frequently uses the term artefice or
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‘artificer’, which combines some of the implications of both
‘artisan’ and the contemporary sense of the word ‘artist’.
Contemporary English usage precludes the somewhat clumsy
term ‘artificer’ in a translation of this sort, but the reader
should bear in mind when he encounters the term ‘artisan’ in
the translation that these words have been chosen to render his
meaning, not his precise vocabulary.

A number of major critical editions of Vasari’s works have
been published during the past century. Especially important
are those edited by Gaetano Milanesi (1906), Carlo L.
Ragghianti (1942-9), and Paola Barocchi (1962, 1967— ), as
well as that by Paolo Della Pergola, Luigi Grassi, and a
number of other editors (1967). We have consulted all of these
editions in preparing this English translation and critical
edition but have usually followed the Italian text included in
this last nine-volume edition, since it incorporates the previous
important editions and provides the most up-to-date informa-
tion on the artistic works.
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A CHRONOLOGY OF
GIORGIO VASARI

Born in Arezzo on 30 July.

Presented to Cardinal Silvio Passerini; moving to Florence,
he claims to have first studied under Michelangelo; when
Michelangelo leaves Florence for Rome, he enters the
workshops of Andrea del Sarto and Baccio Bandinelli and
studies with Ippolito (1511-35) and Alessandro (1512-37)
de’ Medici.

Returns to Arezzo after the expulsion of his Medici
patrons from Florence, a result of the Sack of Rome by
the German troops of the Emperor Charles V; his father
dies of the plague in Arezzo; his first efforts as a painter are
praised by Rosso Fiorentino.

After a brief return to Florence and a visit to Pisa during
the siege of Florence by Medici forces, he goes to Bologna.
On 24 February, he witnesses the coronation of Emperor
Chatles V by Pope Clement VII in Bologna.

Follows his patron, Cardinal Ippolito de’ Medici, to
Rome.

Returns to Florence to be with his former school
companion Alessandro de’ Medici, now Duke of Florence.
Cardinal Ippolito de’ Medici dies.

On 5 January, Duke Alessandro is assassinated; Cosimo,
son of Giovanni delle Bande Nere and Vasari’s future
patron, succeeds him; Vasari returns to Arezzo.

Returns to Rome.

Cosimo de’ Medici marries Eleonora of Toledo; Vasari
works in Bologna.

Travels to Venice on the invitation of Pietro Aretino; for
the first time he is introduced to the work of Giulio
Romano (Mantua), Correggio (Parma) and Titian
(Venice); he executes several paintings in Venice from
sketches by Michelangelo.



XXi1

1542

1543

1545
1546

1547
1549

1550

1553
15545

1557
1560

1561

1562
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Returning to Arezzo, he begins the frescos in his home
there.

In Rome, Paolo Giovio suggests that Vasari undertake the
writing of his Lives; Michelangelo advises him to
concentrate upon architecture; he leaves Rome for Lucca
and Florence.

Visits Naples.

Receives the commission from the Farnese family to
decorate the Sala dei Cento Giorni in Rome’s Palazzo
della Cancelleria with scenes from the life of Pope Paul III
(Farnese).

On 8 July, reports that a version of his Lives is complete in
manuscript form.

Vincenzo Borghini receives the index of the Lives.

In January, marries Niccolosa Bacci from Arezzo; in May,
the first Torrentino edition of the Lives appears, which
treats no living artist except Michelangelo.

In Rome, works on the Villa Giulia for Pope Julius IIL.

After the defeat of his opponents on the battlefield,
Cosimo de’ Medici becomes Vasari’s lifelong patron,
beginning with the remodelling of the Palazzo Vecchio in
Florence and its decoration with allegorical and historical
scenes.

Settles into a home in Florence in Borgo Santa Croce.
Begins the construction of the Ufhzi; in the same year
shows his design for the Sala dei Cinquecento to
Michelangelo.

Begins the remodelling of Pisa’s Piazza dei Cavalieri, a
project he completes in 1569.

He is a major force behind the foundation of the
Florentine Academy of Design.

Visits Arezzo, Cortona, Perugia, Assisi, and Venice and
begins the revision of his Lives.

Given charge of the decorations for the funeral of
Michelangelo, he designs the artist’s tomb in Santa Croce
which is executed by other artists.

Initiates the construction of the corridor which connects
the Palazzo Pitti to the Palazzo Vecchio by passing over
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the Arno in Florence; he also remodels Florence’s Santa
Maria Novella and completes his decoration of the ceiling
of the Sala Grande in the Palazzo Vecchio.

Begins a journey around Italy to collect new material for
his second edition of the Lives; after his return to Florence,
he remodels the church of Santa Croce in Florence.

The second revised and enlarged Giuntina edition of the
Lives appears.

Goes to Rome, called by Pope Pius V, to decorate a
number of chapels.

Receives the Knighthood of the Golden Spur of the Order
of Saint Peter from Pope Pius V after working on the Sala
Regia in the Vatican.

Begins the frescos on the cupola of Florence’s Duomo and
unveils the large frescos on the walls of the Palazzo
Vecchio; called to Rome by Pope Gregory XIII, he
returns to work on the Sala Regia.

While working on the frescos of the Florentine Duomo’s
cupola, Giorgio Vasari dies in Florence.
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Preface to the Lives*

I know it is an opinion commonly accepted among almost all
writers that sculpture, as well as painting, was first discovered
in nature by the peoples of Egypt; and that some others
attribute to the Chaldeans the first rough carvings in marble
and the first figures in relief; just as still others assign to the
Greceks the invention of the brush and the use of colour. But
I would say that design, the basis of both arts, or rather the
very soul which conceives and nourishes within itself all the
aspects of the intellect, existed in absolute perfection at the
origin of all other things when God on High, having created
the great body of the world and having decorated the heavens
with its brightest lights, descended with His intellect further
down into the clarity of the atmosphere and the solidity of the
earth, and, shaping man, discovered in the pleasing invention
of things the first form of sculpture and painting.* Who will
deny that from man, as from a true model, statues and
sculptures were then gradually carved out along with the diffi-
culties of various poses and their surroundings, and that from
the first paintings, whatever they might have been, derived
the ideas of grace, unity, and the discordant harmonies
produced by light and shadows? Thus, the first model from
which issued the first image of man was a mass of earth, and
not without reason, for the Divine Architect of Time and
Nature, being all perfect, wished to demonstrate in the
imperfection of His materials the means to subtract from them
or add to them, in the same way that good sculptors and
painters are accustomed to doing when by adding or sub-
tracting from their models, they bring their imperfect drafts
to that state of refinement and perfection they seek. .. *

I am convinced that anyone who will discreetly ponder this
matter will agree with me, as [ said above, that the origin of
these arts was Nature herself, that the inspiration or model was
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the beautiful fabric of the world, and that the Master who
taught us was that divine light infused in us by a special act of
grace which has not only made us superior to other animals
but even similar, if it is permitted to say so, to God Himself.
And if in our own times (as I hope to show a little further on
through numerous examples), simple children, crudely brought
up in the woods and prompted by their liveliness of mind,
have begun to draw by themselves, using as their models only
those beautiful pictures and sculptures in Nature, is it not
much more probable and believable that the first men—being
much less further away from the moment of their divine
creation, more perfect, and of greater intellect, taking Nature
as their guide, with the purest of intellects as their master, and
the world as their beautiful model—originated these most
noble arts, and, improving them little by little, finally brought
them from their humble beginnings to perfection? ... *

But because after carrying men to the top of her wheel,
either for amusement or out of regret Fortune usually returns
them to the bottom, it came to pass that almost all of the
barbarian nations in various parts of the world rose up against
the Romans, and, as a result, not only did they bring down so
great an empire in a brief time but they ruined everything,
especially in Rome itself. With Rome’s fall the most excellent
craftsmen, sculptors, painters, and architects were likewise
destroyed, leaving their crafts and their very persons buried
and submerged under the miserable ruins and the disasters
which befell that most illustrious city. Painting and sculpture
were the first to go to ruin, since they are arts that serve more
to delight us than anything else; and the other one, that is
architecture, since it was necessary and useful to the welfare of
the body, continued, but no longer in its former perfection
and goodness. Had it not been for the fact that painting and
sculpture represented to the eyes of those being born the men
who one after another had been immortalized by their work,
the very memory of one or the other of these arts would soon
have been erased. Some men were commemorated by images
and by inscriptions placed upon private or public buildings,
such as amphitheatres, theatres, baths, aqueducts, temples, obel-
isks, coliseums, pyramids, arches, reservoirs, and treasuries,



PREFACE TO THE LIVES s

and finally upon their tombs; a large number of these was
destroyed by brutish barbarians, who possessed nothing
human except the physical appearance and name. .. . *

But among all the things mentioned, what was the most
infinitely harmful and damaging to those professions, even
more so than the things noted earlier, was the fervent zeal of
the new Christian religion, which, after a long and bloody
struggle, had finally overthrown and annihilated the ancient
religion of the pagans by the number of its miracles and the
sincerity of its actions. Then, with the greatest fervour and
diligence, it applied itself to removing and eradicating on
every side the slightest thing from which sin might arise; and
not only did it ruin or cast to the ground all the marvellous
statues, sculptures, paintings, mosaics, and ornaments of the
false pagan gods, but it also did away with the memorials and
testimonials to an infinite number of illustrious people, in
whose honour statues and other memorials had been con-
structed in public places by the genius of antiquity. Moreover,
in order to build churches for Christian worship, not only did
this religion destroy the most honoured temples of the pagan
idols, but, in order to ennoble and adorn St Peter’s with more
ornaments than it originally possessed, it plundered the
columns of stone on the Tomb of Hadrian, now called the
Castel Sant’Angelo, as well as many other monuments which
today we see in ruins. And although the Christian religion did
not do such things out of any hatred for genius but, rather,
only to condemn and eradicate the gods of the pagans, the
complete destruction of these honourable professions, which
lost their techniques entirely, was nevertheless the result of its
ardent zeal....*

Up to now, I believe I have discussed the beginnings of
sculpture and painting, perhaps at greater length than was
necessary here; I have done so not so much because I was car-
ried away by my love for the arts but more because I was
moved by the welfare and common advantage of our own
artists. Once they have seen how art reached the summit of
perfection after such humble beginnings, and how it had fallen
into complete ruin from such a noble height (and conse-
quently how the nature of this art resembles that of the others,
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which, like human bodies, are born, grow up, become old,
and die), they will now be able to recognize more easily the
progress of art’s rebirth and the state of perfection to which it
has again ascended in our own times. .. .*

THE END OF THE PREFACE TO THE LIVES



The Life of Cimabue, Florentine Painter
[€.1240—-13027]

The endless flood of misfortunes which swept over and drowned
the wretched country of Italy had not only destroyed every-
thing that could really be called a building but, even more
importantly, had completely wiped out its population of
artists, when, in the year 1240, as God willed it, there was
born in the city of Florence to the Cimabue, a noble family of
those times, a son Giovanni, also named Cimabue,* who shed
first light upon the art of painting. While he was growing up,
he was judged by his father and others to have a fine, sharp
mind, and he was sent to Santa Maria Novella to a master, a
relative who was teaching grammar there to the novices, so
that he could be trained in letters. But instead of paying
attention to his literary studies, Cimabue, as if inspired by his
nature, spent the whole day drawing men, horses, houses, and
various other fantasies in his books and papers. And Fortune
was favourable to his natural inclination, because some Greek
painters were summoned to Florence by the rulers of the city
for no other purpose than to revive in Florence the art of
painting which was at that time not so much in disarray as
completely lost. Among the other projects they undertook in
the city, they began the Gondi Chapel, which can be seen in
Santa Maria Novella where it 1s located next to the principal
chapel, even though its vaults and its walls have been almost
completely consumed by the ravages of time. And so Cima-
bue made a beginning in the art which pleased him, often
staying away from school to spend the entire day in observing
those masters in their work. As a result, both his father and
those painters judged him to be so skilled in painting that he
could hope to be quite successful if he were to devote himself
to this profession, and it was no small satisfaction for Cimabue
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that his father was in agreement with them. And continuous
practice so greatly enhanced his natural talent that in a short
time he far surpassed in both design and colouring the style of
the masters who taught him, who cared little about making
any progress, and who fashioned their works in the way we
see them today: that is, not in the fine, ancient style of Greece
but rather in that awkward, modern style of their times.* And
although Cimabue imitated these Greeks, he greatly improved
upon their painting, removing from it a good deal of their
awkwardness; he honoured his native city with his name and
the works he created, such as the altar dossal at Santa Cecilia
and a panel of Our Lady in Santa Croce, which was and is still
suspended from one of the pillars at the right side of the choir.
Afterwards, he did a small panel against a gold background of
Saint Francis, and he drew him, as best he knew how, from
Nature—which was a novel thing in those times—and around
the saint he painted all the stories of his life in twenty little
pictures filled with small figures against a gold background.
Having then undertaken a large panel for the monks of
Vallombrosa in the abbey of Santa Trinita in Florence, he
worked diligently in order to justify the fame he had already
earned; he demonstrated in this work greater powers of
invention along with a beautiful style in the pose of a
Madonna whom he depicted holding Her son in Her arms,
while a multitude of angels surrounded Her in adoration
against a gold background. When this panel was completed, it
was placed by the monks on the high altar of their church.
Later removed from this location in order to make room for
the panel by Alesso Baldovinetti that remains there today, it
was placed in a minor chapel on the left side of this church.
Then, working in fresco at the hospital of the Porcellana on the
corner of the Via Nuova which leads into Borgo Ognissanti,
Cimabue painted an Annunciation on one side of the facade
with the main door in the middle, and on the other, Jesus
Christ with Cleophas and Luke in life-size figures; he aban-
doned the old methods in this work and made the draperies,
garments, and other things a bit more alive, more natural, and
softer than the style of those Greeks, whose works were full
of lines and profiles both in mosaics and in paintings. Their
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rough, awkward, and commonplace style, owing nothing to
study, had been taught according to custom by one artist to
another for many, many years without the painters of those
times ever thinking of improving their design by the beauty
of colouring or some other innovation.

After this, Cimabue was called on once again by the same
Father Superior who had asked him to do the work at Santa
Croce, and he completed for him a large crucifix on wood
which can still be seen in the church today, and since the
Father Superior felt he had been well served, he took Cimabue
to San Francesco, their monastery in Pisa, in order for him to
do a panel of Saint Francis. The people there considered this
panel a most rare thing, since they recognized in it a certain
special excellence both in the attitude of the head and in the
folds of the draperies which had not previously been achieved
in the Greek style by any artist who had ever worked on
anything, not only in Pisa but in all of Italy. For the same
church, Cimabue then painted a large panel containing an
image of Our Lady with Her Son in Her arms surrounded by
a host of angels on a gold background. Not long afterwards
this work was removed from its original location in order to
build the marble altarpiece which is there now, and it was
placed inside the church on the left side near the door. For this
work, Cimabue was greatly praised and rewarded by the
Pisans. In this same city of Pisa, at the request of the man who
was then the Abbot of San Paolo in Ripa d’Arno, Cimabue
did a small panel of Saint Agnes surrounded by small figures
containing scenes from her life, and today this panel is above
the Altar of the Virgins in the same church.

These works, therefore, made the name of Cimabue well
known to all, and because of this he was brought to Assisi, a
city in Umbria, where together with some Greek masters he
painted a number of the vaults in the Lower Church of San
Francesco and, on the walls, the lives of Jesus Christ and
Saint Francis. In these paintings he far surpassed those Greek
painters, and gaining courage from this, he began to paint
frescos in the Upper Church by himself. In the apse over the
choir he painted on the walls various stories about Our
Lady—that is to say: Her death; the occasion when Her soul is
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carried up to heaven by Christ on a throne of clouds; and
when She is crowned by Christ in the midst of a choir of
angels with a large number of male and female saints standing
below—a work today consumed by time and dust. Likewise,
he then painted many stories in the intersections of the vaults
(five in number) of the same church. In the first vault above
the choir, he painted the Four Evangelists larger-than-life and
depicted them so well that even today something good can be
recognized in them, and the freshness of the flesh tones shows
how, through Cimabue’s labours, the art of working in fresco
began to make progress. He painted the second intersection
with gold stars on a field of ultramarine blue. In the third he
did several tondos of Jesus Christ, His mother the Virgin
Mary, Saint John the Baptist, and Saint Francis (that is, there
was one of these figures in every tondo and a medallion in
each of the four sections of the vault). And between the third
and fifth intersections of the vault, he painted the fourth with
golden stars against an ultramarine ground, as he had done
in the second. In the fifth intersection, he painted the four
Doctors of the Church, and near each one of them a member
of one of the major religious orders—certainly a laborious task
but carried out with infinite care. When he had finished the
vaults, Cimabue frescoed the upper walls of the left side of
the whole church, working towards the main altar, between
the windows and up to the vaults, painting eight stories from
the Old Testament, starting from the very beginning of
Genesis and following with the most notable events. And in
the spaces surrounding the windows up to where they ter-
minate in the corridor which runs completely around inside
the church walls, he painted the rest of the Old Testament in
eight other stories. And opposite this work in another sixteen
corresponding stories, Cimabue painted the events in the lives
of Our Lady and Jesus Christ. And on the wall below over the
main door and around the rose window, he painted the
Ascension of Qur Lady into Heaven and the Pentecost. This
truly great work, so richly and finely executed, must have
astounded the world in those times, in my opinion, especially
since painting had been for so long obscured in such darkness,
and as for me, when I saw the work again in 1563, it seemed
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extremely beautiful, considering how Cimabue was able to
show forth so much light amid so many shadows. But of all
these frescos, it is worth mentioning that those on the vaults
less damaged by dust and other accidents are much better
preserved than the others. Once these works were completed,
Giovanni set his hand to painting the lower walls—that is,
those below the windows—and he painted a number of things
there, but since he was called away to Florence on some
business, he did not continue his work, and Giotto completed
it, as will be discussed in the proper place.

After Cimabue returned to Florence, he himself painted
with the most skilful design three small arches on the life of
Christ in the Cloister of Santo Spirito, where the entire wall
opposite the church was painted in the Greek style by other
masters. And during this same period, he sent some of the
things he completed in Florence to Empoli, where they are
still in the parish church of that town and held in great
veneration. Then for the church of Santa Maria Novella, he
painted the panel of Our Lady, which is hanging high up
between the Rucellai Chapel and the Bardi di Vernio Chapel. *
This work was larger than any human figure which had been
painted up to that time, and some of the angels around it show
that although Cimabue still had the Greek manner, he was
gradually approaching, in some ways, the lines and style of
modern times. As a result, this work so astonished the people
of the day, since they had seen nothing better until then, that
they carried it with great rejoicing and with the sounding of
trumpets from Cimabue’s home to the church in a solemn
procession, and Cimabue himself was greatly rewarded and
honoured. It is said (and we can read about this in the memoirs
of old painters) that while Cimabue was painting this same
panel in certain orchards near Porta San Piero, old King
Charles of Anjou passed through Florence, and that among
the many acts of welcome paid to him by the men of the city
was that of taking him to see Cimabue’s panel. And since it
had not yet been viewed by anyone, when it was unveiled to
the king, all the men and women of Florence ran to see it in
the biggest crowd of people in the world and with the greatest
joy. Because of the merriment that occurred there, the
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neighbours called the district Borgo Allegri [Merry Quarter],
and with the passing of time it was included within the city
walls and has retained this same name ever since.* In San
Francesco at Pisa, where Cimabue completed some other
things (as [ mentioned earlier), there is a tempera panel by his
hand in a corner of the cloister near the entrance to the church
which contains a Christ on the Cross surrounded by several
weeping angels who are holding in their hands certain words
which are written above Christ’s head and are directed
towards the ears of Our Lady, who stands weeping on the
right, and towards Saint John the Evangelist, who stands
grief-stricken on the left. And the words to the Virgin are:
‘Mulier ecce filius tuus’; those to Saint John are: ‘Ecce mater
tua.” And the words held by another angel say: ‘Ex illa hora
accepit eam discipulus in suam.” This demonstrates how
Cimabue had begun to shed light and open the way for
invention by combining his art with speech in order to help
express his conception. This was indeed something fanciful
and new.

Since Cimabue had by now acquired a great name and
much profit by means of these works, he was taken on as an
architect by the company of Arnolfo Lapi, a highly skilled
architect of the period, for the construction of Santa Maria del
Fiore in Florence. But since he had lived sixty years, he finally
passed to the next life in the year 1300, having very nearly
brought back to life the art of painting. He left behind many
disciples, including among others Giotto, who was later to
become an excellent painter and who lived after Cimabue’s
death in his master’s house on Via del Cocomero. Cimabue
was buried in Santa Maria del Fiore with this epitaph, written
for him by one of the Nini family:

Cimabue believed he held the field in painting,
And while alive he did; but now the heavenly stars

Are his.*

I should not neglect to say that Cimabue’s fame would have
been even greater had it not competed with that of his disciple
Giotto, as Dante demonstrates in his Comedy where in the
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eleventh Canto of Purgatory, alluding to the same inscription
on the tomb, he states:

Once Cimabue thought to hold the field
As painter; Giotto now is all the rage,
Dimming the lustre of the other’s fame.*

In an interpretation of these lines, a commentator of Dante
who wrote during Giotto’s lifetime and ten or twelve years
after the death of Dante—that is, around the year of Our
Lord 1334—writes these exact words when speaking of Cima-
bue: ‘Cimabue of Florence was a painter who lived during the
author’s own time, a nobler man than anyone knew, but he
was as a result so haughty and proud that if someone pointed
out to him any mistake or defect in his work, or if he had
noted any himself (as happened many times, since an artisan
may err because of a defect in the materials he uses or because
of some shortcoming in the tools with which he works), he
would immediately destroy the work, no matter how precious
it might be. Giotto was and is, the greatest among the painters
of the same city of Florence, and his works in Rome, Naples,
Avignon, Florence, Padua, and in many other parts of the
world bear witness to this, etc.” Today, this commentary is in
the hands of the Most Reverend Don Vincenzio Borghini,*
Prior of the Innocenti, a man famous for his nobility,
kindness, and obvious learning but also equally a lover and
connoisseur of all the fine arts who well deserved being
selected by Lord Duke Cosimo as his representative in our
Academy of Design.

But, to return to Cimabue, Giotto truly eclipsed Cimabue’s
fame just as a great light eclipses a much smaller one. Hence,
Cimabue was, in one sense, the principal cause of the renewal
of the art of painting, but Giotto, though his follower,
inspired by a praiseworthy ambition and helped by Heaven
and his own natural talent, was the man whose thoughts rose
even higher and who opened the gates of truth to those
painters who have subsequently brought the art of painting to
that level of perfection and grandeur at which we see it in our
own century. As a result, the daily sight of the marvels,
wonders, and impossible feats by the workmen in this art has



14 CIMABUE

now brought us to the point that no matter what men may
do, though it may seem more godlike than human, no one
is amazed by it at all. And those artists who strive in a praise-
worthy manner are fortunate if, rather than being praised
and admired, they are not, instead, reproached and many
times brought to shame.

Cimabue’s portrait by the hand of Simone of Siena may be
seen in the chapter-house of Santa Maria Novella, executed in
profile within the narrative of the Faith as a figure with a thin
face, a pointed, reddish beard, wearing a hood, according to
the custom of those times, which is wrapped around the head
and throat in a beautiful fashion. The one standing next to him
is the very same Simone, the master who created the work,
who painted himself using two mirrors facing each other in
order that he might portray his own head in profile. And that
soldier in armour standing between them is said to be Count
Guido Novello, then lord of Poppi.* I only need to add of
Cimabue that in the beginning of a book of ours where [ have
gathered together drawings by all those who have produced
sketches from his time to the present, a few little things in his
hand, similar to miniatures, can be seen, which today may
perhaps seem rather more crude than otherwise, but which
reveal just how greatly the art of design improved as a result
of his work.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF CIMABUE



The Life of Giotto, Florentine Painter,
Sculptor, and Architect*

[1266/7-1337]

That very same debt painters owe to Nature, which continu-
ously serves as an example to those who strive always to do
their best by selecting her best and most beautiful parts in
order to reproduce and imitate them, is also owed, in my
opinion, to Giotto, the Florentine painter; for when the
methods and outlines of good painting had been buried for so
many years by the ruins of war, he alone, although born
among inept artists, revived through God’s grace what had
fallen into an evil state and brought it back to such a form that
it could be called good. And it was truly an extraordinary
miracle that such an ignorant and incompetent age could have
inspired Giotto to work so skilfully that drawing, of which
men during those times had little or no knowledge, came fully
back to life through his efforts. In any case, the birth of this
great man took place in the year 1267 at the village of
Vespignano in the Florentine countryside some fourteen miles
from the city, since his father (called Bondone) was a tiller of
the soil and a humble person. When this man had this son, to
whom he gave the name Giotto, he raised him properly and
according to his station in life. And when he had reached the
age of ten, after having shown an extraordinary liveliness and
quickness of intellect in all his actions even while still a
child—so that he delighted not only his father but everyone
there at the farm and beyond it who was acquainted with
him—Bondone gave him some sheep to watch over. And
while they wandered about the farm, grazing in one place or
another, Giotto, led on by his natural inclination towards the
art of drawing, would continually sketch something from the
world of nature or something that he had imagined upon flat
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stones or upon the ground or sand. One day Cimabue* was
going about his business between Florence and Vespignano,
and he came upon Giotto who, while his sheep were grazing,
was sketching one of them in a lifelike way with a slightly
pointed rock upon a smooth and polished stone without
having learned how to draw it from anyone other than
Nature. This caused Cimabue to stop in amazement, and he
asked Giotto if he would like to come to work with him. The
young child replied that if his father would allow it, he would
willingly do so. Cimabue therefore asked Bondone, and he
lovingly gave his consent and allowed Cimabue to take Giotto
to Florence. After his arrival there and in a brief time, helped
by his natural talent and Cimabue’s teaching, not only did the
young boy equal the style of his master, but he became such
an excellent imitator of Nature that he completely banished
that crude Greek style and revived the modem and excellent
art of painting, introducing good drawing from live natural
models, something which had not been done for more than
two hundred years. And even if someone had tried it, as I
said earlier, none of them had succeeded as happily or as
completely as Giotto. Among his drawings which can still be
seen today was one in the Chapel of the Palace of the Podesta
in Florence of Dante Alighieri, his contemporary and greatest
friend, and no less famous a poet during this period than
Giotto was a painter. Giotto was also praised highly by Messer
Giovanni Boccaccio in the preface of his novella about Messer
Forese da Rabatta and Giotto himself.* In the same chapel
there are the portraits, also by Giotto’s hand, of Ser Brunetto
Latini, Dante’s teacher, and of Messer Corso Donati, an
important citizen of those times.

Giotto’s first paintings were in the chapel of the high altar
in the Badia of Florence, where he did many things which
were held to be beautiful, but especially an Annunciation,
because in this work he vividly expressed the fright and
dread with which Gabriel’s greeting filled the Virgin Mary.
Full of the greatest fear, She seems as if She wishes to run
away. Likewise from Giotto’s hand is the panel on the high
altar of the same chapel, where it has been kept until the
present day more out of a certain respect for the work of such
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a great man than for any other reason. And in Santa Croce
there are four chapels by his hand: three between the sacristy
and the main chapel and one on the other side. In the first
of the three, that of Messer Ridolfo de’ Bardi, which is the
one where the ropes for the bells are located, there is the life
of Saint Francis, at whose death a good number of friars
demonstrate very appropriately the effects of weeping. In the
other chapel, which belongs to the Peruzzi family, there are
two stories from the life of Saint John the Baptist, to whom
the chapel is dedicated, wherein the dancing and leaping of
Herodias and the prompt service of some ready servants at the
table appear in a very lively fashion. In the same chapel are
two miraculous stories from the life of Saint John the
Evangelist: that is, when he raised Drusiana from the dead and
when he was carried up into heaven. In the third chapel,
which belongs to the Giugni and is dedicated to the Apostles,
there are stories about the martyrdoms of many of them
painted by Giotto’s hand. In the fourth, which is on the other
side of the church towards the north and, belonging to the
Tosinghi and the Spinelli family, is dedicated to the Assump-
tion of Our Lady, Giotto painted the Birth of the Virgin, the
Betrothal, the Annunciation, the Adoration of the Magi, and
the occasion when the Virgin brought Christ as a young child
to Simeon—a most beautiful work, because aside from the
great affection which is evident in the old man who receives
Christ, the gesture of the Child, who is frightened of him and
who stretches out His arms and turns towards His mother,
could not be more tender nor more beautiful. Then in the
scene of the death of Our Lady, the Apostles are painted along
with a great number of angels with torches in hand in a very
beautiful manner.

In the Baroncelli Chapel in the same church, there is a panel
in tempera by Giotto’s hand, where the Coronation of Our
Lady is executed with a great deal of diligence along with a
very large number of small figures and a chorus of angels and
saints very carefully wrought. Giotto’s name and the date are
written in golden letters on this work, and artists who will
reflect upon when it was that Giotto, without any knowledge
of proper style, laid the foundations for the proper method of
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drawing and colouring, will be forced to hold him in the
highest veneration. In the same church of Santa Croce there
still stands, above the marble tomb of Carlo Marsuppini of
Arezzo, a Crucifix with Our Lady, Saint John, and Mary
Magdalene at the foot of the cross, and on the other side of the
church, directly opposite this work, there is an Annunciation
above the tomb of Leonardo Bruni of Arezzo facing the high
altar, which has been repainted by modern painters in a way
that shows the poor judgement of whoever had it done. In the
refectory there is a Tree of the Cross, stories from the life of
Saint Louis, and a Last Supper by Giotto’s own hand, and on
the cabinets of the sacristy there are a number of stories with
small figures from the lives of Christ and Saint Francis. At the
Carmine Church in the Chapel of Saint John the Baptist,
Giotto also painted the entire life of that saint divided into
several different pictures; and in the Palazzo della Parte Guelfa
in Florence, there is a perfectly painted fresco cycle on the
history of the Christian faith, and in it is the portrait of Pope
Clement IV who created that magistracy, bestowing upon it
his coat of arms which it has retained ever since.

After these works, Giotto left Florence for Assisi to finish
the work begun by Cimabue, and while passing through
Arezzo he painted the Chapel of Saint Francis above the
baptistery in the parish church, as well as lifelike portraits of
Saint Francis and Saint Dominic on a round pillar near a very
beautiful ancient Corinthian capital; and inside a little chapel
in the Duomo outside Arezzo, he did the Stoning of Saint
Stephen with an excellent composition of figures. When he
had completed these works, he went on to Assisi, a city in
Umbria, where he had been summoned by Fra Giovanni di
Muro della Marca, then General of the Friars of Saint Francis,
where in the Upper Church under the passage-way that is
across from the windows and on the two sides of the church
he frescoed thirty-two stories from the life and deeds of Saint
Francis—that is, sixteen on each wall—which were so perfect
that they earned him great fame. And in truth, great variety is
evident in this work, not only in the gestures and postures of
the figures but also in the composition of all the scenes, not to
mention the fact that it is a most beautiful sight to see the
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variety of clothes in those times and certain imitations and
observations of things in Nature. And among these scenes, an
especially beautiful one concerns a thirsty man whose desire to
drink is clearly evident and who drinks from a spring kneeling
down upon the ground with such great and truly marvellous
emotion that it almost seems as if he is a real person drinking.
There are also many other things most worthy of considera-
tion there which I shall omit in order to be brief. Suffice it
to say that from this work Giotto acquired great fame for
the excellence of his figures and for the order, proportion,
liveliness, and ease he naturally possessed, qualities he had
greatly improved through study and knew how to exhibit
clearly in all his works. For besides the natural talents Giotto
possessed, he was very studious and always went about
thinking up something new and drawing upon Nature, and he
therefore deserved to be called a disciple of Nature rather than
of other masters.

Once the above-mentioned stories had been finished, Giotto
stayed in the same place, but in the Lower Church, and
painted the upper section of the walls around the high altar,
where the body of Saint Francis lies, and all four angles of the
vault above it, displaying in all of the work there charming
and original inventions. In the first angle, Saint Francis is
glorified in Heaven surrounded by the virtues required for
anyone who wishes to exist perfectly in God’s grace. On one
side, Obedience places upon the neck of a friar who kneels
before her a yoke, the reins of which are pulled towards
Heaven by hands, and indicating silence with one finger upon
her mouth, she keeps her eyes towards Jesus Christ, who is
bleeding from His side. In the company of this virtue are
Prudence and Humility, in order to demonstrate that where
there is true obedience, that humility and prudence which
make everything function properly always exist. In the second
angle is Chastity, who, standing upon an impregnable fortress,
is not won over by the kingdoms, crowns, or palms offered to
her by some. At her feet are Purity who washes the naked, and
Fortitude, who is bringing other people to be washed and
cleansed. Near Chastity on one side is Penitence who chases
away a winged Cupid with a whip and puts Impurity to
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flight. In the third is Poverty, who goes along barefoot
treading upon thorns and has a barking dog behind her, while
nearby there is a putto who throws stones at her and another
who is pressing thomns into her legs with a stick. And we see
this figure of Poverty being wed to Saint Francis while Christ
holds her hand in the mystical presence of Hope and Charity.
In the fourth and last of these angles is a figure of Saint Francis
in glory, dressed in the white tunic of a deacon and seated in
triumph in Heaven amid a multitude of angels, who form a
chorus around him holding a banner displaying a cross and
seven stars; and above them on high is the Holy Spirit. Inside
each of these vault angles are Latin words which explain the
scene. Besides the four vault angles I have mentioned, there
are likewise some extremely beautiful paintings on the side
walls which should be held in great esteem both for their
obvious perfection and for the great care taken in their
execution which has kept them fresh until the present day.
Among these scenes is a2 well-made portrait of Giotto him-
self, while above the sacristy door, by Giotto’s own hand,
is a portrait, also in fresco, of Saint Francis receiving the
stigmata, a work so full of affection and devotion that it seems
to me the most excellent of the paintings Giotto did there,
although they are all truly beautiful and worthy of praise.
Once Giotto had finally completed the portrait of Saint
Francis, he returned to Florence, and upon his arrival, he
painted with extraordinary care a panel to send to Pisa of Saint
Francis standing on the terrible rock of Vernia, for besides
composing certain landscapes full of trees and rocks, which
were novelties in those times, Giotto conveys in the attitude of
Saint Francis, who readily receives the stigmata while kneel-
ing, a burning desire to receive it and a boundless love towards
Jesus Christ, who is in the air above, surrounded by seraphim,
and grants the stigmata to him with such lifelike affection that
it would be impossible to imagine anything better. In the
lower part of the same panel painting are three scenes from the
life of the same saint which are very beautiful. This panel,
which can still be seen today hanging from a pillar beside the
high altar of the church of San Francesco in Pisa, was held in
great veneration as a memorial to such a man, and it was the
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reason why the Pisans, having just completed the building of
their Campo Santo according to the designs of Giovanni di
Nicola Pisano, as I have already described,* gave Giotto the
task of painting part of the interior. Just as the outside walls of
the buildings were overlaid with marble and carvings done at
great expense, the roof covered with lead, and the interior
filled with pillars and antique tombs built by the pagans and
brought to that city from various parts of the world, so the
inside walls were to be decorated with the noblest paintings.
Having therefore come to Pisa for this commission, Giotto
began by painting on one wall of this Campo Santo six great
scenes in fresco from the life of patient Job.* Giotto quite
judiciously determined that the marble on the part of the
building in which he was to work faced the sea and was
sweating because of the sirocco wind, so that all the marble
was continuously damp and, like most of the walls of Pisa,
exuded a powdery saline substance which eats away and fades
their colours and pictures. And so in order to preserve his
work for as long as possible, wherever he wanted to work in
fresco he first laid an arriccio, what we would call an intonaco
or an inlay of plaster undercoating made of lime, gypsum,
and crushed brick dust mixed together so that the paintings
applied to the plaster would be preserved up to the present
day.* And they would have been preserved even better if
those who were supposed to care for them had not carelessly
allowed them to be damaged by the humidity, for the lack of
precautions which could easily have been taken caused those
paintings to suffer from the humidity and to be ruined in
certain places, where the flesh tones grew black and the
intonaco peeled off. Besides this, it is in the nature of gypsum,
when mixed with lime, to deteriorate with age and to
decompose; its colours are, as a result, necessarily ruined later
on, even if at the beginning it seems to have set firmly and
well.

Besides the portrait of Messer Farinata degli Uberti, these
scenes contain many beautiful figures and above all certain
peasants, who in bringing the sad news to Job, could not have
been more sensitive, nor could they have expressed their
sorrow any more sincerely. Likewise, the figure of a servant
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holding a fan of branches and standing by Job, who is afflicted
with sores and abandoned by practically everyone, is also
extraordinarily graceful: and however well the servant may be
painted in all details, the pose he strikes is marvellous, as with
one hand he brushes away the flies from his leprous and
stinking master, and with the other holds his nose in disgust so
as not to smell the stench. Similarly, other figures in these
stories, as well as the heads of the men and women, and the
delicate draperies, are so beautiful that it is no wonder this
work earned him such fame in Pisa and beyond that Pope
Benedict IX, who had planned to have several paintings done
for Saint Peter’s, sent one of his courtiers from Trevisi to
Tuscany to ascertain what kind of man Giotto was and what
his paintings were like.* Once this courtier had come to see
Giotto and to find out what other excellent masters of paint-
ing and mosaics lived in Florence, he spoke to many masters in
Siena. Then, after he had collected drawings from them, he
moved on to Florence, and having gone one morning to
Giotto’s shop while the artist was at work, he explained the
pope’s intentions and how he wanted to evaluate Giotto’s
work, finally asking him for a small sketch to send to His
Holiness. Giotto, who was a most courteous man, took a sheet
of paper and a brush dipped in red, pressed his arm to his side
to make a compass of it, and with a turn of his hand made a
circle so even in its shape and outline that it was a marvel to
behold. After he had completed the circle, he said with an
impudent grin to the courtier: ‘Here’s your drawing.” The
courtier, thinking he was being ridiculed, replied: ‘Am I to
have no other drawing than this one? ‘It’s more than sufh-
cient,” answered Giotto, ‘Send it along with the others and
you will see whether or not it will be understood.’

Realizing that this was all he was going to obtain, the
envoy left Giotto rather dissatisfied, thinking he had been
tricked. Nevertheless, in sending the other drawings and the
names of the artists who had done them to the pope, he also
included that of Giotto, recounting the method he had used in
making his circle without moving his arm and without the
use of a compass. As a result, the pope and many of his
knowledgeable courtiers realized just how far Giotto surpassed
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all the other painters of his time in skill. When this episode
became widely known, it gave rise to a proverb which is
still in use today when referring to stupid people: ‘You are
rounder than Giotto’s O.” This proverb may be considered
delightful, not only for the incident which gave rise to it but
even more so because of its meaning, which involves the
ambiguity the word ‘tondo’ takes on in Tuscany, where it
refers not only to a perfect circular figure but also to dullness
and crudeness of wit.

Thus, the pope had Giotto brought to Rome, where he
honoured him a great deal and recognized his genius, and he
had him paint five scenes from the life of Christ in the apse of
Saint Peter’s, as well as the principal panel for the sacristy, all
of which were completed by Giotto with such great care that
there never issued forth from his hands a more polished work
in tempera. Giotto therefore richly deserved the reward of six
hundred golden ducats that the pope, who considered himself
well served, gave him, besides doing him many other favours,
so that it became the talk of all Italy.

At this time in Rome—to include something worthy of
being remembered that concerns art—there was a great friend
of Giotto’s, Oderisi da Gubbio, a splendid illuminator of those
times, who had, for that reason, been brought to Rome by the
pope and who illuminated many books for the palace library
which have been, in large measure, destroyed by time. There
are a few things from his very hand in my book of antique
drawings, for in truth he was a worthy man, although Franco
Bolognese was an even better illuminator, who for the same
pope and the same library drew a number of most excellent
things in the same style at the same time, as can be seen from
my book, wherein I have drawings made by him for paintings
and miniatures. And among these is a very well-drawn eagle
and a very handsome lion tearing apart a tree. Dante mentions
these two fine illuminators in the eleventh canto of the
Purgatory, where he discusses the vainglorious, with these
verses:

‘Oh!’ I said, ‘pou must be that Oderisi,
honour of Gubbio, honour of the art
which men in Paris call “Illuminating”.’
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‘The pages Franco Bolognese paints,’
he said, ‘my brother, smile more radiantly;
hi¢ isthe honour now—mine is far less.”*

After the pope had observed his works and was enormously
pleased by Giotto’s style, he ordered Giotto to decorate the
whole interior of Saint Peter’s with scenes from the Old and
New Testaments. Therefore, Giotto began and painted in
fresco an angel seven armslengths high above the organ and
many other paintings; some of these have been restored by
others in our own day, and during the rebuilding of the walls,
others have been either destroyed or moved from the old
building of Saint Peter’s to the space under the organ,
including a painting of Our Lady upon the wall which, so that
it might not be destroyed, was cut out from the wall and
bound with beams and iron bars, and in this manner taken
away; later, because of its beauty, it was built into a place
chosen out of his piety and love for beautiful works of art by
Messer Niccold Acciaiuoli, a Florentine doctor who richly
adorned this work of Giotto with stuccoes and other modern
paintings. Also by Giotto’s hand was the Navicella mosaic
located above the three doors of the portico in the court-
vard of Saint Peter’s, which is a truly miraculous work
and rightly praised by all fine minds, for in it, besides the
design, there is the grouping of the Apostles who are
struggling in various ways because of the storm at sea, while
the winds fill a sail set in such relief that a real sail would
behave no differently. And yet it would be difficult to create a
harmony among the pieces of a stained glass window like the
one between the white areas and shadows of this huge sail,
which a painter striving for all he was worth with a brush
could have equalled only with the greatest difficulty. Besides
this, there is a fisherman who is fishing with a rod and line
upon a cliff, whose pose reveals the extreme patience charac-
teristic of that craft and whose face expresses the hope and
desire for a catch. Under this work are three small arches done
in fresco about which I shall say nothing more, since they have
been for the most part ruined. Clearly, the praise universally
given this work by other artists is justly deserved.
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Then having painted in Santa Maria sopra Minerva, a
church of the Dominican preachers, a large coloured crucifix
in tempera on a panel, which was at that time highly praised,
Giotto returned home, since he had been away for six years.
But not long afterwards Pope Clement IX was elected pope at
the death of Pope Benedict IX, and Giotto was forced to
accompany this pope to where he held his court in Avignon to
execute several works.* Once there, he painted many very
beautiful panels and frescos not only in Avignon but in many
other places in France, which greatly pleased the pontiff and
all his court. When he was sent home, he was given his leave
with great affection and many gifts, and he therefore returned
home no less wealthy than honoured and famous, and among
the other things, he took with him the portrait of that pope,
which he then gave to Taddeo Gaddi his pupil.

Giotto’s return to Florence took place in the year 1316. But
he was not allowed to stay for long in Florence, because he
was brought to Padua to work for the Della Scala rulers, and
he decorated an extremely beautiful chapel in the Santo, a
church built in those times. From there he went to Verona,
where he did several pictures for Messer Cane in the palace,
and, in particular, that gentleman’s portrait, as well as a panel
painting for the friars of San Francesco. When these works
were complete and while he was returning to Tuscany, he was
obliged to stop in Ferrara and paint in the service of the Este
rulers in their palace and in the church of Sant’Agostino,
where some things can still be seen today. Meanwhile, when
Dante the Florentine poet heard that Giotto was in Ferrara,
he arranged things in such a way that he brought Giotto to
Ravenna where he was living in exile, and inside the Church
of San Francesco he had him paint for the Polenta rulers some
scenes in fresco which are reasonably good. Going then from
Ravenna to Urbino, he also finished a few works there. Then,
since he was obliged to pass through Arezzo, he could not
refuse to please Piero Saccone, who had been exceptionally
kind to him, and therefore painted upon a pillar in the main
chapel of the bishop’s palace a fresco of Saint Martin, who,
cutting his cloak in half, gives half to a poor man standing
before him almost completely naked. After this in the abbey
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of Santa Fiore, he executed a large wooden crucifix in tempera
which is still in the middle of that church today, and he finally
returned to Florence, where among the other things, which
were numerous, he painted several works both in fresco and in
tempera for the convent of the nuns of Faenza, who no longer
exist today since that convent has fallen into ruins. Likewise,
in 1322 (the year before, to his great sorrow, his close friend
Dante passed away), Giotto went to Lucca, and at the request
of Castruccio, then Lord of his native city, he executed a panel
inside the church of San Martino showing a Christ in Heaven
along with the four patron saints of the city—that is, Saint
Peter, Saint Regulus, Saint Martin, and Saint Paulinus—who
seem to be recommending a pope and an emperor who,
according to the belief of many, are Frederick of Bavaria and
the antipope Nicholas V. Some people also believe that Giotto
designed the castle and the impregnable fortress of Giusta at
San Frediano in the same city.

Afterwards, when Giotto returned to Florence, King
Robert of Naples wrote to his first son, King Charles of
Calabria (who was in Florence) to do anything he could to
send Giotto to Naples, since after he finished building the
convent and royal church at Santa Chiara, he wanted Giotto
to decorate it with the noblest paintings.* So Giotto, when he
found himself summoned by so famous and celebrated a ruler,
was therefore more than happy to go and serve King Charles,
and once he reached Naples, he painted many scenes from the
Old and New Testaments in some of the chapels of this
convent. And it is said that the scenes from the Apocalypse,
which Giotto did in one of these chapels, were devised by
Dante, just like those in Assisi, which likewise received such
high praise and which have already been sufficiently discussed
above. And although Dante was already dead by that time,
they could have already discussed such matters, as friends often
do.

But, to return to Naples, Giotto did many works in the
Castel Nuovo, especially the chapel which greatly pleased the
king, who admired Giotto so much that while the artist was
at work, he would often stay with him, since the king took
pleasure in seeing Giotto paint and hearing him talk. And
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Giotto, who was always ready with some clever remark or a
witty retort, amused him with painting and pleasant, clever
conversation. One day when the king announced to Giotto
that he wanted to make him the first man in Naples, Giotto
replied: “That must be why I am living near the Porta Reale
city gate—to be the first in Naples.” On another occasion, the
king said to him: ‘Giotto, now that it is so hot, I would put
aside my painting for a while if I were you.” And Giotto
answered: ‘I certainly would too, if I were you.’

Since Giotto was very grateful to the king, he painted a
goodly number of pictures for him in a hall which King
Alfonso demolished in order to build his castle, as well as in
the church of the Incoronata, and among the paintings in this
hall there were portraits of many famous men, including that
of Giotto himself. One day on a whim, the king had asked
Giotto to paint his kingdom for him, and according to what
they say, Giotto painted him an ass with a pack-saddle on its
back, and, lying by its hooves, another new pack-saddle,
which the ass seems to desire as he sniffs at it, and on both
pack-saddles were the royal crown and the sceptre of power.
And when the king asked Giotto what this picture meant,
Giotto replied that it represented his subjects and his kingdom,
since they desired a new ruler every day.

When Giotto left Naples for Rome, he stopped at Gaeta,
where he was obliged to paint in the church of the Annunziata
some scenes from the New Testament, which have been
damaged by the passage of time, but not to such an extent that
it is impossible to see quite clearly Giotto’s own portrait next
to a very handsome and large crucifix. When this project was
completed, he first remained for a few days in Rome in the
service of Lord Malatesta, to whom he could not refuse this
favour, and then he went to Rimini, the city which this same
Lord Malatesta ruled, and there in the church of San Francesco
he painted a great number of works which were later torn
down and destroyed by Gismondo, the son of Pandolfo
Malatesta, who completely rebuilt the church.* Giotto also
painted a fresco of the life of the Blessed Michelina in the
cloister of the same church opposite its fagade, which was one
of the most beautiful and excellent things Giotto ever did
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because of the many and beautiful details he worked into it.
Besides the beauty of the draperies and the grace and liveliness
of the heads, which are marvellous, there is a young woman as
beautiful as a woman can be, who, to free herself from a false
accusation of adultery, is swearing upon a book in a stupen-
dous action, staring directly into the eyes of her husband, who
has forced her to take the oath because of his suspicion over
the dark-skinned son to whom she has given birth and who he
is incapable of believing could possibly be his own. While her
husband’s expression shows his scorn and distrust, the woman
moves those who gaze upon her very intently to recognize
through the compassion in her face and eyes her innocence
and simplicity and the wrong that he has done by forcing her
to take an oath and by accusing her falsely as a whore in
public. Giotto expressed these same powerful emotions in the
figure of a man ailing from a number of sores, for all of the
women around him, offended by the stench, turn away,
twisting their bodies in disgust in the most graceful manner
imaginable. Then, in another painting, the foreshorten-
ing seen in a crowd of deformed beggars is very praiseworthy
and should be held in high esteem by artists, for the first
principles and the method of creating foreshortenings are
derived from these figures, not to mention the fact that they
are, although they are the first, reasonably well executed. But
more important than all the other details of this work is the
marvellous attitude of the above-mentioned Blessed Michelina
towards certain usurers who are handing over the money
from the sale of her possessions that she will give to the poor,
for her face expresses contempt for the money and other
worldly possessions which seem to disgust her, and those of
the usurers represent the very image of avarice and human
greed. Similarly, the figure of the man counting the money,
while apparently making signs to the notary who is writing,
is very beautiful, for even though he has his eyes fixed on
the notary, he keeps his hands over the money, betraying
his affection for it, his avarice, and his distrust. Also worthy
of infinite praise are three figures in the air, representing
Obedience, Patience, and Poverty, who are holding up
Saint Francis’s habit, above all for the natural folds in their
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garments, which show that Giotto was born to give birth to
the art of painting. Besides this, Giotto painted a very realistic
portrait of Lord Malatesta on a ship in this work which seems
very lifelike, along with some sailors and several other people,
all of whom in their liveliness, their emotions, and their
poses—particularly one figure who spits into the ocean while
he is speaking to some of the others and putting one hand to his
face—demonstrate the artist’s skill. And among all the works
painted by this master, this certainly can be said to be one of
his best, because there is no single figure in such a great
number of them which does not exhibit the greatest technical
skill or which is not depicted in an imaginative pose. It is
therefore no wonder that Signor Malatesta did not fail to
reward Giotto magnificently and to praise him.

Once he had completed his work for this ruler, Giotto
painted Saint Thomas Aquinas reading to his friars outside the
door of the church at the request of a Florentine prior then
living in San Cataldo of Rimini. He then left Rimini and
returned to Ravenna, where in the church of San Giovanni
Battista he frescoed a highly praised chapel. Afterwards, when
he returned to Florence with the greatest honour and a good
deal of money, he painted in San Marco a crucifix larger than
life-size in tempera on wood against a gold background,
which was placed on the right side of the church, and he did
another similar to this one for Santa Maria Novella, on which
his pupil Puccio Capanna worked with him, which today still
hangs over the main door on the right above the tomb of the
Gaddi family at the entrance to the church. And over the altar
screen in the same church, Giotto did a Saint Louis for Paclo
di Lotto Ardinghelli, at the foot of which he painted life-size
portraits of the donor and his wife.

In the following year of 1327, when Guido Tarlati da
Pietramala, bishop and ruler of Arezzo, died at Massa di
Maremma while he was returning from Lucca where he had
been to visit the emperor, his body was brought to Arezzo to
be honoured at a most dignified funeral. Piero Saccone and
Dolfo da Pietramala, the bishop’s brothers, resolved to have
a marble tomb built for him that would be worthy of the
greatness of a man who had been both a spiritual and temporal
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ruler and leader of the Ghibelline faction in Tuscany. And so
they wrote to Giotto, asking him to design a magnificent
tomb, as dignified as possible, and, sending him the measure-
ments, they then begged him to put them in touch with a
sculptor who was, in his opinion, the most excellent of all
the sculptors in Italy, for they relied completely upon his
judgement. Giotto, who was a courteous man, drew the
design and sent it to them, and the tomb was built according
to this plan, as will be related in the proper place.* And
because this same Piero Saccone admired Giotto’s skill beyond
measure, when he captured Borgo di San Sepolcro not long
after he received this design, he carried back from that town to
Arezzo a panel by Giotto’s hand containing small figures,
which later fell to pieces. Baccio Gondi, a Florentine gentle-
man who is a lover of these noble arts and of every skill, was
then commissioner at Arezzo, and he searched with great
diligence for the fragments of this panel, and after locating
some of them, he brought them to Florence, where he holds
them in great veneration, along with some other things he has
by the hand of Giotto, who completed so many works that it
would be unbelievable to hear them all described.

And not many years ago, [ found myself at the hermitage of
Camaldoli where I have done many works for those reverend
fathers, and in a cell where I was taken by the Most Reverend
Don Antonio da Pisa, then General of the Congregation of
Camaldoli, I saw a small crucifix against a gold background
with Giotto’s name written upon it in his own hand which
was very beautiful; this crucifix, according to what the
Reverend Don Silvano Razzi (a Camaldolite monk) tells me,
is kept today in the Monastery of the Angeli in Florence in the
prior’s cell, where it is considered a most unusual thing indeed
because it is from the hand of Giotto, along with a very
beautiful little painting from the hand of Raphael of Urbino.

For the Umiliati friars of Ognissanti in Florence, Giotto
painted a chapel and four panels, and among them one of Our
Lady surrounded by many angels with Her child in Her arms,
and a large wooden crucifix, from which Puccio Capanna
took the design for making many copies throughout Italy,
since he was greatly practised in Giotto’s style. When this
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book on the lives of painters, sculptors, and architects was
printed the first time, there was a small tempera panel in the
transept of the same church painted with infinite care by
Giotto in which he depicted the Death of Qur Lady sur-
rounded by the Apostles and with a Christ who is receiving
Her soul into His arms. This work has been highly praised by
painters, particularly by Michelangelo Buonarroti, who, as is
related elsewhere, affirmed that the propriety of this painted
scene could not be closer to the truth of the matter than it
had been rendered. This little panel, I think, attracted greater
attention after my book of lives appeared in print, and it was
perhaps carried off by someone whose love of art and piety, as
our poet remarks, turned ruthless when it seemed to him that
the painting was valued too little. * And in those times it was
truly a wonder that Giotto could have painted so gracefully,
especially considering that in certain respects he had learned
his craft without having a teacher.

After all this, on the ninth day of July during the year 1334,
Giotto set his hand to the bell tower of Santa Maria del Fiore:
once they had excavated down around twenty armslengths, a
foundation made of a bed of heavy stones was laid where
water and gravel had been removed. Upon this bed of stones
he then put up a good twelve armslengths of concrete support,
and then did the rest, that is, another eight armslengths, in
masonry. The archbishop of the city attended this inaug-
uration ceremony, and in the presence of all the clergy and
magistrates, he solemnly laid the first stone. Continuing the
construction according to the above-mentioned plan, which
was in the German style that was customary in those days,
Giotto designed all the details for its decoration, marking out
very carefully upon the model in white, black, and red colours
where all the marbles and the friezes were supposed to go.
Around the base it measured some one hundred arms-
lengths—that is to say, twenty-five armslengths on each side.
Its height was one hundred and forty-four armslengths. And if
what Lorenzo di Cione Ghiberti has written is true—and
I hold it to be absolutely true—Giotto not only made the model
for this bell tower but also its marble sculpture and some of
those marble scenes in relief, which represent the beginnings
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of all the arts. The same Lorenzo affirms that he saw models of
reliefs from Giotto’s own hand and in particular the reliefs for
this project; and this can easily be believed, since design and
invention are the father and mother of all the arts and not of a
single one alone.

According to Giotto’s model, this bell tower was supposed
to have as its finishing touch above what is now visible a point
or, rather, a four-sided pyramid fifty armslengths high, but
since it was a German construction in the old style, modern
architects have always advised against adding this, believing it
to be better as it now stands. And for all these works, Giotto
was not only made a Florentine citizen but he was also paid
one hundred gold florins a year by the Commune of Florence,
which was a great fortune in those days; and he was named
superintendent of this project which was carried on after him
by Taddeo Gaddi, since Giotto did not live long enough to see
it finished.

Then, while the work on the bell tower was progressing, he
did a panel for the nuns of San Giorgio, and in the Badia of
Florence on an arch over the doorway inside the church, he
painted three half-length figures now covered with whitewash
to lighten the church. And in the Great Hall of the Podesti in
Florence, he painted a representation of the Commune being
robbed by many people; the Commune is depicted in the
form of a judge seated with sceptre in hand, while above his
head are the balanced scales of justice which he administers,
assisted by four virtues—Fortitude with the soul; Prudence
with the laws; Justice with arms; and Temperance with words—
a beautiful painting, appropriate and realistic in its conception.

Then Giotto once again went to Padua, where besides the
many other works and chapels he painted there, he did a
Worldly Glory on the site of the Arena which earned him
much honour and profit.* He also worked in Milan upon
several things which are scattered around that city and which
are to this very day held to be of exceptional beauty. Finally,
having returned from Milan, after having created during his
life so many and such beautiful works and having lived no less
the life of a good Christian than he had that of a great painter,
only a brief time passed before Giotto rendered his soul up to
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God in the year 1336, to the great sorrow of all his fellow
citizens, even those who had not known him but had only
heard about him; and he was buried as his talents deserved,
with the greatest honour, as someone who had been loved
during his life by everyone, especially by excellent men in
every profession. Besides Dante, of whom we have spoken
above, he and his works were highly esteemed by Petrarch to
the extent that we can read in his testament how Petrarch left
to Signor Francesco da Carrara, the ruler of Padua, among
other things Petrarch held in veneration, a painting from
Giotto’s own hand of Our Lady, which he considered a rare
thing and a most pleasing one to him. And the words of that
part of the will read as follows: ‘I now turn to the disposition
of my other belongings; and to My Lord of Padua mentioned
eatlier, both because he does not suffer from want by the grace
of God and also because I possess nothing else worthy of him,
I leave my portrait, or rather my scene of the Blessed Virgin
Mary by the renowned painter Giotto, which was given to me
by my friend Michele Vanni of Florence, the beauty of which
the ignorant do not understand, while masters of the art are
amazed by it: to My Lord, then, I leave this image in the hope
that the Blessed Virgin Herself may intercede for him with
Her Son Jesus Christ...” And the same Petrarch in one of his
Latin epistles from the fifth book of his Familiar Letters, makes
this statement: ‘Moreover (to move from ancient to modern
times, from abroad to our own land), I have known two
painters worthy of greatness and not merely for their beautiful
style: Giotto, a citizen of Florence, whose fame is boundless
among the moderns; and Simone [Martini] from Siena. I have
also known sculptors. ..

Giotto was buried in Santa Maria del Fiore on the left side
of the entrance into the church, where there is a slab of white
marble in memory of this great man. And as was mentioned
in the life of Cimabue, a commentator on Dante who lived in
Giotto’s time said: ‘Giotto was, and is, the greatest among the
painters from the same city of Florence, and his works in
Rome, Naples, Avignon, Florence, Padua, and other parts of
the world bear witness to this.”*... Giotto was, as has already
been noted, a very clever and charming man, extremely witty
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in his remarks, some of which are still remembered in this city,
for besides the one of which Messer Giovanni Boccaccio
writes, Franco Sacchetti recounts many very fine remarks in
his Three Hundred Tales. It is no hardship for me to write some
of them down with the exact words used by this Franco, so
that along with the narration of his novella we can also see
some of the ways in which people spoke and expressed
themselves in those days. Accordingly, he says in one of his
tales, to provide a heading with the proper title: ‘A man of
little importance gave Giotto the great painter his shield to
paint. Making a joke of it, he paints it in such a way that the
man remains confused. Novella.”®

Everyone must already have heard of Giotto and how far he
surpassed all others as a painter. A crude fellow had heard of his
renown, and since he needed to have his shield painted, perhaps to
perform some feudal service, he immediately went to Giotto’s
workshop with the man who was carrying the shield behind him,
and when he reached the shop where he found Giotto, he said: ‘God
save you, Master. [ would like you to paint my arms on this shield.’
Sizing up the man and his manners, Giotto said nothing but “When
do you want it?” And the man told him. Giotto then said: ‘Leave it
to me.” The man left, and when Giotto was alone, he thought to
himself: “What does this mean, could he have been sent to me as a
joke? Whatever the case may be, no one has ever brought me a shield
to paint before, and the man who brought it is a dim-witted
little man, asking me to paint his coat of arms as if he were from
the royal house of France. I'll certainly make him an unusual coat of
arms!’

And so thinking this over, Giotto set the shield in front of himself,
designed something he thought appropriate, and told one of his
pupils to complete the painting, and this was done. The painting
showed a small helmet, a gorget, a pair of armlets, a pair of iron
gloves, a pair of cuirasses and greaves, a sword, a knife, and a lance.
When the worthy man (about whom no one knew anything)
returned, he came up and enquired: ‘Master, is my shield painted?’
Giotto replied: ‘It certainly is, go and bring it here.” When the shield
arrived, this would-be gentleman began to stare at it and said to
Giotto: “What’s this mess you've daubed on it?’ Giotto answered:
“You’ll think it is a handsome mess when you pay for it.” The man
said: ‘T wouldn’t pay four cents for this.” Then Giotto said: “What did
you tell me to paint?” And the man answered: ‘My arms.” Giotto said:
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‘And aren’t they all there? Is any single one missing?” The man said:
‘There certainly is.”

Then Giotto went on: “Well, that’s too bad, God damn you—you
must really be a great fool, since if anybody asked you who you
were, you'd hardly know what to say! And you come here and tell
me: “Paint my arms.” If you were one of the Bardi family, that
would be enough. What arms do you bear? Where do you come
from? Who were your ancestors? Tell me, aren’t you ashamed of
yourself? At least begin by making some progress in the world before
you start talking about arms as if you were the Duke of Bavaria! I put
every sort of arm on your shield for you; if I left anything out, tell
me and I'll have it painted.” The man replied: “You insult me, and
you have ruined my shield’, and he left Giotto and went to the
inspector to issue a summons against him. Giotto appeared and issued
a summons against the man, demanding two florins for the painting,
the same amount he was being sued for. When the officials had heard
their cases, which Giotto argued much better than the other man,
they decided that the man should take his shield as it was painted and
give six lire to Giotto, since he was in the right. Therefore, he was
obliged to take the shield and pay, and he was released. In this
manner, a person who did not know his place had it pointed out to
him.

It is said that when Giotto was still a young man with
Cimabue, he once painted upon the nose of a figure that
Cimabue had completed a fly which looked so natural that
when his master returned to continue his work, he tried more
than once to drive the fly away with his hand, convinced that
it was real, before he realized his mistake. I could relate many
other pranks played by Giotto and many of his witty retorts,
but I want these to suffice here, since they treat matters
pertinent to art, leaving the rest to Franco and other writers.

Finally, so that Giotto’s memory might live on not only in
the works which issued forth from his hands but also in the
works created by the writers of those times—since he was the
one who rediscovered the true method of painting after it
had been lost for many years before him—his bust, carved
in marble by Benedetto da Maiano, a most excellent sculptor,
was placed in Santa Maria del Fiore along with the follow-
ing verses composed by that divine man, Messer Angelo
Poliziano. This was done by public decree and with the
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support and special affection of Lorenzo de¢’ Medici the
Magnificent, who admired the skills of this great man, in
order that all men who excelled in any profession whatsoever
after Giotto could hope to win from others the kind of
memorials which Giotto so completely deserved and earned
because of his special excellence:

I am that man by whose deeds painting was raised from the dead, my
hand as ready as it was sure.

Nature lacked what my art lacked.

No one was allowed to paint anything better or more completely.
Do you admire a beautiful tower resounding with sacred sound? By
my design this tower also reached for the stars. But I am Giotto, why
cite such deeds? My name alone is worth a lengthy ode.

In order that those who come after may see sketches from
the hand of Giotto and may more fully recognize in them this
man’s excellence, there are, in our previously mentioned
book, several marvellous examples which were discovered by
me with no less care than trouble and expense.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF GIOTTO



The Life of Simone [ Martini ] of Siena
[c.1284—1344]

Truly happy are the men who are by nature inclined to those
arts which can bring them not only honour and great profits
but, what is more important, fame and an almost everlasting
reputation; even happier are those who in addition to this
inclination exhibit from infancy a gentility and civility of
manners which make them most pleasing to all men. But
happiest of all, finally, are those (speaking of artists) who, in
addition to having a natural inclination towards the good as
well as noble habits resulting from both their nature and
education, live in the time of some famous writer from
whom, in return for a small portrait or some other kind of gift
of an artistic nature, they may on occasion receive, through his
writings, the reward of eternal honour and fame. Such a thing
should be especially desired and sought after by those most
excellent artists who work in the field of design, for their
works, being executed upon surfaces within a field of colour,
cannot possess the eternal duration that bronze casting and
marble objects bring to sculpture or buildings to architects. It
was thus Simone’s greatest good fortune to live in the time of
Messer Francis Petrarch and to happen to find this most
amorous poet at the court of Avignon, since he was anxious to
have a picture of Madonna Laura by the hand of Maestro
Simone; for that reason, when he received a painting as
beautiful as he had wished, he immortalized Simone in two
sonnets, one of which begins in this fashion:

No matter how hard Polyclitus looked,
And all the others famous for that art,

while the other begins like this:

When Simone first received that high idea
Which for my sake he used his drawing pen,*
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And in truth, these sonnets and the mention made of
Simone in one of Petrarch’s letters on familiar matters in book
five, which begins ‘T am nobody’,* have given the poor life of
Maestro Simone greater fame than all his works did or ever
will do, for the time must come, whenever it may be, when
they will disappear, while the writings of such a great man
will endure for all time.*

Simone Memmi* of Siena was, in any case, an excellent
painter, singular in his time and greatly esteemed at the court
of the pope, for after the death of Giotto, his master, whom he
had followed to Rome when he executed the Navicella in
mosaic as well as other works, Simone copied Giotto’s style*
in a Virgin Mary on the portico of Saint Peter’s and in the
figures of Saint Peter and Saint Paul painted near where the
bronze pine cone stands upon a wall between the arches of
the portico on the outside. Simone was praised for this style,
above all for having placed in this work the portrait of a
sacristan of Saint Peter’s who is lighting some lamps for these
figures in 2 most expeditious manner, and as a result he was
called with the greatest urgency to the pope’s court in
Avignon,* where he worked on so many paintings, both in
fresco and on panels, that his works equalled the reputation
which had preceded him there. Since he returned to Siena in
high standing and was therefore in great favour, he was
allowed by the Signoria to paint a fresco of the Virgin Mary
surrounded by many figures in their palace, a work which he
completed to perfection, with the greatest praise and profit.*
And to show that he was no less adept at working upon panels
than in fresco, Simone painted in the same palace a panel
which later caused him to receive commissions for two others
in the Duomo, as well as the painting of Our Lady with the
baby Jesus in Her arms in a most beautiful pose over the door
of the Opera del Duomo; in this last painting, some angels in
flight are gazing down upon some saints standing around Our
Lady and holding up a banner in the air, and they all form a
very handsome composition and a grand decoration. After
completing these works, Simone was brought to Florence by
the General of [the Brothers of]| Saint Augustine, for whom he
worked on the chapter house of Santo Spirito, demonstrating
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remarkable powers of invention and judgement in the figures
and horses he painted there, as well as in the scene of the
Passion of Christ, in which everything he created with such
ingenuity reflects his discretion and exquisite grace. The
thieves upon the cross are seen as they breathe their last, and
the soul of the good thief is carried up into Heaven with
rejoicing by angels, while that of the evil thief is rebuked and
taken down by devils to the torments of Hell. Simone also
shows similar powers of invention and judgement in the poses
and bitter weeping of some of the angels around the cross. But
the thing which above all others is most worthy of consid-
eration is the sight of these spirits who visibly cleave the air
with their shoulders, for they sustain the motion of their flight
while practically turning around. But this work would pay
much greater tribute to Simone’s tremendous skill if, besides
being worn away by time, it had not been ruined in the year
1560 by the monks who, unable to use the chapter house
because it was badly damaged by humidity, pulled down
the little that remained of the paintings of this artist in con-
structing a vault to replace a worm-eaten scaffold. Around the
same time, Simone painted in tempera a panel of Our Lady
and Saint Luke with other saints, which is now in the Gondi
Chapel in Santa Maria Novella and signed with his name.
Then Simone worked very successfully upon three walls of
the chapter house of the same Santa Maria Novella. On the
first, which is over the entrance, he did the life of Saint
Dominic; over the second, which leads towards the church, he
represented the religious order of Saint Dominic combating
heretics depicted as if they were wolves attacking some sheep
defended by a number of black and white dogs who repel and
kill the wolves.* Also pictured are a number of heretics who,
being converted in the theological disputations, tear up their
books and, repentant, are confessing, while their souls are
passing through the gates of Paradise, where there are many
small figures doing various things. In Heaven, the glory of the
saints and Jesus Christ can be seen, and in the world down
below, earthly delights and vain pleasures reside among a
group of human figures, most especially a number of ladies
who are seated. Among these ladies is Petrarch’s Madonna
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Laura drawn from life and dressed in green, with a small flame
of fire between her breast and her throat. There is also the
Church of Christ guarded by the Pope, the Emperor, the
King, the Cardinals, the Bishops, and all the Christian rulers,
while among them, beside one of the Knights of Rhodes,
Messer Francis Petrarch is depicted in a life-size portrait which
Simone painted in order to renew with his paintings the fame
of the man who had made him immortal.* To represent the
Church Universal, he painted the church of Santa Maria del
Fiore——not as it stands today but as he had copied it from the
model and plan left behind by the architect Arnoldo* as a
guide to those who were to continue the construction after
him. Due to the neglect of those in the Works Department of
the cathedral, as was mentioned elsewhere, no memory of
these models would have survived if Simone had not depicted
them in this work. On the third wall, that of the altar, he
painted the Passion of Christ, who is leaving Jerusalem with
the cross upon His shoulder and going to Mount Calvary,
followed by a great crowd of people; when Christ reaches
Calvary, He is to be seen raised upon the cross between the
thieves along with the other pertinent details that accompany
this scene. I shall remain silent about the goodly number of
horses there, the casting of lots by servants from the court for
Christ’s garments, the release of the holy Church Fathers from
Limbo, and all the other deliberate inventions which would be
judged most excellent not only by a master of that period, but
also by a modern painter. Although he takes on the task of
using all the walls completely, with the most accurate powers
of observation he places the various scenes on a mountain top
in each of them and does not divide the scenes with ornamen-
tation, like older painters and many modern painters, who on
four or five occasions place the earth above the sky, as in the
main chapel of this same church and in the Campo Santo of
Pisa. There, where Simone painted many works in fresco, he
was forced against his will to employ such divisions, since the
other painters who had worked there, such as Giotto and
Buonamico his master,* had begun to paint their scenes with
this defective structure.

Following the style employed by others in the Campo
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Santo as the lesser of two evils, Simone then executed above
the main door inside a fresco painting of Our Lady, who is
carried up to Heaven by a chorus of angels singing and play-
ing so naturally that they exhibit all the various expressions
musicians usually make when singing or playing, such as
bending an ear towards the sound, opening the mouth in
various ways, raising the eyes to the sky, puffing up the
cheeks, swelling the throat—in short, all the actions and
movements involved in music. Under this Assumption, in
three pictures Simone did a number of scenes from the life of
Saint Ranieri of Pisa. In the first, he is a young boy, and
several young girls, dancing to the sound of his psalter, are
very beautiful because of the expressions on their faces and the
decoration of the clothes and headgear worn in those times.
This same Ranieri is then seen as he is rescued from such
lasciviousness by the Blessed Hermit Albert: he stands in tears
with his face down and eyes that are bloodshot from weeping,
completely repentant of his sin, while God in the air, sur-
rounded by a celestial light, appears to forgive him. In the
second picture Ranieri is shown distributing his property to
God’s poor, then climbing aboard a ship, while around him
stands a mob of poor and crippled people, women and little
children, very lovingly pushing themselves forward to entreat
and thank him. And in the same picture, this saint is seen after
he has received the pilgrim’s garment in the temple, standing
before Our Lady, who is surrounded by many angels, as She
shows him that he shall find peace within Her bosom in Pisa,
and all of the figures here have great liveliness and beautiful
expressions in their features. In the third painting Simone
depicts the saint when he has returned from beyond the seas
after seven years and proves that he has spent three forty-day
periods in the Holy Land, and when standing in the choir
listening to the holy services in which many young boys are
singing, Ranieri is tempted by the Devil, who is seen to be
driven away by the saint’s obviously steadfast resolve not to
offend God, which is assisted by a figure Simone created
to represent Constancy, who forces our ancient adversary
to depart, not only in a complete state of confusion but also,
~ through beautiful and fanciful invention, in a state of great fear,
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holding his hands to his head as he flees and walking with his
face downcast and as close as possible to his shoulders, while
saying (for the words which issue from his mouth can be seen
written out) ‘I can do no more!” Finally in this picture, there is
a scene where Ranieri, kneeling on Mount Tabor, miracu-
lously sees Christ in Heaven along with Moses and Elijah.
All the details of this work and others which will not be
mentioned show that Simone was most charming and original
and understood the proper method of composing graceful
figures in the style of those times. When he had completed
these scenes, he painted two tempera panels in the same city,
assisted by his brother Lippo Memmi, who had also helped in
painting the chapter house of Santa Maria Novella and other
works. .. .*

As that book of ours mentioned earlier reveals, Simone did
not excel in design, but he possessed a natural talent for
invention and was very fond of drawing from life, and in this
respect he was considered the best master of his day, causing
Lord Pandolfo Malatesta to send him all the way to Avignon
to paint the portrait of Messer Francis Petrarch, at whose
request he then painted the portrait of Madonna Laura, which
Petrarch praised so highly.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF SIMONE [MARTINI],
SIENESE PAINTER



The Life of Duccio, Sienese Painter*
[¢.1255—¢.1316]

No doubt those who are the inventors of anything notable
attract the greatest attention from historians, and this occurs
because new inventions are more closely observed and held in
greater amazement, due to the pleasure to be found in the
newness of things, than any number of improvements made
later by anyone at all in bringing these things to their ultimate
state of perfection. For that reason, if no beginning were ever
made, the intermediate stages would show no improvement,
and the end result would not turn out to be the best and of
marvellous beauty.

Duccio, a highly esteemed Sienese painter, therefore de-
serves the praise of those who followed after him for many
years, since he began with figures in chiaroscuro the inlaid
marble floor of the Duomo in Siena on which modern artists
have created the marvels we can see there today. This Duccio
applied himself to the imitation of the old style* and, with the
soundest judgement, he gave honest shapes to his figures
which he executed in a most excellent fashion, given the diffi-
culties of this art. Imitating paintings in chiaroscuro, Duccio,
with his own hand, organized and designed the beginnings of
this floor, and in the Duomo he executed a panel which was
then placed upon the main altar but later removed and
replaced by the tabernacle of the body of Christ which is still
seen there. According to what Lorenzo di Bartolo Ghiberti
writes, this panel contained a Coronation of QOur Lady,
worked somewhat in the Greek fashion, but combined with a
good deal of the modern style. And since this same altar stood
alone by itself, the panel was painted on both the back and the
front, and on the reverse side Duccio painted with great care
the main scenes from the New Testament in small but very
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beautiful figures. I have tried to discover where this panel is
located today, but in spite of my very diligent efforts, I have
been unable to happen upon it or to learn what the sculptor
Francesco Di Giorgio* did with it when he restored in bronze
the above-mentioned tabernacle as well as the marble decora-
tions which are on it.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF DUCCIO,
SIENESE PAINTER



PART TWO
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Preface to Part Two

When I first began to recount these lives, it was not my
intention to compile a list of artists or to make an inventory,
let us say, of their works, nor did I ever think it was a worthy
goal in these lives of mine (which, if not admirable, have
certainly proven to be a lengthy and painstaking project) to
rediscover their number, names, and places of birth or to
indicate in which cities and in what precise location these
paintings, sculptures, or buildings are presently to be found;
this I could have accomplished in a simple index without
interjecting my own judgements anywhere. But I have come
to realize that writers of histories, those who by common
consent have the reputation of having written with the best
judgement, not only have not remained content with merely
narrating events but have gone about investigating with every
care and even greater curiosity the methods, manners, and
means that these valiant men have employed in the manage-
ment of their artistic enterprises; and they have taken pains
to explore their errors as well as their successes and remedies,
and the prudent decisions they sometimes made in handling
their affairs, and, in short, all those ways in which wisely or
foolishly, with prudence, compassion, or magnanimity, such
men have behaved. These are like the methods of those writers
who realize that history is truly the mirror of human life—not
merely the dry narration of events which occur during the
rule of a prince or a republic, but 2 means of pointing out the
judgements, counsels, decisions, and plans of human beings, as
well as the reason for their successful or unsuccessful actions;
this is the true spirit of history, that which truly instructs men
on how to live and act prudently, and which, along with the
pleasure derived from observing events from the past as well
as the present, represents the true goal of history.* For this
reason, since I have undertaken to write the history of these
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most noble artists in order to serve these arts in so far as my
powers allow, as well as to honour them, I have tried as best I
can, imitating such worthy men, to hold to the same methods.
And I have endeavoured not only to tell what such men did
but, as [ narrate, to pick out the better works from the good
ones, and the best works from the better ones, noting with
some care the methods, colours, styles, traits, and inventions of
both painters and sculptors. To inform those readers who
would not know how to do so for themselves, I have
investigated as carefully as I knew how the causes and
origins of their styles as well as the improvement or decline of
the arts which have occurred in various times and among
different peoples.* And since at the beginning of these Lives, I
spoke of the nobility and the antiquity of these arts in so far as
it was necessary at that point, I left aside many details from
Pliny and other authors I might have made use of, had I not
wanted (perhaps contrary to the opinion of many) to leave
each reader free to observe for himself the visions of others at
their proper source. It seems to me it is now advisable to do
what was not appropriate for me to do earlier, if I wished
to avoid tediousness and length—mortal enemies of close
attention—that is, to disclose more carefully my thoughts and
intentions, and to demonstrate my reason for dividing this
body of lives into three sections.

It is certainly true that although greatness in the arts is
achieved by some artists through hard work, by others
through study, by others through imitation, and by still others
through a knowledge of all the sciences which assist these arts,
there are some artists who succeed through most or all of the
above-mentioned qualities. Nevertheless, as I have spoken
sufficiently in the individual lives about the methods of art, its
styles, and the reasons for good, better, and pre-eminent
workmanship, I shall now discuss these matters in general
terms, more particularly, the quality of the times rather than
the individuals whom I have divided and separated into three
groups—or periods, if you will—beginning from the rebirth*
of these arts and continuing down to the century in which we
live, avoiding the minute details and clarifying the obvious
differences which can be recognized in each of them. Conse-
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quently, in the first and most ancient period, the three arts
may be seen to exist in a state very far from their perfection;
and although they may have possessed some good qualities,
they are accompanied by so many imperfections that they
certainly do not deserve great praise. Still, since they provided,
if nothing else, a beginning as well as the method and style for
the better art which subsequently followed, it is impossible not
to speak well of them and to attribute to them a bit of glory
which, if they are to be judged according to the perfect rules
of art, the works themselves did not deserve. In the second
period there is a clear improvement in invention and ex-
ecution, with better design and style, and greater accuracy;
and so, artists cleaned away the rust of the old style, along
with the awkwatdness and lack of proportion typical of the
coarseness of those times which was the cause. But who would
dare to say that in this second period there existed a single
artist perfect in every respect? And who has brought things up
to the standards of today in invention, design, and colouring?
And who has observed in their works the soft shading away of
figures with dark colouring, so that light remains shining only
on the parts in relief, and, likewise, who has observed in their
creations the perforations and exceptional finishes of the
marble statues which can be seen today? This kind of praise
clearly belongs to the third period, and I may safely declare
that its art has achieved everything which could possibly be
permitted to an imitator of Nature, and that this period has
risen so high that there is more reason to fear its decline than
to expect further advances.

Having considered these matters carefully in my own mind,
I believe this to be a property and a particular character of
these arts—that from humble beginnings, they very gradually
improve, and finally reach the summit of perfection. I am led
to believe this by having observed almost the same occurrence
in other fields of learning, and the fact that there exists a
certain relationship between all the liberal arts provides no
small argument that it is true. But in the painting and
sculpture of former times, something quite similar must have
happened, for if their names were changed, their cases would
be exactly alike. None the less, if we must trust those who
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lived closer to those times and were able to see and judge
the labours of ancient artists, it is evident that the statues of
Canacus were very wooden, lacking any vitality or movement
whatsoever, and were therefore very far from being lifelike,
while those of Calamides were said to be the same, even if
they were somewhat more delicate than those of Canacus.
Then there came Myron, who did not imitate the truth of
Nature at all but nevertheless gave his works so much
proportion and grace that they can quite reasonably be called
beautiful. In a third stage followed Polycletus and other
celebrated artists, who, as is recounted (and as we must
believe), produced completely perfect works of art. This same
progression must have occurred in painting as well, for it has
been claimed (and must readily be believed) that the paintings
of those artists who painted only with a single colour—and
who were therefore called monochromatists—did not attain a
high level of perfection. Subsequently, in the works of Zeuxis,
Polygnotus, Timanthes, and others who employed only four
colours in their paintings, their lines, outlines, and forms were
praised, although without a doubt they still left something to
be desired. But then in the works of Erione, Nichomachus,
Protogenes, and Apelles everything is so perfect and beautiful
that one cannot imagine anything finer, since these artists not
only painted most excellent forms and bodily movements but
also emotions and passions of the soul. However, let us set this
topic aside, since we are obliged to refer to other writers who
frequently do not agree in their judgements or, what is worse,
even on their dates—even though we have followed the best
authors—and let us come to our own times, where we have
the eye, a far better guide and judge than the ear.*

To begin with only one of these arts, is it not evident how
far architecture improved and progressed from the time of
Buschetto the Greek to Arnolfo the German or Giotto? The
buildings of those times reflect this in their pillars, columns,
bases, capitals, and all their cornices with their deformed
ornaments—such as those in Florence’s Santa Maria del Fiore,
the facade outside San Giovanni, San Miniato al Monte, the
bishop’s palace of Fiesole, Milan’s Duomo, Ravenna’s San
Vitale, Rome’s Santa Maria Maggiore, and the old Duomo
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outside of Arezzo—where except for a few good elements
remaining from fragments of ancient buildings, there is
nothing possessing order or good form. But those men [Arnolfo
and Giotto] certainly made considerable improvements in
architecture, and under their guidance it made no small
progress, for they brought back better proportion and con-
structed their buildings not only with stability and strength
but also with some measure of decoration. Nevertheless, their
decorations were confused and very imperfect and, if I may
say so, not greatly ornamental, because in their columns
they failed to observe that measure and proportion which
art required, nor did they distinguish between the Doric,
Corinthian, Ionic, or Tuscan orders, mixing them together,
following their rules without rules, and constructing them
extremely thick or very thin, as they preferred. And all their
inventions were derived in part from their own minds and in
part from the ancient monuments they observed; and they
made their plans extracted in part from the good and in part
from the additions of their own imagination, so that when
their walls were erected, they possessed a different form.
Nevertheless, anyone who compares their works to those
which came before them will observe that they were better in
every respect and will see some things that do not cause any
kind of displeasure in our own day, such as some of the little
temples of brick covered with stucco at San Giovanni in
Laterano in R ome.

I could say the same thing about sculpture, which, in the
first period of its rebirth, possessed some very good qualities
after having abandoned the awkward Greek style, which was
so crude that it was closer to quarry work than to the skill of
artists, since its statues—which can, in the strict sense of the
word,* be called statues—were entirely devoid of folds, poses,
or movement of any kind. Then, after Giotto had greatly
improved the art of design, figures in marble and stone also
improved, such as those done by Andrea Pisano, Nino his son,
and other pupils of his, who were much better than their
predecessors, since they gave their statues more movement
and rendered them with much better poses, as in the work of
the two Sienese, Agostino and Agnolo, who built, as was
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mentioned earlier, the tomb of Guido, Bishop of Arezzo, or
that of the Germans who created the facade at Orvieto. Thus,
in this period sculpture can be seen to have improved a little:
the figures were given somewhat better forms, and the folds
in the garments hung more beautifully; some of the heads had
more interesting expressions, and certain of the poses were less
rigid. In short, those artisans had begun to find the good, but
they nevertheless failed to attain it in countless ways, since in
those days design had not reached its full perfection, nor were
there many good works to be seen and imitated. As a result,
those masters who lived in this period and who have been
placed by me in the first part [of my Lives| deserve praise and
should be given recognition for what they accomplished,
especially if we consider that along with the architects and
painters of those times, they had no assistance from their
predecessors and had to find their way by themselves; and any
beginning, no matter how small, is always worthy of no small
praise.

Painting did not enjoy much better fortune in those times,
except for the fact that since it was used for the devotional
practices of the people, more painters existed, and, as a result,
painting made more obvious progress than the other two arts.
Thus, we can see how the old Greek style, first with the
progress made by Cimabue and then with the assistance of
Giotto, was completely set aside, while a new style was born
from it which I would willingly call Giotto’s style, since it
was discovered by him and his pupils and then universally
venerated and imitated by everyone. And in this style we can
sce how the outline completely enclosing the figures, those
eyes with their lustreless staring, the feet standing on tiptoe,
the pointed hands, the absence of shadows, and the other
monstrosities of those Greeks have all been abandoned, giving
place to genuine gracefulness in the heads and softness in the
colouring. And Giotto in particular improved the poses of
his figures and began to exhibit the ability to endow his
heads with liveliness, while giving his garments folds, which
brought them closer to nature than those before his time,
and he discovered something of the art of diminishing and
foreshortening his figures. Besides this, he was the first to
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express emotions in his works, in which we can recognize to
some extent fear, hope, anger, and love; he brought a softness
into his style lacking in earlier paintings, which were coarse
and rough. And if he failed to execute his eyes with that
beautiful movement that they have in life, his weeping figures
with delicacy, his hair and beards with softness, his hands with
their natural joints and muscles, and his nudes like real bodies,
the obstacles confronting his art and the fact that he had
not observed better painters than himself must excuse him.
And in that period of artistic poverty, everyone can grasp
the soundness of judgement in his scenes, his observation of
human expression, and his easy obedience to a natural style,
because it is also evident that his figures fulfil their purpose,
showing in this way that Giotto’s judgement was very good,
if not perfect.

The same thing is evident in the painters who followed
him, as in Taddeo Gaddi’s colouring, which is sweeter and
more forceful, in his improved flesh-tones and the colours
of his garments, and in the more robust movements of
his figures. It is evident in the decorum of the narratives
composed by Simone [Martini] of Siena, and in the work of
Stefano Scimmia and his son Thomas, whose work brought
great improvement and excellence to drawing as well as great
powers of invention to perspective, and to the shading and
blending of colours—all the while keeping to Giotto’s style.
Similar skill and dexterity were shown by Spinello Aretino,
his son Parri, Jacopo di Casentino, Antonio Veneziano, Lippi,
Gherardo Starnini, and other painters who worked after
Giotto, following his expressions, outlines, colouring, and
style, even making some small improvements but not so many
that they showed a desire to aim for another standard.

Anyone considering my argument will notice that up to
this point, these three arts remained quite sketchy and lacked
much of the perfection they deserved; and, certainly, if greater
progress had not followed, this improvement would have
been of little use and would not merit much attention. I do
not want anyone to think I am either so crude or so lacking
in judgement that I do not recognize the fact that the works
of Giotto, Andrea Pisano, Nino, and all the others I have



54 PREFACE TO PART TWO

grouped together in the first part of my book because of the
similarity in their style—when compared to the works of
those artists who came after them—do not deserve extra-
ordinary or even modest praise. I was well aware of this when
I praised them. But anyone who will consider the nature of
the times in which they lived, the scarcity of artisans, and the
difficulty of finding good assistants will hold their works to be
not only beautiful (as I have stated) but miraculous, and will
take infinite pleasure in observing the first principles and those
sparks of beauty which began to reappear in painting and
sculpture.

The victory Lucius Marcius earned in Spain was certainly
not so great that the Romans did not experience even greater
ones.* But having considered the time, the place, the circum-
stances, the participants, and their number, they held this
victory to be stupendous, and even today, it deserves the
boundless and lavish praise which writers bestow upon it.
Thus, for all the reasons stated above, it seemed to me that
these artists deserved not only to be carefully described by me
but also praised with the admiration and certainty [ have felt.
And I think that my fellow artists will not find it annoying to
have learned about their lives and to have considered their
styles and methods, and perhaps they will derive no little
benefit from it. This would please me a great deal, and
I would consider it a fitting reward for my labours in which
I have sought only to give them, in so far as I could, some-
thing that is both useful and delightful.

Now that we have, in a manner of speaking, taken these
three arts away from their nursemaids and taken them
through their childhood, there comes the second period,
during which everything will be seen to improve enormously.
Inventions are more abundant in figures and richer in orna-
mentation; and design is more firmly established and more
natural and lifelike; and besides the finishing touches in works
executed with lesser expertise but more thoughtful diligence,
the style is lighter, and the colours more charming, so that
very little remains to be done to bring all these details to the
complete state of perfection where they imitate exactly the
truth of Nature. First of all, through the study and diligence
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of the great master Filippo Brunelleschi, architecture redis-
covered the measurements and proportions of the ancients,
both in round columns and square pillars as well as in rough
and smooth exterior corners; architecture, at that time, made
distinctions between the different architectural orders, and
revealed the differences between them. It required that they be
designed according to rules, that they be pursued with greater
orderliness, and that they be partitioned by measurements.
The power of design increased and its methods improved,
bestowing upon these works a pleasing grace and making
manifest the excellence of this art. Architecture rediscovered
the beauty and variety of capitals and cornices in such a way
that the plans for churches and other edifices were obviously
well conceived and the buildings themselves became more
ornate, magnificent, and most beautifully proportioned; this is
evident in the stupendous construction of the dome of Santa
Maria del Fiore in Florence and the beauty and grace of its
lantern, in the ornate, varied, and graceful church of Santo
Spirito, in the no less beautiful edifice of San Lorenzo, and in
the most extraordinary invention of the octagonal temple of
the Angioli, in the airy church and convent of the Badia at
Fiesole, and in the magnificent and grandiose beginnings of
the Pitti Palace. Other examples may be found in the
commodious and grandiose edifice constructed by Francesco
di Giorgio, the palace and church of the Duomo in Urbino,*
as well as in the strong, magnificent castle of Naples, or the
impregnable castle of Milan, not to mention many other
noteworthy buildings from this period. All in all, these works
may safely be described as both beautiful and good, although
they do not yet exhibit that refinement and exquisite grace
(particularly in their cornices); nor that special elegance and
lightness in the carving of leaves and real tips in the foliage;
nor other perfections that came later, as we shall observe in
the third part, which will follow with an account of those
architects who executed everything with perfect grace, finish,
ease, and skill, unlike the older architects, whose works none
the less can safely be called beautiful and good. I would still
not call them perfect because having observed the later
improvements in this art, it seems reasonable to me to affirm
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that they were lacking in something. There were some
miraculous works which have not been surpassed even in our
own times, nor perhaps will they ever be in times to come,
such as the lantern on the dome of Santa Maria del Fiore and,
in terms of size, the dome itself, where Filippo [Brunelleschi]
possessed the courage not only to equal the ancients in the
main part of the building but also to surpass them in the
height of its walls. However, we are discussing the entire
period as a whole, and one should not argue from the
perfection and special excellence of a single work that the
entire period was excellent.

I would say the same about painting and sculpture as well,
in which we may still see even today some most exceptional
creations by the masters of this second period, such as the
works in the Carmine by Masaccio, who painted a naked man
shivering from the cold and other lively and spirited works.
But as a general rule, these artists did not reach the perfection
of those in the third, which we shall discuss at the proper time,
since we must now deal with artists of the second period, and
the sculptors first of all. These men moved so far from the
style of the first period, and they improved upon it so much
that they left little for the third to accomplish. And their style
contained so much more grace, so much more life, so much
more order, design, and proportion that their statues began to
seem as if they were living beings and not mere statues, like
those of the first period.

The works which were produced during this period of
stylistic renewal bear witness to this change, as will be seen in
this second part, where the figures of Jacopo della Quercia
possess more movement, more grace, better design and care,
while those of Filippo reflect a more careful investigation of
the muscles, better proportion, and finer judgement, and the
same could be said for the works of their pupils. But Lorenzo
Ghiberti in his work on the doors of San Giovanni added even
more of these qualities, displaying invention, order, style, and
design, so that it seems as if his figures move and breathe.
Although Donatello lived in their period, I could not decide
whether or not to place him among the third group of artists,
since his works are comparable to excellent ancient ones. In
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any case, I must say that he can be called an example for other
artists in the second period, since he himself possessed all the
qualities divided among many others, for he imparted to his
figures a sense of movement, giving them such liveliness and
animation that they can stand comparison with both modern
works and, as [ have said, those of the ancients.

And painting made the same improvement in these days as
sculpture did, for here the most excellent Masaccio completely
abandoned the style of Giotto and found a new style for his
heads, clothes, houses, nudes, colourings, and foreshortenings.
And he gave birth to that modern style which has been
followed from those times down to our own day by all our
artists and which has been enriched and embellished from time
to time with greater grace, better invention, and finer dec-
oration. This will be made evident in detail in the lives of the
artists, where we shall recognize a new style in the colouring,
foreshortening, and natural poses; a more highly expressive
depiction of feelings and physical gestures combined with an
attempt to make their designs reflect the reality of natural
phenomena; and facial expressions which perfectly resemble
men as they were known by the artists who painted them. In
this way, these artists attempted to produce what they saw in
Nature and no more; in this way, their works came to be
more highly regarded and better understood; and this gave
them the courage to establish rules for perspective and to
make their foreshortenings exactly like the proper forms of
natural relief, while proceeding to observe shadow, light,
shading, and other difficult details, and to compose their scenes
with greater similitude; and they tried to make their land-
scapes more similar to reality, as well as their trees, grass,
flowers, skies, clouds, and other natural phenomena. They did
this so well that it can be boldly declared that these arts were
not only improved but were brought to the flower of their
youth, giving promise of bearing fruits to follow and, in a
short while, of reaching their age of perfection.

And now, with God’s help, we shall begin the life of Jacopo
della Quercia from Siena, and then other architects and
sculptors until we reach Masaccio, who was the first to
improve design in painting, where we shall show how great a
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debt is owed to him for painting’s new rebirth. I have sclected
Jacopo as a worthy beginning for this sccond part, according
to the order of styles,* and I shall proceed to tcach in the lives
themselves the difficulties presented by the beautiful, exacting,
and most venerable arts.

THE END



The Life of Jacopo della Quercia,
Sienese Sculptor

[c.1374-1438]

Jacopo was in fact the son of Master Piero di Filippo from La
Quercia, a place in the Sienese countryside,* and he was the
first sculptor after Andrea Pisano, Orcagna, and the others
discussed above, who, by working at sculpture with greater
care and diligence, began to show that it was possible to come
even closer to Nature, and he was also the first to give to other
sculptors the courage and hope that they would be able, in
some ways, to equal Nature. The first of his works worthy of
notice was done by him in Siena, when he was nineteen years
old, under the following circumstances. When the Sienese
fielded an army against the Florentines under the command of
the two captains Gian Tedesco, the nephew of Saccone da
Pietramala, and Giovanni d’Azzo Ubaldini, Giovanni d’Azzo
became ill in the field, and after he was taken back to Siena, he
died.* The Sienese were greatly sorrowed by his death, and as
a result, for his burial services, which were very grand, they
had a wooden structure built in the form of a pyramid upon
which they placed an equestrian statue of Giovanni himself
which was larger than life and sculpted with great judgement
and inventiveness by Jacopo’s own hand; in the course of his
work, Jacopo discovered something which had never before
been done—a way of constructing the framework for the
horse and the figure of the rider out of pieces of wood and flat
planks nailed together, tied up with straw and tow, then
bound together very tightly with ropes, and finally covered
with a layer of clay mixed with a cement composed of linen
cloth, paste, and glue. This method was and still is the best
actual means, among all the others available, for constructing
such things, because, with such structures, although they
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appear heavy, they nevertheless turn out to be light once they
are completed and dried, and when painted white, they
resemble marble and are very pleasing to the eye, much as
was this work by Jacopo. In addition, statues executed in this
fashion with the same combination of materials do not
develop cracks, as they would if they were made only with
pure clay. And today the models for sculpture are produced in
this way with the greatest possible convenience for the artists,
who, by means of such models, always have an example in
front of them as well as the proper measurements for the
sculpture they are creating. Thus, they should be under no
small obligation to Jacopo, who was, as people claim, the
inventor of the method. After this statue, Jacopo also created
i Siena two lime-wood panels, carving upon them figures,
beards, and hair with such patience that they were a marvel to
behold. And after these panels, which were placed in the
Duomo, he completed some marble prophets of moderate size
which stand upon the fagade of the same Duomo. He would
have continued to work upon this project if the plague,
famine, and civil discord among the Sienese had not started
too many riots and finally driven out Orlando Malavolti,*
through whose favour Jacopo was honourably employed in
his native city.

Jacopo therefore left Siena, and through the efforts of
several friends, he went to Lucca and to Paolo Guinigi, who
was the city’s ruler, and for Guinigi’s wife, who had died
recently, he built a tomb in the Church of San Martino. On its
base, Jacopo executed some marble putti holding up a garland,
who are so beautifully finished they seem to be of flesh and
blood, while on the sarcophagus placed on top of the base, he
created, with infinite care, the image of Paolo Guinigi’s wife
who was buried inside, and at her feet, in the same stone, he
carved a dog in full relief, representing the fidelity she had
shown her husband. After Paolo left Lucca, or, rather, was
driven out, in the year 1429, the city was freed, and the
sarcophagus was removed from this location and almost
completely ruined, because of the hatred the people of Lucca
felt toward the memory of the Guinigi.* Yet, the reverence
which they felt for the beauty of the figure and for its many
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decorations restrained them and caused them shortly there-
after to place the sarcophagus and the figure with great care
before the entrance into the sacristy, where they now stand,
and the Guinigi Chapel became the property of the com-
munity.

Meanwhile, Jacopo had learned that in Florence, the Arte
della Calimala* wished to have executed in bronze one of the
doors of the temple of San Giovanni, where Andrea Pisano
had completed the first, as we said earlier.* Jacopo went to
Florence to introduce himself, taking fully into consideration
the fact that this commission was to be given to the artist who
would prove his worth and his talent by fashioning a single
one of these narrative scenes in bronze.

Hence, after Jacopo came to Florence, he not only made
the model but completely finished and polished a very well-
conceived narrative scene, which pleased everyone so much
that if his competitors had not been the most excellent
Donatello and Filippo Brunelleschi, who in truth surpassed
Jacopo with their own models, he would have been selected
to undertake that very important work. But since the affair
turned out otherwise,* Jacopo went to Bologna where, with
the support of Giovanni Bentivoglio, the trustees of the
Works Department of San Petronio gave him the project of
constructing the main door of that church, which he then
proceeded to decorate in the German manner to avoid chang-
ing the style in which the building had already been started; he
filled the empty spaces between the pillars supporting the
cornice and the arch with lovingly worked narrative scenes in
the space of the twelve years he spent on this project, and he
himself created all the foliage and decoration on this same
door with the greatest possible care and study. On the pillars
which support the architrave, cornice, and arch, there are five
scenes per pillar and five scenes on the architrave, making a
total of fifteen scenes. In all of them he carved in bas-relief
scenes from the Old Testament—that is, from God’s creation
of man down to the Flood and Noah’s Ark-—making a
tremendous improvement in the art of sculpture, since from
antiquity until the present, no artisans had ever existed who
had produced anything in bas-relief, with the result that this
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method of sculpture had been completely lost rather than
merely misplaced.

Upon the arch of this door he carved three life-size marble
figures all in full relief, namely, a very beautiful Madonna
with the Child in Her arms, Saint Petronius, and another
saint,* all well arranged in beautiful poses. As a result, the
people of Bologna, who thought it impossible to create a
work in marble equal to, much less better than, the one
executed by Agostino and Agnolo of Siena in the old style for
the high altar of San Francesco in their city, discovered they
were mistaken when they saw this work, which was far more
beautiful. After this, as Jacopo had been requested to return
to Lucca, he went there most willingly, and in San Frediano,
for Federigo di Maestro Trenta del Veglia, he carved upon
a marble panel a Virgin with Her son in Her arms, Saint
Sebastian, Saint Lucy, Saint Jerome, and Saint Sigismund with
good style, grace, and composition, and below upon the
predella in half relief, under each saint, he placed scenes from
his or her life, which were very lovely and pleasing, since
Jacopo had used great skill in making the figures recede on
various planes and in reducing in size those which were
furthest away. In this way, he greatly encouraged others to
acquire grace and beauty for their own works with new
methods, carving in bas-relief upon two large tombstones
lifelike portraits of Federigo, the donor of the work, and his
wife. On these stones are these words: ‘Jacopo Master Sculptor
of Siena created this work in 1422.

When Jacopo then came to Florence, the trustees of the
Works Department of Santa Maria del Fiore, on the basis of
the good reports they had received about him, gave him the
project of making a marble frontispiece which is over the door
of that church leading towards the Nunziata; and there he
represented in a mandorla the Virgin who is being carried
towards Heaven by a choir of angels, who are playing and
singing with the most beautiful movements and in the most
beautiful poses, so that it looked as if there were motion
and boldness in their flight, something that had never been
seen up to that time.* Similarly, the Virgin is clothed with so
much grace and modesty that She could not be depicted any
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better, since the folds of the draperies are beautiful and soft,
and it looks as if the borders of Her garments, which conform
to the body of the figure, disclose even as they cover every
turn of the limbs. Under this Madonna there is a Saint Thomas
receiving Her girdle.* In short, all this work was completed
by Jacopo in four years at that higher level of perfection he
had attained, for besides his natural desire to do well, the
rivalry with Donatello, Filippo Brunelleschi, and Lorenzo
Ghiberti, some of whose highly praised works had already
appeared, spurred him on even more to complete what he was
undertaking. The results were so excellent that even today this
work is regarded by modern artists as something most rare.
On the other side of the Virgin, facing Saint Thomas, Jacopo
carved a bear climbing up a pear tree. Just as many things
were said at that time about this whimsical creation, so we
could add some others, but I will remain silent in order to
leave everyone free to think or believe whatever he pleases
about this invention.

After this, since Jacopo wished to see his native city again,
he went back to Siena, and after he had arrived there, he seized
the opportunity, following his intention, of leaving behind
something that would honour his memory. And since the
Signoria of Siena had determined to construct an extremely
rich omament in marble for the water which Agnolo and
Agostino of Siena had brought into the piazza in the year
1343, they comissioned Jacopo to undertake this work for the
price of two thousand, two hundred gold scudi, whereupon he
created a model and had the marble brought in, set to work,
and finished sculpting it to the great satisfaction of his fellow
citizens, who no longer called him Jacopo della Quercia but,
from then on, always Jacopo della Fonte.* In the centre of this
work he carved the Virgin Mary in glory, the special
protectress of the city, somewhat larger than the other figures
and with a graceful and original style. Then around Her he
carved the Seven Theological Virtues, whose delicate and
pleasing heads he created with beautiful expressions and cer-
tain techniques, showing that he had begun to discover good
style. Overcoming the difficulties of the art and bestowing
grace upon the marble, he abandoned the old style which until
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that time had been employed by sculptors, who created their
figures as a whole and without the slightest grace, in contrast
to Jacopo who created his figures with a softness and a flesh-
like quality and finished his marble with patience and delicacy.
In addition, he carved a number of narrative scenes from the
Old Testament—namely, the creation of our first parents and
the cating of the forbidden apple—where in the figure of the
woman we can see a facial expression so beautiful, as well as a
grace and posc that is so reverent towards Adam as she hands
him the apple, that it does not appear possible for him to
refuse her. Besides this, the rest of the work is filled with
extremely beautiful inventions and embellished with the most
beautiful little children and other decorations of lions and
wolves, which were emblems of the city; and all of it was
executed by Jacopo with loving attention, skill, and judge-
ment in the space of twelve years. Also by his hand are three
very beautiful bronze narrative scenes in half relief from the
life of Saint John the Baptist, which are placed around the
Baptistery of San Giovanni below the Duomo, as well as some
other bronze figures an armslength high and also in full relief,
placed between the above-mentioned scenes, which are truly
beautiful and worthy of praise.* Because of the excellence of
these works, as well as the goodness and orderliness of his life,
Jacopo deserved to be made a knight by the Signoria, and not
long afterwards, a trustee of the Works Department of the
Duomo. He performed his duties so well that the building was
never managed any better before or since, even though he
lived only three years after he received the office, and he made
many useful and valuable repairs. And even if Jacopo was only
a sculptor, he nevertheless designed reasonably well, as is
shown by some of his drawings which are contained in our
book and appear to have come from the hand of a miniaturist
rather than that of a sculptor. And I received his portrait,
which can be seen above,* from Master Domenico Beccafumi,
the Sienese painter, who recounted to me many details about
the talent, goodness, and kindness of Jacopo who, worn out
by his labours and continuous work, died at last at the age of
sixty-four and was mourned and honourably buried in his
native city of Siena not only by his friends and relatives but
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also by the whole city. And to tell the truth, he was most
fortunate that his great skill was recognized in his native city,
for it rarely occurs that men of ability are universally loved
and honoured in their native lands. .. .*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF JACOPO,
SIENESE SCULPTOR



The Life of Luca della Robbia, Sculptor
[c.1400—1482]

Luca della Robbia, the Florentine sculptor, was born in the
year 1388,* in the home of his ancestors which stands under
the church of San Bernaba in Florence, and he was well
brought-up so that he not only learned to read and write, but
also to keep accounts whenever necessary, following the
custom of most Florentines. And afterwards he was sent by his
father to learn the goldsmith’s trade from Leonardo di Ser
Giovanni,* who was then considered the most skilful master
of that profession in Florence. Under his direction, therefore,
Luca learned how to design and to work in wax, and as his
confidence increased, he began to make objects in marble and
bronze, and because these objects turned out very well indeed,
he devoted himself so completely to sculpture, altogether
abandoning the goldsmith’s craft, that he did nothing else but
chisel all day long and sketch at night. And he did this with
such zeal that on many occasions at night when his feet
became cold, in order not to leave his sketching, he would
warm them up by placing them in a basket of wood shav-
ings—that is, the kinds of shavings carpenters remove from
boards when they work them with a plane. I am not in the
least surprised by this, since no one ever becomes excellent in
any profession whatsoever unless he learns while still a boy to
endure heat, cold, hunger, thirst, and other discomforts; those
people, therefore, who think it is possible to attain an
honourable rank with all the comforts and conveniences in the
world are sadly mistaken: it is achieved by staying up late and
working constantly, not by sleeping!

Luca was barely fifteen years old when, along with other
young sculptors, he was brought to Rimini to carve some
figures and other decorations in marble for Sigismondo di
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Pandolfo Malatesta, the ruler of that city, who at that time had
built a chapel in the church of San Francisco and a tomb for
his dead wife.* In this work, Luca proved his skill in several
bas-reliefs that can still be seen today, before he was recalled to
Florence by the trustees of the Works Department of Santa
Maria del Fiore, where, following Giotto’s design, he carved
five scenes in marble for their bell tower on the side facing the
church which had been left unfinished, right beside the scenes
of the sciences and the arts already executed, as I mentioned
earlier, by Andrea Pisano.* In the first, Luca carved Donatus,
who is teaching grammar; in the second, Plato and Aristotle
for philosophy; in the third, 2 man playing a lute for music;*
in the fourth, Ptolemy for astrology; and in the fifth, Euclid
for geometry. In their finish, grace, and design, these scenes
surpassed in good measure those completed by Giotto who, as
I have said, depicted Apelles with his brush for painting and
Phidias carving with his chisel for sculpture. Because of this, in
the year 1405, the trustees, who were persuaded not only by
Luca’s merits but also by Messer Vieri de’ Medici, then a very
prominent and popular citizen who greatly admired Luca,
gave Luca the project of designing the marble decoration for
the organ which was being constructed on a gigantic scale and
was to be placed above the door of the sacristy of this same
church.* In the base of this work, Luca carved a number of
scenes with musical choirs singing in various ways; and he put
so much effort into this work and it came out so well that
even though it was sixteen armslengths high, the singers’
throats swelling, the musical director beating his hands on the
shoulders of the younger singers, and, in short, various ways
of playing, singing, dancing, and other delightful actions
which produce the pleasure of music can be seen. Then, above
the framework of this decoration, Luca created two figures of
gilded metal—that is, two nude angels—which were so well
finished, just like the rest of the work, that they were con-
sidered rare indeed. None the less, Donatello, who later carved
the decoration for the other organ facing Luca’s, completed
his work with much more judgement and skill than Luca had
employed (as will be discussed in the proper place), by
executing that work in an almost entirely rough-hewn and
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unpolished form, so that from a distance it would look better
than Luca’s (as it does). Although Luca’s work was done with
excellent design and care, its fine polish and finish none the less
cause the eye to lose sight of it at a distance, where it cannot
be seen as well as Donatello’s work, which is sometimes only
roughed out.

Artists should pay close attention to this, since experience
makes it clear that from a distance all things—whether paint-
ing, sculpture, or any other similar thing—have greater
boldness and force if they are well roughed out rather than
well finished; because of the effects of distance, it also often
seems that rough sketches, which are created in an instant of
artistic frenzy, express the idea behind them in a few strokes,
whereas on the other hand, great effort and too much
diligence may sometimes diminish the power and knowledge
of those who never know when to pull their hands away from
the works they are creating. And anyone who knows that the
arts of design (to avoid speaking only of painting) are akin to
poetry also knows that just as poems dictated during a poetic
frenzy are the truest, the finest, and the best when compared
to those produced with great effort, so the works of men who
excel in arts of design are best when they are created by a
single stroke from the force of this frenzy rather than when
they are produced little by little according to the inspiration of
the moment with great effort and labour. The artist who from
the very beginning has, as he should, a conception of what he
desires to create, always moves resolutely towards perfection
with the greatest ease. Nevertheless, since all talents are not of
the same stamp, there are some artisans, though they are rare,
who do not do well unless they work slowly. And to make no
mention of painters, it is said that among poets, the most
reverend and learned Bembo* sometimes works many months
and even years in writing a sonnet, if we can believe those
who affirm this; thus, it is no great surprise that this sometimes
occurs with some of the men in our own arts. But for the
most part the contrary is the rule, as we said above. In the
same way, the vulgar prefer a certain external and obvious
delicacy, in which diligence conceals the lack of essential
qualities, to a work of good quality completed with reason
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and judgement but not so polished and smooth on the out-
side.*

But, to return to Luca, after he had completed this work,
which was very pleasing, he was commissioned to do the
bronze door of the same sacristy,* which he divided into ten
panels—that is, five on each side—placing a man’s head in the
decoration of each corner panel. He varied each head, making
some young, others old, still others middle-aged; some were
bearded, while others were clean-shaven, but, basically, they
were in different ways all handsome for their type, and the
framework of this work was, as a result, very ornate indeed. In
the scenes for the panels, beginning from the top, Luca then
made an exquisitely beautiful Madonna with Her son in Her
arms on one side, and on the other, a figure of Jesus Christ
coming out of the tomb. Under these two panels in each of
the first four panels, there is a figure—one of the Evan-
gelists—and under them the Four Doctors of the Church, who
are writing in various poses. And all this work is so precise and
polished that it is a marvel, and it makes clear the fact that
Luca profited a great deal from having been a goldsmith. But
after completing these works, Luca had calculated how much
time he had spent in finishing them and how little he had
earned from them, and he knew just how little profit he
derived from them and how much labour had gone into
them; thus he made up his mind to abandon marble and
bronze and to see if he might gain more from other methods.
When he realized that clay could be worked more easily and
with less strain and that he only lacked a means of preserving
works created with clay over a long period, he followed his
inspiration so that he eventually found a method of protecting
these works from the ravages of time. Hence, after experi-
menting with many materials, he discovered that by coating
them with a glaze composed of tin, lead oxide, antimony, and
other minerals and compounds, which was baked in the fire of
a special furnace, he produced a very handsome effect and
created earthen works that were almost imperishable. For
this technique, of which Luca was the inventor, he received
great praise and all the centuries that followed him are in his

debt.*
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Having succeeded, then, in discovering exactly what he was
looking for, he wanted his first works to be those which are in
the arch above the bronze door he had made for the sacristy
under the organ of Santa Maria del Fiore; he created a
Resurrection of Christ which was so beautiful that it was
admired as a truly unique work when it was installed there.
This prompted the same trustees to ask Luca to fill the arch
above the other sacristy, where Donatello had decorated the
organ, in the same style with similar figures and works in
terracotta, and there Luca created a very beautiful Christ
ascending to Heaven.

Now this beautiful technique of his, which was so pleasing
and useful, most especially for locations where there is water
and can be no paintings because of the humidity or something
else, did not satisfy Luca, and he set about trying to improve
it. Although at first he had completed clay works only in
white, he added to his technique the means of rendering them
in colours, to the boundless amazement and delight of every-
one. Among the first to have Luca create works in coloured
clay was the Magnificent Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici, who
asked him to cover with various fanciful decorations in half
relief both the vaulting and floor of a study in the palace built
by his father Cosimo (as I shall later discuss), which was
unique and very useful in the summer. It 1s certainly a won-
der that although the technique was extremely difficult and
required great caution in baking the clay, Luca brought these
works to such a level of perfection that both the vaulting and
the floor seem to be made of a single piece rather than of
many. After the fame of these works spread not only all over
Italy but throughout Europe as well, there were so many
people who requested them that the Florentine merchants
sent them all over the world and kept Luca working con-
stantly, to his great profit. And because he alone could not
meet the demands, he took his brothers Ottaviano and
Agostino away from their chisels and set them to doing this
kind of work, in which they earned, together with him, a
great deal more than they had ever earned from their chisels.
And besides the works they sent to France and Spain, they did
many things in Tuscany and particularly at the Church of San
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Miniato al Monte for Piero de’ Medici, where they created
extremely beautiful octagonal ornaments for the vaulting of
the marble chapel which rests upon four columns in the
middle of the church. But the most memorable work of this
kind which came from their hands was the vaulting of the
Chapel of San Jacopo in the same church where the Cardinal
of Portugal is buried.* Even though the chapel has no lateral
surfaces, they placed at its corners four round tondos con-
taining the Four Evangelists and in the middle of the vault the
Holy Spirit in a tondo, filling the empty spaces with tiles
which wind around the vault and gradually diminish towards
the centre in such a way that it is impossible to see better work
of this kind or to see anything assembled and built with more
care. Then in a little arch above the door of the church of San
Piero Buon Consiglio, which is below the Old Market, Luca
placed Our Lady surrounded by some lively angels, while
over the door of a little church near the church of San Piero
Maggiore, in a tondo, he placed another Madonna and some
angels considered to be very beautiful. And also in the chapter
house of Santa Croce, built by the Pazzi family under the
direction of Filippo di Ser Brunellesco, Luca did all the glazed
figures seen there, both inside and outside. And it is said that
Luca sent to the king in Spain some very beautiful figures in
full relief along with some works in marble. In Florence he
also created for Naples, with the assistance of his brother
Agostino, the marble tomb for the infant brother of the Duke
of Calabria, along with many glazed ornaments.

After these projects, Luca sought to discover a method of
painting figures and scenes on a flat surface in terracotta in
order to give more life to his paintings, and he experimented
with this on a tondo, which he placed above the tabernacle of
the four saints on the side of Orsanmichele; on its flat surfaces,
he represented in five places the tools and insignia of the
Builders’ guilds with extremely beautiful decorations. He
made two other tondos in relief for the same location, one
of Our Lady for the Apothecaries’ Guild and another for
the Merchants’ Guild with a lily above a bale [of wool]
surrounded by a garland of flowers and leaves of various
types, so well designed that they seem real and not made of
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coloured terracotta. Then, for Messer Benozzo Federighi,
Bishop of Fiesole, in the church of San Brancazio, he built a
marble tomb with this same Federigo lying upon it, sculpted
from life, and three other half-length figures. In decorating the
pillars of this work, he painted on a flat surface some garlands
with clusters of fruit and leaves so lifelike and natural that they
could not be better rendered on a panel with brush and oil;
and indeed, this work is marvellous and quite unique, since in
it Luca created the lights and shadows so well that it hardly
seems possible to have done so from the fire.*

And if this artisan had lived longer than he did, we would
have seen even greater works issue forth from his hands,
because shortly before he died, he had begun to create scenes
and painted figures upon flat surfaces, some of which I saw in
his home and which make me believe that he would have
easily succeeded with them had not death, which almost
always carries off the best of men when they are about to
make some improvement in the world, deprived him of life
before his time. .. .*

If I have gone into more detail on this subject than perhaps
seems necessary, I trust everyone will excuse me, but since
Luca discovered these new kinds of sculpture which the
ancient Romans, as far as we know, did not possess, it was
necessary for me to speak of them at length as I did. And if,
after narrating the life of the elder Luca, I have more briefly
recounted some details about his descendants who lived down
to our own times, I have done so in order not to have to
return to this material again. Thus Luca, passing from one
kind of work to another, and from marble to bronze and from
bronze to clay, did so not because of laziness or because, as
many others are, he was capricious, unstable, or discontented
with his craft, but rather because he felt himself drawn by
Nature to new techniques and by his need for a kind of work,
according to his taste, which would be less fatiguing and more
profitable. Thus the world and the arts of design were
enriched by a new art, both useful and very beautiful, while he
earned for himself glory and perpetual and immortal praise.
Luca was a very good and graceful draughtsman, as is evident
in some pages from our book, highlighted with white lead. In
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one of them there is his portrait done by his own hand with
great care as he was looking at himself in a mirror.

HERE ENDS THE LIFE OF LUCA DELLA ROBBIA,
SCULPTOR



The Life of Paolo Uccello, Florentine Painter*
[1397-1475]

Paolo Uccello would have been the most delightful and in-
ventive genius in the history of painting from Giotto’s day to
the present, if he had spent as much time working on human
figures and animals as he lost on problems of perspective; for
although these things are ingenious and beautiful, anyone
whose pursuit of them is excessive wastes hour after hour,
exhausts his native abilities, and fills his mind with difficulties,
quite often turning a fertile and effortless talent into one that is
sterile and overworked; and anyone who pays more attention
to perspective than to human figures achieves an arid style
full of profiles, produced by the desire to examine things in
minute detail. Besides this, such a person frequently becomes
solitary, eccentric, melancholy, and impoverished like Paolo
Uccello who, endowed by Nature with a meticulous and
subtle mind, took pleasure only in the investigation of certain
problems of perspective which were difficult or impossible,
and which, however original and vexing, nevertheless hin-
dered him so much in painting figures that as he grew older,
he grew even worse. There is no doubt that anyone who
does violence to his nature with fanatical study may well
sharpen one corner of his mind, but nothing that he creates
will ever appear to have been done with the natural ease and
grace of those who place each brush-stroke in its proper place
and, with moderation, considerable intelligence, and good
judgement, avoid certain subtleties which soon encumber their
works with an overworked, difficult, arid, and ill-conceived
style which more readily moves those who observe them to
compassion than to wonder. Since an artist’s talent can be
exercised only when his intelligence has this desire to operate
and his artistic inspiration is aroused, only then can his
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splendid, divine powers and marvellous conceptions issue
forth.

Paolo, then, without ever pausing for a moment, was
always pursuing the most difficult aspects of art, so that he per-
fected the method of drawing perspectives from the ground-
plans of houses and the profiles of buildings all the way
up to the summits of their cornices and roofs by way of
intersecting lines, by foreshortening and diminishing them at
the centre after having first fixed the point of view he desired,
either high or low on the plane. And in short, he worked so
diligently upon these difficulties that he introduced a method
and rules for placing figures firmly upon planes where they
stand, while foreshortening them little by little and making
them recede and diminish in proportion, something which
had previously been done only in a haphazard way. Similarly,
he discovered a method of designing the intersections and
arches of vaults, of foreshortening floors by the length of the
receding beams, and of painting rounded columns in such a
way that in a sharp comer angle on the wall of a house, they
would bend, and, drawn in perspective, they would break up
the corner angle in a straight line.

Because of his interests, he was reduced to living alone
inside his home with few conveniences, as if in the wild, for
weeks and months without allowing himself to be seen. And
although these matters were challenging and vexing, if he
had spent that time in studying figures, which he drew with
a rather good sense of design, he would eventually have
brought them to perfection. But by wasting all his time on
these notions, he found himself during the course of his life
more impoverished than renowned. Thus, when Paolo
showed his close friend, Donatello the sculptor, the mazzocchi*
with their points and sides drawn in perspective from a variety
of viewpoints, and spheres with seventy-two facets in the
shape of diamonds with wood chips twisted around the rods
in each facet, as well as other oddities that consumed and
wasted his time, Donatello would often say: ‘Ah Paolo, this
perspective of yours makes you abandon the certain for the
uncertain: these things are of no use except to artists who
work in intarsio,* where they fill their decorations with wood
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chips and round or square spirals and other such details.’

Paolo’s first paintings were done in fresco in an oblong
niche painted in perspective at the Hospital of Lelmo: that is, a
picture of Saint Anthony the Abbot standing between Saints
Cosmas and Damian. At Annalena (a convent), he did two
figures; and in Santa Trinita, upon the left door inside the
church, he painted in fresco scenes from the life of Saint
Francis: that is, the Saint receiving the stigmata; protecting the
Church which he carries on his shoulders; and conferring with
Saint Dominic.* He then worked in Santa Maria Maggiore on
a chapel next to the side door leading to San Giovanni, where
the panel and predella of Masaccio* stands, painting in fresco
an Annunciation in which he created a house worthy of
consideration—an original and difficult achievement in those
times, since it was the first work in good style which showed
artists how lines could be made to recede in perspective with
grace and proportion; how a restricted and tiny space on a flat
surface might appear to be distant and vast; and how those
who know how to do this with judgement and grace, using
colour to add shadows and light in the proper places, create an
illusion for the eye making the painting seem as if it were real
and in full relief. And this was not enough for Paolo, who also
wanted to display even greater difficulties in some columns
foreshortened by means of perspective, which bend around
and break the sharp angle of the vaulting where the Four
Evangelists are found. This was considered to be a beautiful
and difficult achievement, and in truth, Paolo displayed great
ingenuity and talent in his profession.

Paolo also worked in a cloister at San Miniato, outside of
Florence, painting the lives of the Church Fathers partly in
terra verde® and partly in colour. In these works Paolo did not
consistently follow the practice of employing a single colour
as must be done in painting scenes, for he painted the fields
blue, the cities a red colour, and the buildings whatever colour
struck his fancy, and in doing so he committed an error,
because things that appear to be made from stone cannot and
should not be tinted with another colour. It is said that while
Paolo was working upon this painting, an abbot who was
then living in that cloister gave him nothing but cheese to eat.
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And when this began to annoy him, since he was a timid man,
Paolo resolved not to return to work there; thus, whenever
the abbot sent someone to look for him, and Paolo heard that
the monks were asking for him, he avoided being at home,
and if he happened to meet any of the members of this order
around Florence, Paolo would run away from them as fast as
he could. One day, two of them who were more curious and
younger than Paclo* caught up with him and asked why he
had not returned to complete the work he had begun and why
he ran away whenever he caught sight of a monk. To this
Paolo responded: “You have ruined me so that not only do [
run away from you, but I can’t associate with the carpenters or
even pass by where they are at work, and all of this is the
result of your abbot’s lack of discretion, for between his pies
and soups that are always made with cheese, he’s stuffed me
with so much cheese that since I am already made of nothing
but cheese, 'm afraid they’ll use me for putty; and if I go on
like this, I won’t any longer be Paolo but Cheese!” After the
monks left Paolo, roaring with laughter, they explained all
this to the abbot, who had Paolo brought back to work and
ordered something else for his meals besides cheese.
Afterwards, Paolo painted the altarpiece of Saints Cosmas
and Damian for the chapel of San Girolamo de’ Pugliesi in the
Carmine Church. In the house of the Medici, he painted in
tempera on canvas a number of scenes of animals, which
always delighted him, and in order to do them well he studied
them very carefully; and what is more, he always kept around
his home paintings of birds, cats, dogs, and every kind of
strange animal for which he could obtain a drawing, since his
poverty prevented him from keeping live animals. And
because he loved birds most of all, he was given the nickname
of Paolo Uccello [Paolo of the Birds]. And in this same house,
among the various scenes of animals, he painted some lions
fighting among themselves, with such frightful movements
and ferocity that they seemed alive. But among the other rare
things he did was a scene in which a serpent, doing battle with
a lion, shows, with vigorous movements, its ferocity and the
poison which it spits from its mouth and eyes, while a nearby
peasant girl keeping watch over an ox is painted with the most
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beautiful foreshortening. The drawing for this painting, in
Paolo’s own hand, is in our book of drawings, as is another
similar one showing the peasant girl, fearful and in flight,
running away from these animals. The same drawing also
contains some very lifelike shepherds and a landscape con-
sidered very beautiful in its day. And in other canvases, Paolo
painted several scenes of soldiers of the period on horseback in
review, with a number of portraits drawn from life.*

Paolo was then commissioned to paint some scenes in the
cloister of Santa Maria Novella.* The first of these is located at
the entrance from the church into the cloister: the Creation of
the Animals, with a varied and infinite number of creatures
from the earth, the waters, and the skies. And because Paolo
was extremely creative and, as we have mentioned, he greatly
delighted in drawing animals well, he represented in several
lions about to attack each other the degree of pride they
possess, as well as the swiftness and the fear of a number of
stags and deer; in addition, he also painted birds and fish with
very realistic feathers and scales. He painted the Creation of
Man and Woman and their sin with a beautiful style, carefully
wrought and well executed. And in this same work, he took
great delight in the colouring of the trees, which at that time
was not normally done very well; he was thus the first painter
who won renown among the older painters for his landscapes,
which he worked on and brought to greater perfection than
had any other painter before him. None the less, there were
those who came afterwards who produced more perfect ones,
because despite all his efforts, Paolo was never able to give his
works that softness or harmony which has been bestowed
upon works in our own times by colouring them with oil. But
it is notable that Paolo used the rules of perspective to
foreshorten and draw things exactly as they were, painting
everything that he saw—that is, ploughed fields, ditches, and
other details from Nature in that dry, sharp style of his—and
if he had selected the best of these details and had placed in his
work only those parts which come out well in painting, they
would have been completely perfect.

Once he had completed this project, he worked in the same
cloister, using two scenes designed by other artists. And lower
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down, he painted the Flood with Noah’s Ark, and in this
scene, he rendered the dead bodies, the storm at sea, the fury
of the winds, the flashes of lightning, the uprooting of trees,
and the terror of the men with such great pains, artistry, and
diligence that it can hardly be described. And in perspective,
he painted a foreshortened dead body with a crow pecking
out its eyes, and a drowned child whose body, bloated with
water, forms a large arch. He also depicted in this work a
variety of human emotions; for example, two men who are
fighting on horseback with little fear of the water, or 2 man
and a woman who are riding on an ox with an extreme fear of
death, for as its hindquarters are being covered with water,
they both despair of saving themselves. This entire work was
of such a special quality and excellence that it acquired Paolo
great fame. As usual, he diminished his figures by means of
lines in perspective, and he painted mazzocchi and other things
in this work which are certainly very beautiful.

Under this scene he then painted the Drunkenness of Noah
along with the scorn of Ham, his son (for whom he used the
portrait of his friend Dello, a Florentine painter and sculptor),
and he showed Noah’s other two sons, Shem and Japheth,
who cover him up, revealing to him his shame. Similarly,
he painted in perspective a wine-cask curving around on
every side, which was considered very beautiful, as well as a
trellis full of grapes, whose lattice-work of squared timbers
diminishes towards a vanishing point. But here Paolo made a
mistake, for the diminishing lines on the lower plane, where
the feet of the figures are placed, go along the lines of the
trellis, and those of the wine-cask do not follow the same
receding lines. [ am truly astonished that such an accurate and
careful painter could make such an obvious mistake. He also
painted the Sacrifice of Noah, with the open ark drawn in
perspective with the groups of perches in the upper part
divided in regular rows where the birds who were accom-
modated there are flying away in flocks more properly
foreshortened. In the air above the sacrifice which Noah and
his sons offer appears God the Father; and of all the figures
Paolo drew in this work this one is the most difficult, for God
is flying towards the wall with His head foreshortened, and He
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possesses such force that His figure in relief seems to be
bursting it open and forcing its way through. Besides this,
Noah is surrounded by countless types of beautiful animals. In
short, Paolo imparted to this work such softness and grace that
it is without question superior to and better than all his other
works, and as a result he won great praise for it not only then
but in the present day.

In Santa Maria del Fiore, Paolo painted in commemoration
of the Englishman Giovanni Acuto,* the Florentine com-
mander, who died in the year 1393, a horse in terra verde.
Considered a very fine work, and being of extraordinary size,
it showed the image of the commander on the horse in
chiaroscuro with the colouring of ferra verde, and was placed
within a frame ten armslengths high in the middle of one wall
of the church. There Paolo drew in perspective a large
sarcophagus, as if the body were inside, and above it he placed
the image of the man in his commander’s armour astride a
horse. This work was and is still considered to be a most
beautiful painting of this type, and if Paolo had not repres-
ented the horse as moving his legs on only one side—some-
thing horses cannot naturally do, since they would fall—this
work would have been perfect, because the proportions of
that horse, which is huge, are quite beautiful. (Perhaps he
made this error because he was unaccustomed to riding on
horseback, nor was he as familiar with horses as with other
animals.) On the pedestal is the inscription: ‘PAVLI VCCELLI
OPVS’

At the same time and in the same church, Paolo painted in
colour the clock-face over the main door inside the church,
with four heads in the corners coloured in fresco. Then, in
terra verde, he also worked upon the loggia which faces west
overlooking the garden of the Monastery of the Angeli,
placing under each of the arches a scene from the works of
Saint Benedict the Abbot, including the most notable events
from his life up to his death. Among the many beautiful things
in this work, there is one in which a monastery is destroyed by
the work of a demon, with a dead monk lying under its stones
and beams. No less remarkable is the fear shown by another
monk, whose garments gracefully flutter around his naked
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body as he swings around. This aroused the inspiration of
other artists in such a way that they have always imitated this
stylistic device. And just as beautiful is the figure of Saint
Benedict where, with dignity and piety in the presence of his
monks, he revives the dead friar. Finally, there are elements
in all these scenes that should be examined, and especially in
certain places where they are drawn in perspective up to the
tiles and gutters of the roof. And in the scene of Saint
Benedict’s death, while his monks perform the funeral services
and mourn him, some sick and decrepit people who have
come to view the saint are drawn most beautifully. And
furthermore, among the many loving and devout followers of
this saint, there is an old monk with crutches under his arms
who expresses a wonderful emotion and, perhaps, the hope
of regaining his health. In this work, there are no coloured
landscapes, nor many houses or difficult perspectives, but it
displays excellent design and some very good work. In many
Florentine homes, a number of pictures in perspective painted
by Paolo’s hand are used for decorating the sides of couches,
beds, and other small things; and particularly in Gualfonda,
upon a terrace in the garden that used to belong to the
Bartolini family, there are four scenes painted on wood by his
hand which are full of battle scenes—that is, horses and armed
men, fitted out in the beautiful manner of those times; and
among the men are portraits of Paolo Orsini, Ottobuono da
Parma, Luca da Canale, and Carlo Malatesta, the ruler of
Rimini, all military commanders of the period. And since
these paintings had been damaged and were deteriorating,
they were restored in our own day by Giuliano Bugiardini,*
who did them more harm than good.

When he was working there Donatello brought Paolo to
Padua, whete he painted over the entrance to the home of the
Vitali family some giants in terra verde, which—according to
what I have discovered in a Latin letter written by Girolamo
Campagnola to Messer Leonico Tomeo, the philosopher—
were so beautiful that Andrea Mantegna held them in highest
esteem.* Paolo did the vaulting for the Peruzzi home in fresco
with triangular sections in perspective, and in the corner
panels he painted the four elements, and in each one he placed
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an appropriate animal: a mole for the carth, a fish for water, a
salamander for fire, and a chameleon (which lives on air and
takes on every colour) for the air. And since he had never seen
a chameleon before, he painted a camel which opens its mouth
and swallows air, filling its stomach with it; he certainly
showed great simplicity in referring with the word ‘camel’ to
an animal more likc a green lizard, all dry and small, while
depicting a large and ungainly beast.*

Paolo’s efforts in painting were truly great, and he drew so
much that, according to what I have learned myself from
them, he left behind for his relatives chests full of designs. But
although it is a good thing to sketch designs, it is none the less
better to translate them into works of art, since works of art
have a longer life than drawings on paper. And in our book of
drawings there are a number of sketches of figures, perspect-
ives, birds, and animals—all marvelously beautiful—but the
best of all is a mazzocchio drawn only in outline, so handsome
that nothing but Paolo’s patience could have executed it. Even
though he was a strange person, Paolo loved skill in his fellow
artists, and so that he might preserve their memory for
posterity, he drew five distinguished men with his own hand
upon a long panel which he kept in his home to honour their
memory: one was the painter Giotto, representing the light
and beginning of that art; the second was Filippo di Ser
Brunellesco for architecture; next came Donatello for sculp-
turce; he himself was fourth for perspective and for animals;
and for mathematics he painted his friend Giovanni Manetti,
with whom he frequently conferred and discussed the pro-
blems of Euclid.*

It is said that when Paolo was assigned the task of painting
above the door of the church of San Tommaso in the OId
Market a fresco showing this same saint examining the wound
in Christ’s side, he took the greatest possible pains with this
work, declaring that he wished to demonstratc in it how
much he was worth and how much he knew. And so he had a
screen of planks constructed so that no one could see his work
until it was completed. So, one day, Donatello, running into
him when he was all by himself, asked him: ‘And what kind
of work is this that you’re keeping hidden like that?” To this
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question, Paolo replied: ‘You’ll just have to wait and scc.’
Donatello did not want to press him to say anything more,
expecting that when the time came he would witness, as he
usually did, some miracle. Later one morning when Donatello
was in the Old Market to buy some fruit, he saw Paolo
uncovering his work. Greeting him courteously, Donatello
was asked by Paolo, who was curious to hear Donatello’s
opinion, what he thought of this work. After Donatello had
looked over the painting very carcfully, he declared: ‘Ah,
Paolo, now that it ought to be covered up, you’rc uncovering
it instcad!”

Greatly distressed by this, Paolo felt that his latest effort had
only brought him criticism, rather than the praise he expected,
and as if he had been humiliated, he did not have the courage
to leave his house any longer and closed himself inside,
devoting himself to perspective, which always kept him in
poverty and obscurity until his death. And thus, having
grown very old without dertving much happiness from his
old age, he died in the eighty-third year of his life, in 1432,
and was buried in Santa Maria Novella.*

He left behind a daughter, who knew how to draw, and a
wife, who used to declare that Paolo stayed at his desk all
night, searching for the vanishing points of perspective, and
when she called him to bed, he used to say to her: ‘Oh, what a
sweet thing this perspective is]” And in truth, if it was sweet to
him as a result of his work, it was also no less dear and useful
to those artists who employed it after him.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF PAOLO UCCELLO,
PAINTER



The Life of Lorenzo Ghiberti, Sculptor
[c.1381-1455]

There is no doubt that in every city, those individuals whose
talents achieve some fame among their fellow men become, in
most instances, a holy light of inspiration for many others,
both those who are born after them as well as those who live
in their own age, and they also receive infinite praise and
cxtraordinary rewards during their own lifetime. There is
nothing which more arouses men’s minds or causcs them to
consider less burdensome the discipline of their studics than
the prospect of the honour and profit that is later to be derived
from the cxercise of their talents, for these benefits make diffi-
cult undertakings secm easier for everyone, and men’s talents
grow more quickly when they are exalted by worldly praise.
Countless numbers of people, who sce and hear others being
praised, take great pains in their work to put themselves in a
position to earn the rewards they see their compatriots have
deserved. Becausc of this in ancient timcs, men of talent were
either rewarded with riches or honoured with triumphs and
statues. But since it rarely happens that talent is not persecuted
by envy, it is neccssary to do one’s utmost to overcome envy
through absolute pre-eminence or to become vigorous and
powerful in order to endure under such envious attacks.
Lorenzo di Cionc Ghiberti (also known as Lorenzo di
Bartoluccio) knew how to do so very well, thanks to both his
merits and his good fortune, for Donatello the sculptor and
Filippo Brunelleschi, the architect and sculptor, both superb
artists, declared him their equal and rccognized him to be a
better master in casting than they were themselves, although
common sense might have led them to maintain the contrary.
This was truly an action that redounded to their glory, but to
the confusion of many other presumptuous men who set to
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work and seek to usurp the rank carned through the talent of
others, and who, after straining for a thousand years to pro-
duce a single work without any success, trouble and frustrate
the work of others by their malice and envy.

Lorenzo was the son of Bartoluccio Ghiberti,* and from his
earliest years he learned the craft of goldsmithing from his
father, who was an excellent master and taught him this trade,
with which Lorenzo was so taken that he was very much
better at it than his father. But he took far greater pleasure
in the arts of sculpture and design, and sometimes he used
colours or cast small figurines in bronze and fmished them
with much grace. He also delighted in making copies of the
dies of antique medals, and in his time drew portraits of many
of his friends. And while he was working with Bartoluccio
and seeking to acquirc proficiency in his profession, the plague
broke out in Florence during the year 1400, according to what
he himself recounts in a book he wrote to discuss issucs
concerning the arts, which is in the possession of the Reverend
Messer Cosimo Bartoli, a Florentine gentleman.* In addition
to the plague, a number of civil disorders and other troubles
arose in the city, and Lorenzo was forced to leave Florence
and to accompany another painter into Romagna, where in
Rimini* they painted a room for Signor Pandolfo Malatesta
as well as many other works which were completed by them
with infinite care and to the satisfaction of that lord, who
while still a young man took great pleasure in matters of
design. In the meanwhile, however, Lorenzo ncver cecased
studying design or working in relief in wax, stucco, and other
similar materials, for he realized full well that such ready-
made small reliefs are a sculptor’s means of drawing designs,
and that without these methods it is impossible to bring any
work to perfection.

Now Lorenzo had not been away from his native city long
when the plaguc ceased, and the Signoria of Florence along
with the Merchants’ Guild (seeing that the art of sculpture
boasted many excellent craftsmen at that time, both forcign
and Florentine), decided that they should build the other two
doors of San Giovanni, the oldest church and the principal
cathedral in the city, a project they had already discussed
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many times previously. And they agreed among themscelves to
make it known to all the greatest masters in Italy that they
should come to Florence to compete in producing a bronze
panel, as a sample of their work, similar to one of those
Andrea Pisano had alrecady created for the first door.*
Bartoluccio wrote about this decision to Lorenzo, who was
then working in Pesaro, urging him to return to Florence
to prove his worth, since this was an opportunity to make
himself known and to show his skill, besides the fact that
he would make such a profit from it that neither of them
would ever again have to work on pear-shaped earrings.
Bartoluccio’s words stirred Lorenzo’s spirit to such an extent
that no matter how great the kindness Signor Pandolfo, his
painter friend, and the entirc court showed him, Lorenzo took
his leave from that lord and the painter, who allowed him to
depart with great annoyance and displeasure, their promises
and offers of higher wages working to no avail. To Lorenzo,
cvery hour’s delay in going to Florence seemed an eternity; he
therefore departed happily and went off to his native city.
Many foreigners had alrcady shown up and had presented
themselves to the consuls of the guild, who chose seven
masters from their number—three Florentines and the others
Tuscans—and it was agreed that they would reccive a salary
and that within a year each one of them would have com-
pleted, as a sample of their skill, a scene in bronze of the same
size as thosc in the first door. And they determined that the
artisans would work on the story of Abraham sacrificing Isaac,
his son, a scene in which they thought the masters would have
to demonstrate all the difficulties of their craft, since this story
would include landscapes, nudes, clothed figures, and animals,
and since they could execute the major figures in full relief, the
secondary figures in half relief, and the minor figures in low
relicf. The competitors for this work were the Florentines
Filippo di Ser Brunellesco, Donatello, and Lorenzo di Barto-
luccio, as well as Jacopo della Quercia from Siena, Niccolod
d’Arezzo, Jacopo’s pupil, Francesco di Valdambrino, and
Simone da Colle, called Simone de’ Bronzi.* Before the
consuls, they all promised to deliver their scenes within the
allotted time, and as each artisan set to work, with careful
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preparation, he employed cvery bit of his strength and
knowledge to surpass the others, keeping what he was doing a
closely guarded secret so that others could not produce any-
thing similar. Only Lorenzo (with the guidance of Barto-
luccio, who made him take great pains in producing many
models before deciding to use any onc of them) continuously
brought the townspeople to see them, and somectimes even
foreigners who were passing through the city (if they had any
understanding of the craft), in order to hear their opinions.
This advice was the reason why he executed a model which
was very well worked out and which was without any defect
whatsoever. And so, when he had made the moulds and cast
the work in bronze, it came out extremely well, and then he
and his father Bartoluccio polished it up with such love and
patience that it could not have been executed or finished any
better.

Now, when the time arrived for the scenes to be compared,
his panel and those of the other masters that had been
completed were handed over for judgement to the Merchants’
Guild, since once they had been viewed by all the consuls
and by many other townspeople, there existed a diversity
of opinion on thosc works. There were many foreigners in
Florence—som painters, others sculptors and goldsmiths—
who were summoned by the consuls to render a judgement
upon these works, along with others engaged in the profession
who actually lived in Florence. They numbered thirty-four
people, each one most skilled in his particular trade. And
regardless of how many differences of opinion there were
among them, some preferring the style of onc master and
some preferring the style of another, they were nevertheless
in agreement that Filippo di Ser Brunellesco and Lorenzo di
Bartoluccio had composed and finished their panels better,
with a greater number of finely wrought figures than
Donatello, even though Donatello had also displayed in his
own panel an admirable sense of design.* In the panel by
Jacopo della Quercia, the figures were good but they lacked
a certain finesse, although they were exccuted with a sense
of design and some care. The work of Francesco di Valdam-
brino displayed good heads and was well finished, but the
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composition was confused. The panel by Simone da Colle was
beautifully cast, since that was his craft, but it was not well
designed. The sample of Niccold d’Arezzo’s work, which was
completed with good skill, contained stunted figures and
was badly polished. Only the scene which Lorenzo offered as
an example of his work, which can still be seen inside the
audience chamber of the Merchants’ Guild, was completely
perfect in every dctail: the entire work possessed a sense of
design and was beautifully composed; the figures in his style
were lively and gracefully executed in the most beautiful
poses; and the work was fiished with such care that it seemed
not cast and polished with iron tools but, rather, created by a
breath. When Donatello and Filippo saw the care Lorenzo
lavished upon his work, they drew off to the side and,
speaking between themsclves, decided that the work ought to
be given to Lorenzo, since in their opinion, both the public
good and the privatc interest would be best served in this way.
And so Lorenzo, still a young man who was not yet past the
age of twenty, would have the opportunity of realizing in the
production of this work the great promisc of the beautiful
scene, which, in their judgement, he had cxccuted better than
all the other artisans, and they declared that it would have
been far more malicious to take the work away from him than
it was generous to bestow it upon him.

Thus, Lorenzo began the work on those doors* for the
cntrance facing the Office of the Works Department of San
Giovanni by constructing a wooden frame for one part of the
bronze of exactly the right size, without borders but with
decorative heads in the corners of the spaces for the scenes
and friezes surrounding them. Then with the greatest care,
he made and dried the mould in a room he had purchased
opposite Santa Maria Novella (where today, the Hospital of
the Weavers called the Threshing-Floor is located), and he
built an enormous furnace which I remember having seen,
casting the above-mentioned frame in metal. But, as luck
would have it, the casting did not turn out well, and so
without losing his courage or becoming alarmed, he dis-
covered the error and quickly constructed another mould
without anyone else knowing about it; he recast the frame,
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and it came out extremely well. He continued in this way
with the rest of the work, casting each scenc separately and
putting it in its place when it was polished. And the division of
the scenes was similar to that already employed by Andrea
Pisano in the first set of doors which Giotto designed, contain~
ing twenty stories from the New Testament. At the bottom,
in eight spaces of a similar size following these stories, he
placed the Four Evangclists, two for each door, and then in the
same fashion, the Four Doctors of the Church; these figurcs
differ in their poses and garments: onc is writing, another is
reading, a third thinking, and so forth, while their liveliness
demonstrates how well they were executed. Besides this, in
the frame of the decorations around the scenes, Lorenzo placed
a frieze of ivy and other kinds of foliage which scparates them
from each other, while in each corner he placed the head of a
man or a2 woman in full rclief representing the prophets and
sibyls, which arc very beautiful and reflect, in their variety, the
genuine quality of Lorenzo’s talent. Above the Doctors of the
Church and the Evangelists alrcady mentioned, beginning
from below on the side closest to Santa Maria del Fiore, there
are four pictures: the first contains the Annunciation of Qur
Lady, where Lorenzo depicted in the pose of the Virgin a ter-
ror and a sudden fear, as She gracefully turns at the coming of
the angel. And next to this he created the Nativity of Christ
where Our Lady, having given birth, is lying down to rest,
while Joseph contemplates the shepherds and the singing
angels. On the other side of the door, across from this scene
and on the same level follows the scene of the coming of the
Wise Men, their adoration of Christ, and their presentation
of gifts to Him, wherc their retinue is following them with
horses and other equipment, all of which is executed with
great skill. And next to this scene is Christ’s disputation in the
temple with the learned priests, in which the admiration and
attention given to Christ by the priests are no less well
expresscd than the joy of Mary and Joseph at finding Him
again. Above these four scenes, beginning over the Annun-
ciation, follows the story of the baptism of Christ by John in
the River Jordan, where, in their actions, the reverence of the
one and the faith of the other can be recognized. Next to this
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scene follows the Temptation of Christ by the devil, who 1is
terrified by Christ’s words and strikes a frightened pose, show-
ing in this way that he recognizes Christ to be the Son of God.
On the other side in a corresponding space there is the scene of
Christ driving the moneychangers from the temple, overturn-
ing their money, victims, doves, and other merchandise; in
this scene the figurcs are falling upon one another in a graceful
sequence that is very beautiful and well thought out. Next to
this Lorenzo continued with the shipwreck of the Apostles,
where Saint Peter begins to sink into the watcer as he Ieaves the
boat while Christ holds him up; this scenc is filled with the
different gestures of the Apostles working in the boat, while
Saint Peter’s faith is madc cvident by his movement towards
Christ. Beginning again on the other side above the scene of
the Baptism, there 1s the Transfiguration of Christ on Mount
Tabor, wherc Lorenzo expressed in the poses of three Apostles
the way in which heavenly visions bedazzle mortal eyes; and
here Christ is recognized in His divinity between Elijah and
Moses with His head held high and His arms outstretched.
And next to this scene is the Raising of Lazarus, who comes
out of the tomb with his hands and feet bound, standing
upright to the astonishment of the onlookers; here Martha and
Mary Magdalene kiss the feet of Our Lord with humility and
great reverence. On the other side of the door across from this
scene follows the one of Christ entering Jerusalem upon an ass,
while the children of the Jews, in various poses, are casting
their clothing upon the ground along with olive branches and
palms, and the Apostles follow the Saviour. And next to this is
the very beautiful and well-composed Last Supper with the
Apostles, depicted at a long table with half of them on one
side and half on the other. Above the scene of the Trans-
figuration begins the Agony in the Garden, with the three
Apostles slecping in different poscs. And next to this follows
the scene in which Christ is arrested and Judas gives him the
kiss, and in which there are many details to consider, such as
the Apostles in flight, or the Jews whose actions and efforts in
capturing Christ are extremely bold. On the other side across
from this scene, Christ is shown bound to the column; His face
is somewhat contorted with the pain of the whipping but His



GHIBERTI 91

expression is compassionate, while the Jews who scourge Him
display, through their gestures, a rage and a thirst for revenge
that are terrible to behold. Next follows the scene in which
they lead Christ before Pilate, who washes his hands and
condemns Him to the cross. Above the Agony in the Garden
and on the other side in the last row of storics is Christ
carrying the cross and going to His death, led by a tumultuous
band of soldiers in strange poses who are dragging Him along
as if by force; besides this, the painful sorrow that the two
Maries express in their gestures is so real that eyewitnesses
could not have seen it better. Next to this scene, Lorenzo did
the Crucifixion of Christ, showing Our Lady and Saint
John the Evangelist sitting upon the ground with sorrowful
expressions and full of indignation. Then, beside this but on
the other side of the door, there is the Resurrection, where the
guards have been stunned by the thunder and stand as if they
were dead men, while Christ ascends into Heaven in a pose
which glorifics Him in the perfection of His beautiful body,
all created by Lorenzo’s ingenuity. In the last space Lorenzo
placed the coming of the Holy Spirit, where the rapt attention
and the sweet gestures of those who receive it are evident.

And Lorenzo brought this work to its conclusion and per-
fection without sparing any of the time or labour that can be
devoted to a work in metal, considering that the bodies of his
nude figures arc very beautiful, and the garments, while still
retaining a little of the old style of Giotto, nevertheless contain
something which moves towards the style of modern artists
and brings a certain very pleasing grace to figures of that size.
And to tell the truth, the composition of each scene is so well
ordered and so well arranged that Lorenzo deserved to win
the praise—and cven more—which Filippo [Brunelleschi] had
lavished upon him from the beginning. And as a result, he was
recognized by his fellow citizens with great honour, and he
was praised highly not only by them but by other artisans,
both natives and foreigners alike. This work, with its border
decorations ingraved with festoons of fruit and animals all cast
in metal, cost twenty-two thousand florins, while the bronze
doors themselves weighed thirty-four thousand pounds.

When the doors were completed, the consuls of the
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Merchants’ Guild felt that they had been very well served, and
because of the praise everyone bestowed upon Lorenzo, they
decided that Lorenzo should do a bronze statue of some four-
and-a-half armslengths in memory of Saint John the Baptist
for one of the niches on a pillar outside Orsanmichele which
faced the cloth finishers. Lorenzo began this work and never
left it until he had brought it to completion; and it was highly
praised then and still is today. Upon the saint’s mantle,
Lorenzo made a fricze for lettering, where he wrote his own
name.* In this statue, which was erected in the year 1414, the
beginning of good modern style can be seen in the head, in an
arm which scems as if it is made of flesh, in the hands, and in
the entire pose of the figure. Thus, Lorenzo was the first sculp-
tor who began to imitate the works of the ancient Romans,
whom he studied very thoroughly as must anyonc who desires
to do good work. On the frontispicce of the tabernacle, he
attempted to work in mosaic, placing within it the half-length
figurc of a prophet.

Lorenzo’s fame as the most skilled master in casting was
already on the rise throughout Italy and abroad, and as a
result, after Jacopo della Fonte [della Quercia], Vecchietta
from Sicna, and Donatello had created for the Signoria of
Siena in their own Baptistery of San Giovanni some scenes
and figures in bronze which were to decorate the Baptistery
of that church,* and the Sienese had seen Lorenzo’s works in
Florence, they met together and decided to have Lorenzo do
two scenes from the life of Saint John the Baptist. In onc
of them Lorenzo depicted the Baptism of Christ, adding to it
many figures, some nude and some very richly clothed, and in
the other scene he depicted Saint John who is seized and
brought beforc Herod. In both of these scenes he outdid and
surpassed all those who had sculpted the other scenes, and as a
result he was highly praised by the Sienese and others who saw
them.

In Florence the masters of the Mint had to crect a statue in
one of the niches around Orsanmichele, facing the palace of
the Wool Guild, and it had to be a Saint Matthew of the same
height as that of the Saint John mentioned earlier. Hence, they
commissioned Lorenzo to do it, who completed it perfectly,
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and it was praised even more highly than his Saint John, since
it was done more in the modern style. This statue was the
reason why the consuls of the Wool Guild decided that he
should cast another statue, also of metal, for another niche
next to the one with his Saint John that would be just as tall as
the other two statues and would represent Saint Stephen, their
patron. Lorenzo completed this work, giving the bronze an
extremely beautiful polish. This statue gave no less satisfaction
than the other works which he had already completed. .. .*
The excellent works of this most skilful artisan had brought
Florence so much renown that the consuls of the Merchants’
Guild decided to commission Lorenzo to do the third sct of
doors, also in metal, for the Baptistery of San Giovanni. And
although Lorenzo had followed their dircctions in executing
the first set of doors and had completed this work with
decorations surrounding the figurcs and binding together the
frame in a design similar to that of Andrea Pisano, when they
saw how far Lorenzo had surpasscd Andrea Pisano, the consuls
decided to move Andrea’s doors, which were in the centre, to
the side facing the Misericordia. Lorenzo would then make the
new doors for the centre, and they thought he would put
all of his great skill and cnergy into the project because
he excelled in that craft. And so they put themselves back
in his hands, saying that he had permission to do anything he
wished or preferred so that the doors would turn out even
more clegant, rich, perfect, and beautiful than he could ever
imagine. Nor should he worry about the time or the expenses,
so that just as he had surpassed all the other statuary up to that
time, he could now outdo and surpass all of his own works.
Lorenzo began this project, putting into it all of the great
knowledge at his disposal;* hence, he divided the doors into
ten panels, five on each side, so that the spaces containing the
scenes would be one-and-one-third armslengths in size, and in
the ornamentation of the framework that encloscs the scenes,
there are vertical niches containing figures almost in full relief,
numbering twenty in all, and all very beautiful, such as a nude
Samson, who is embracing a column and holding a jaw-bone
in his hand, which is just as perfect as any of the Hercules in
either bronze or marble done in classical antiquity. Another
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witness to Lorenzo’s talent is a figure of Joshua, portrayed in
the act of speaking as if he were addressing his army. Apart
from this, there are many prophets and sibyls dressed in vari-
ous styles of clothing and with different hair-styles, head-
dresses, and other adornments, and he also placed twelve
recumbent figures in the niches of the traverse borders framing
the decorations of the scenes, executing mn the corners circles
containing the heads of women, young boys, and old men,
thirty-four in number.* Among these, in the middle of the
same door where Lorenzo inscribed his name, is the portrait
of his father Bartoluccio, who is the older man, while the
younger man is Lorenzo himself, the master of the entire pro-
ject. Besides the heads, there are countless varieties of foliage,
many mouldings, and other decorations executed with the
greatest skill.

The scenes on the door are from the Old Testament. The
first contains the creation of Adam and Eve his wife, which is
executed perfectly. It is clear that Lorenzo tried to render their
members as beautifully as he could. Since he wished to show
that they were the loveliest forms of lifc cver created, as they
issued forth from the hand of God, his own figures were
intended to surpass everything he had ever created in his other
work, and he certainly took the greatest care. And so, in the
same sccne, he showed them eating the apple and then
together being driven out of Paradise; the actions of the
figures are responding first to the effects of sin, as they
recognize their shame and cover themselves with their hands,
and then to the cffects of repentance, as they arc driven out of
Paradise by the angcl. In the second panel, Lorenzo placed
Adam and Eve with their little children, Cain and Abel; it also
depicts Abel’s sacrifice of the first fruits of his harvest and
Cain’s less acceptable offering, in which Cain’s gestures reflect
his envy for his brother, while Abel’s reveal his love for God.
And a scene of singular beauty is the one showing Cain as he
ploughs the earth with a pair of oxen whose labour under the
yoke to draw the plough seems real and natural. Equally
beautiful is Abel, who is murdered by Cain while tending his
flock; Cain’s absolutely pitiless and cruel expression is cvident
as he murders his brother Abel with a club, a scene executed in
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such a way that the bronze itself reflects the limpness of the
dead limbs of Abel’s beautiful body. In the distance in low
relief is the figure of God, who is asking Cain what he has
done to Abel. Each pancl contains the details of four scenes.

In the third panel Lorenzo represented Noah leaving the ark
with his wife, sons, daughters, and daughters-in-law, together
with all the animals, both the birds and the beasts, cach of
which in its kind is carved with the greatest perfection that art
allows in the imitation of Nature. The open ark and other
details arc secn in perspective and in very low relief, and it is
impossible to describe their grace. Besides this, the figures of
Noah and his family could not be more lifelike and lively, for
while he performs the sacrifice, the rainbow can be seen, the
sign of peace between God and Noah. But even more cxcellent
than all the other figures are the ones showing Noah planting
the vines and then, inebriated from the wine, exposing himsclf
while his son Ham sncers at him. It would truly be imposs-
ible to imitate any more precisely a sleeping man, with his
sprawling limbs abandoned to intoxication, or the respect and
love of his other two sons, who cover him up with the most
beautiful gestures. In addition, the cask, the vines, and the
other tools for the wine-harvest arc all exccuted here with care
and placed appropriately so that they do not hinder the narra-
tive but embellish it.

In the fourth panel, Lorenzo chose the appearance of the
three angels in the Valley of Mambre, making them all alike
and showing that holy old man adoring them with a gesture
of the hands and face that is very appropriate and lively. With
great power, Lorenzo also depicted the servants waiting with
an ass at the foot of the mountain for Abraham, who had gone
to sacrifice his son. The boy stands naked upon the altar, while
the father, with his arm held high, sccks to obey, but is
prevented from doing so by the Angel, who with one hand
holds him back while, with the other, indicates wherc he can
find the ram that should be sacrificed, saving Isaac from death.
This is a truly beautiful scene, for among other details, there is
a very marked difference between Isaac’s delicate limbs and
those of the servants, which are more robust, and there is not a
single stroke in the scene that does not reflect the greatest skill.

== L.0.T.A. - 6
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Lorenzo outdid even himself in this particular work as he
faced the difficult problems of designing the buildings, or the
birth of Isaac, Jacob, and Esau, or of showing Esau hunting
in order to fulfil his father’s will and Jacob, upon Rebecca’s
instructions, offering the roast kid to his father Isaac, while
wearing its skin around his neck, which Isaac is feeling as he
gives Jacob his blessing. In this scene are some most handsome
and realistic dogs in addition to the figurcs of Jacob, Isaac, and
Rebecca, whose actions produce the same effect they must
have produced when alive.

Encouraged by his study of this art, which continuously
rendered it easier for him, Lorenzo tested his ingenuity with
even more difficult, technical details. Hence, in the sixth panel
he pictured the moment when Joseph is thrown by his
brothers into the well and when they sell him to the merchants
who then give him to Pharaoh,* for whom he interprets the
dream of the famine; he also shows Joseph’s remedy for the
famine and the honours paid to him by Pharaoh. Similarly,
Lorenzo depicts the occasion when Jacob sends his sons to
buy grain in Egypt and how, once Joseph recognizes them,
he sends them home for his father. In this scene, Lorenzo over-
came a difficult problem in executing a round temple drawn
in perspective, containing figures in various poses that are
carrying grain and flour, as well as some extraordinary asses.
Likewise, there is also the banquet Joseph offers for them, the
hiding of the golden cup in Benjamin’s sack, and the finding
of the cup, as Joscph embraces and recognizes his brothers.
Because of this scene’s many expressions of emotion and the
variety of details it contains, it is considered, among all Lor-
enzo’s works, the most worthy of his skill as well as the most
difficult and most beautiful.

Since Lorenzo possessed such fine talent and true grace in
this type of sculpture, he could not have failed to make the
most handsome figures when he thought out compositions for
his beautiful scenes, just as he did in the seventh panel, where
he depicts Mount Sinai and on its summit Moses, reverently
kneeling, as he receives the laws from God. Half-way up the
mountain is Joshua, who is waiting for him while all the
people at the foot, terrified by the thunder, lightning, and
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carthquakes, are shown in various poses executed with great
facility. Then Lorenzo displayed diligence and loving carc in
the eighth panel, where he showed the moment when Joshua
went to Jericho, crossed the River Jordan, and set up the
twelve tents filled with the twelve tribes; these figures are
very lively, but even more beautiful are some in bas-relief,
picturing the moment when the Hebrews circle around the
walls of Jericho with the Ark, destroy the walls to the sound
of trumpets, and capture the city. In this scene, the rclief of the
landscape is seen to decrease and diminish from the figures in
the foreground to the mountains and from the mountains to
the city, and then from the city to the very low relief of the
landscape in the distance; and it is all executed with complete
perfection. And since Lorenzo day by day became more
experienced in this art, he then presented in the ninth panel the
slaying of the giant Goliath, whose head David cuts off with a
proud and childish attitude, and the rout of the Philistine army
by the army of God, which contains a number of horses,
chariots, and other implements of warfare. After that, he
depicted David who, returning with the head of Goliath in
his hand, is greeted by the Hebrew people who are playing
and singing. Their cxpressions arc all appropriate and lively.
It remained for Lorenzo to usc all his talents in the tenth
and last panel, which shows the visit paid by the Queen of
Sheba to Solomon along with her enormous court, where
Lorenzo created a building drawn in perspective, which is
very handsome, and all the other figures are similar to those in
the above-mentioned scenes, including the decoration of the
architraves which surround the door, with fruits and
garlands created with Lorenzo’s usual skill.

Both in its details and as a whole, this work demonstratcs
what the talent and energy of an artisan in statuary could
achieve in casting figures, some of which are in something
close to full relief, and others in half relief, bas-relief, or
extreme bas-relief; in elaborating with great imagination the
compositions for his figures and the striking poses for both
female and male figures; in lending variety to his buildings
and to his usc of perspective; and in expressing the graceful
bearing of both sexes. Lorenzo also observed a sense of
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decorum in the whole work, solemnity in the old men and
both lightness and grace in the young. And it can truthfully be
said that this work is perfect in every detail and is the most
beautiful the world had ever seen among the ancients and the
modcrns. And Lorenzo should quite rightly have received
high praise, for one day Michelangelo Buonarroti stopped to
look at this work, and when he was asked what he thought of
it and if the doors werc beautiful, he replied: “They are so
beautiful that they would be do nicely at the entrance to
Paradise.” This was a truly appropriate tribute, pronounced by
someone capable of judging such a work. Lorcnzo certainly
deserved to exccute these doors, since he had begun them at
the age of twenty and had worked on them for forty years
with the most painstaking efforts.*

In cleaning and polishing this work after it was cast,
Lorenzo was assisted by many young men who later became
most excellent masters: that is, by Filippo Brunelleschi,
Masolino da Panicale, and Niccold Lamberti (all goldsmiths);
and by Parri Spinelli, Antonio Filarcte, Paolo Uccello, and
Antonio del Pollaiuolo, who was quite young at the time, as
well as by many others. By working together on this project
and conferring among themselves, as is customary when
working as a group, they all profited no less from this co-
operation than Lorenzo did. In addition to the payment
Lorenzo received from the consuls, the Signoria gave him a
fine farm ncar the abbey of Settimo. And very little time
passed beforc Lorenzo was admitted to the Signoria and was
given the honour of serving in the principal magistracy of the
city. The Florentines should be as highly praised for their
gratitude towards Lorenzo as they should be soundly con-
demned for their ingratitude towards other distinguished men
of their city....*

But to return to Lorenzo. During his lifetime, he showed an
interest in many things and took delight in painting and in
working with glass. For Santa Maria del Fiore he created the
circular windows placed around the dome, except for the one
that is from the hand of Donatello (the scene where Christ
crowns Our Lady). He also made the three windows over the
main door of Santa Maria del Fiore and all those in the chapels
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and the tribunes; likewise he did the onc in the front facade of
Santa Croce. In Arezzo he did a window for the main chapel
of the parish church, placing within it the Coronation of Our
Lady, along with two other figures, for a very wealthy mer-
chant, Lazzero di Feo di Baccio. But since all these windows
were made of highly coloured Venctian glass, they made the
places where they werc installed darker rather than lighter.
Lorenzo was assigned to Brunelleschi as his collaborator when
Brunelleschi was commissioned to do the domc of Santa
Maria del Fiore, but he was later removed from this position,
as will be described in the life of Filippo.

Lorenzo himself wrote a work in the vernacular in which
he trcated many different topics but arranged them in such
a fashion that little can be gained from reading it. In my
opinion, the only good feature of the book is that after having
discussed many ancient painters, especially those cited by
Pliny, he makes brief mention of Cimabue, Giotto, and many
others from those times. But this was done with far greater
brevity than he should have employed, cspecially since
Lorenzo did so for no other reason than to lapse into a fancy
discourse about himself and to narrate in great detail, as he did,
all of his own works one by one. Nor shall I remain silent
about the fact that he presents the book as if it were written by
others, for in the process of writing and as a person who knew
how to design, chisel, and cast bronzc better than how to spin
stories, in speaking of himself he says in the first person: ‘I did,
I said, Tused to do and say....’

Finally, having reached the sixty-fourth year* of his life,
he was attacked by a violent and persistent fever and died,
leaving behind him the immortal fame he earned through the
works he created and through the pens of writers, and he was
honourably buried in Santa Croce. His portrait is on the main
door of the Baptistery of San Giovanni in the middle border
when the door is closed, showing him to be a bald man, while
next to it his father Bartoluccio is depicted. Nearby the fol-
lowing words can be read: ‘Laurentit Cionis De Ghibertis
Mira Arte Fabricatum.*

Lorenzo’s drawings were truly splendid and executed in
high relief, as can be secen in our book of drawings which
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contains a sketch of one of the Evangelists by his hand, as well
as some others in chiaroscuro which are very beautiful. His
father Bartoluccio also drew rather well, as is shown in
another Evangelist by his hand in the same book, but it is of
a lesser quality than the one by Lorenzo. I obtained these
drawings, along with those by Giotto and others, from Vettorio
Ghiberti in the year 1528 when I was still a young man. I have
always held and still hold them in veneration, sincc they arc
beautiful and serve as a memorial for so many men. And if,
when I was close friends with Vettorio and had dealings with
him, I had known then what I know now, I could easily have
obtained many other drawings by Lorenzo which were truly
beautiful. Among the many verses, both in Latin and in
[talian, which were composed at various times in praise of
Lorenzo, I shall avoid boring the reader and shall cite here
below only the following: ‘“When Michelangelo saw the
panels/ shining upon the church in gilded bronze/ he stood
amazed; and after long wonder, he broke the solemn silence in
this way:/ ““Oh divine work! Oh door worthy of heaven!”’

THE END OF THE LIFE OF LORENZO GHIBERTI,
SCULPTOR



The Life of Masaccio from San Giovanni
di Valdarno, Painter

[1401-1428]

It is Nature’s custom, when she creates a person of great excel-
lence in any profession, to create not just one man alone but
another as well, at the same time and in the same part of the
world as his competitor, so that both of them may profit from
each other’s talent and from the rivalry. Besides the singular
advantage this brings to the two rivals themselves, this
phenomenon also kindles beyond all measure the desire of the
artisans who follow after them to strive as hard as they can,
with continual study and effort, to attain the same honour and
glorious reputation for which they hear their predecessors
given high praise every day. And how truc this is we can
observe from the fact that Florence produced in the same
period Filippo Brunelleschi, Donatello, Lorenzo Ghiberti,
Paolo Uccello, and Masaccio, all most excellent artisans in
their areas, who not only rid themsclves of the crude and awk-
ward styles which had prevailed up to their time, but also
stimulated and excited with their beautiful works the minds of
those who succeeded them to such an extent that the work in
these arts was brought back to the greatness and perfection we
witness in our own times. Thus, we are, in truth, greatly
indebted to those first artisans who through their labours
showed us the true path to follow to reach the highest level of
excellence. And as far as good style in painting is concerned,
we are primarily indebted to Masaccio, for it was Masaccio
who, in desiring to acquire fame, realized that painting is
nothing other than the art of imitating all the living things of
Nature with their simple colours and design just as Nature
produced them, so that anyone who fully follows Nature
should be considered a splendid artisan.



102 MASACCIO

Let me say, then, that when Masaccio realized this fact, it
caused him to learn so much from his endless studies that he
can be numbered among the first who in large measure
purged the art of painting of its harshness, imperfections, and
difficulties, and who paved the way towards more beautiful
expressions, gestures, boldness, and vitality, achieving a certain
relief in his figures which was truly appropriate and natural.
This was something no painter before him had ever done.
And because he possessed very sound judgement, he realized
that all figures which are not standing with their feet placed
firmly upon the ground, or which are not forcshortcned while
standing on tiptoe, are lacking in every good quality of style
in their essential features. And those painters who create such
figures reveal that they do not understand foreshortening. And
although Paolo Uccello had worked on this problem and had
actually done somcthing to solve it in part, nevertheless
Masaccio changed his methods in many ways, employing
every kind of viewpoint to make his foreshortenings much
better than any other artisan who had existed before him. He
painted his works with exquisitc harmony and softness,
matching the flesh colours of the heads and the nudes with the
colours of their garments, taking great delight in doing so
with a few simple folds, as they naturally occur in life. This
method has proved extremely useful to artisans, and Masaccio
deserves to be commended for it, just as if he had invented
it; to tell the truth, the works created before Masaccio can be
described merely as paintings, while his creations compared to
those executed by others are lifelike, true, and natural.

Masaccio’s origins are to be found in Castello San Giovanni
di Valdarno where, people claim, some figures painted by
him in his carly childhood are still to be seen. He was very
absent-minded and unpredictable, like 2 man who has devoted
his whole life and will only to the details of art, caring very
little about himself and even less about others. And because he
never wanted to think in any way about worldly affairs or
concerns, not even about how he dressed himself, he was
unaccustomed to collecting anything from his debtors unless
he was in dire straits. Instead of Tommaso, which was his real
name, everyone called him Masaccio.* This was not because
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he was a bad man, for he embodied goodness itself, but rather
because of his complete lack of concern. In spite of this, how-
ever, he was so kindly in doing favours or kindnesses for
others that no more could be expected.

Masaccio began painting during the time when Masolino da
Panicale* was working on the Brancacci Chapel in the Car-
mine Church of Florence, following as closely as possible in
the footsteps of Brunclleschi and Donatello, even though the
art of painting was different from theirs. And mn his work
Masaccio constantly tried to crcate the most litelike figures
with a fine animation and a similarity to the real. His outlines
and his painting were done in such a modern style, and so
different were they from thosec of other painters, that his
works can surely stand comparison with any kind of modern
design or colouring. That he studied his work diligently and
was most amazingly skilful in resolving problems of per-
spective is made apparent in one of his scenes with small figures
which today hangs in the home of Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio.
In this work, besides Christ liberating a man possessed by
demons, there are some very beautiful buildings drawn in per-
spective in a way which reveals simultaneously both the
exterior and the interior, for Masaccio chose to show them not
from the front but from the corners to achieve the most diffi-
cult point of view. Morc than other masters, he tried to
employ nudes and foreshortenings in his figures, something
done infrequently before him. He worked with extreme
facility, and, as I mentioned, he did his draperies very simply.
There is a panel done in tempera by Masaccio showing Our
Lady in the lap of Saint Anne, with Her son in Her arms;
today this pancl is at the Church of Sant’Ambrogio in
Florence in the chapel next to the door leading to the nuns’
reception parlour. On the choir screen in the church of San
Niccolo di 14 d’Arno, there is a panel in tempera by the hand
of Masaccio in which, along with Our Lady, he painted the
Angel of the Annunciation and a building full of columns
drawn in perspective, which 1s very beautiful, for besides the
perfect design of its lines, Masaccio did it in such a way that
the colours shade off and little by little fade away from view,
demonstrating quite well that he understood perspective.
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In the Badia of Florence on a pillar opposite one of those
which holds up the arch of the main altar, he painted a fresco
of Saint Ives of Brittany, placing him inside a niche with his
feet foreshortened, as seen from the point of view below,
Since no one elsc had used this method beforc, Masaccio won
no little praise, and under the same saint above another
cornice, he painted the widows, orphans, and poor pcople
who were assisted by Saint Ives in their need. In Santa Maria
Novella, he also painted a fresco of the Trinity below the
choir screen of the church and above the altar of Saint
Ignatius, placed between Our Lady and Saint John the
Evangelist as they contemplate the Crucified Christ. At the
sides are two kneeling figures who are, as far as can be
determined, portraits of those who had him paint the work,
but they arc hardly visible, since they are covered by a gold
decoration. None the less, what is most beautiful, besides the
figures, is the barrel vault drawn in perspective and divided in
squares full of roscttes which arc so well diminished and
foreshortened that the wall appears to have holes in it.* Then
in Santa Maria Maggiore, in a chapel near the side door which
leads towards San Giovanni, Masaccio painted a panel of Our
Lady, Saint Catherine, and Saint Julian. And in the predella,
he did a number of small figures from the lives of Saint
Catherine and Saint Julian, showing the latter killing his father
and mother;* and in the middle he did a Nativity of Jesus
Christ with that simplicity and liveliness characteristic of his
work.

In the Carmine Church in Pisa, upon a panel which was
inside a chapel on the choir screen, there is a Virgin with
Child, with some little angels at Her feet who arc playing
instruments, while the one strumming a lute turns his ear
attentively to the harmony of his playing. Our Lady is in the
middle, along with Saint Peter, Saint John the Baptist, Saint
Julian, and Saint Nicholas, all of which are very lively and
brightly coloured figures. Below in the predella are some
small figures in scenes from the lives of these saints, and in the
middle the three Magi offer their gifts to Christ; and in this
part of the panel therc are a number of horses drawn from
life so beautifully that one could not ask for more; and the
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courticrs of these three kings are clothed in a variety of
garments that were in fashion in thosc days. And above the
pancl, as the finishing touches, there are also many saints
placed in frames around a crucifix. It is belicved that the figure
of the saint dressed as a bishop done in fresco beside the door
in this church leading to the convent is by Masaccio, but I
am convinced that it is by Fra Filippo, his student.* After
he returned from Pisa, he worked in Florence on a panel,
painting on it two life-size nudes (a man and a woman), a
work located today in the Palla Rucellai home.

Later, not feeling at home in Florence and encouraged by
his affection and love for his craft, Masaccio decided to go to
Rome in order to learn and then to surpass other artisans, as he
did. There, he acquired great fame, and for the cardinal of San
Clemente, he worked in the church of San Clemente on a
chapel in which he painted the Passion of Christ in fresco with
the thieves on the cross and scenes from the lifc of Saint
Catherine the Martyr.* He also painted many panels in
tempera which were all either lost or misplaced during the
troubles in Rome.* One of these was in the church of Santa
Maria Maggiore inside a small chapel near the sacristy and
contained four well-executed saints, painted as if they arc in
relief, with Our Lady of the Snows in the middle; and there 1s
an actual portrait of Pope Martin who, with a hoc, marks out
the foundations of that church, with Emperor Sigismund II
at his side.* One day, while Michelangelo and T were looking
at this work, he praised it very highly and then added that
these people had been alive during Masaccio’s lifetime. While
Masaccio was in Rome, Pisanello and Gentile da Fabriano
were working upon the walls of the church of San Giovanni
for Pope Martin and gave him part of the commission, but
when he received the news that Cosimo de” Medici, who had
helped him a great deal and always shown him his favour,
had been recalled from exile, Masaccio returned to Florence.*
There, after the death of Masolino da Panicale, who had
begun the Brancacci Chapel in the Carmine Church, Masaccio
was given the commission. Before he put his hand to this
project, Masaccio painted the figure of Saint Paul which is
necar the bell-ropes as a proof of his skill and to demonstrate
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the improvement he had achieved in his craft. And he truly
demonstrated infinite skill in this picture, where the saint’s
head (which is a living portrait of Bartolo di Angiolino
Angiolini) is so full of awe that it seems as if only the power of
speech were lacking in this figure. And anyone who did not
know Saint Paul when he gazed at this painting would sec in
this figure that honourable quality of Roman citizenship
together with the invincible power of that most divine spirit
completely devoted to the problems of the faith. In this same
work, Masaccio also demonstrated his skill in foreshortening
figures from below and in completely solving a problem on
his own, a talent which is truly marvellous, as can be seen even
today in the feet of this same apostle when compared to that
clumsy old style which, as I said earlier, rendered all the
figures as if they were standing on tiptoe. This style had
endured until Masaccio’s time without anyone correcting it,
but alone and before anyone else, Masaccio brought art back
to the good style of today.

While Masaccio was working on this project, it happened
that the Carmine Church was consecrated, and to commem-
orate this event, Masaccio painted a picture of the entire
ceremony just as it had taken place, in terra verde and chiaro-
scuro, over the door inside the cloister leading towards the
convent. And in it he portraycd countless citizens in their
cloaks and hoods taking part in the procession, among whom
are Filippo di Ser Brunellesco in wooden clogs, Donatello,
Masolino da Panicale (who was Masaccio’s teacher), Antonio
Brancacci (who had the chapel decorated), Niccolo da Uzzano,
Giovanni di Bicci de” Medici, Bartolomeo Valori (all of whom
are also depicted in Masaccio’s own hand inside the home of
the Florentinc nobleman Simon Corsi). Likewise, he drew the
portrait of Lorenzo Ridolfi, who in those days was the
ambassador for the Florentine Republic in Venice. And he not
only drew living portraits of these noblemen but also painted
the convent door and the doorman holding the keys in his
hand. This work truly possesses great perfection and is a real
marvel, for Masaccio knew how to place five or six people in
a row upon the planc of the piazza and to arrange them with
such proportion and judgement that they recede into the
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distance, following the vantage point of the eye. It is especially
remarkable, since we can sense Masaccio’s good judgement in
painting these people as if they were really alive and not all of
one size, distinguishing with a certain power of observation
those who are small and fat from those who are tall and thin,
while leaving all of them standing up with their fect upon a
single plane and so well foreshortened that they appear as they
would in real life.

After this, when Masaccio had returned to work on the
Brancacei Chapel, continuing the scenes from the life of Saint
Peter begun by Masolino, he completed some of them—that
is, the story of Saint Peter’s chair, his delivering of the sick, the
raising of the dead, and the healing of the cripples with the
passing of his shadow as he walks to the temple with Saint
John.* But clearly the most notable of the scenes is the one in
which Saint Peter pays the tribute money and, following
Christ’s command, takes the money from the belly of the fish,
for here, besides the fact that we can see in one of the Apostles,
the last in the group, the portrait of Masaccio himself,
executed with the use of a mirror and done so well that he
appears to be alive, we can also sense the fervour of Saint Peter
in his questions and the attentiveness of the Apostles standing
in various poses around Christ, as they await His decision with
gestures so natural they truly appcar to be alive. And Saint
Peter is especially lifelike, for his head is flushed from the effort
of bending over to take the money out of the fish’s belly. And
much more admirable still is the payment of the tribute
money, where we can see the emotion he feels while counting
the money, as well as the greed of the man who receives it, as
he stares at the money in his hand with the greatest pleasure.

Masaccio also painted the resurrection of the King’s son by
Saint Peter and Saint Paul, but because of Masaccio’s death,
the work remained unfinished and was later completed by
Filippino.* In the scene showing Saint Pcter performing
baptisms, a very fine nude figure, shown shivering among
those being baptized, numb with cold, is executed with the
most beautiful relief and the sweetest style. This is a figure
which both older and modern artisans have always held in the
greatest reverence and admiration, and as a result, this chapel
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has been visited by countless masters and those who were
practising their drawing from those times to our own. In it
some heads are still so lifelike and beautiful that it could easily
be said no master of that period so clearly resembles the
moderns as Masaccio. Thus, his labours deserve cndless praise,
above all because he gave shape in his masterful painting to the
beautiful style of our own times.

How true this is may be seen from the fact that all the most
celebrated sculptors and painters who have worked or studied
in this chapel have become distinguished and renowned: that
is, Giovanni da Fiesole; Fra Filippo; Filippino (who completed
the chapel); Alesso Baldovinetti; Andrea del Castagno; Andrea
del Verrocchio; Domenico Ghirlandaio; Sandro Botticelli;
Leonardo da Vinci; Pietro Perugino; Fra Bartolommeo di
San Marco; Mariotto Albertinelli; and the most divine
Michelangelo Buonarroti. Raphael of Urbino also developed
in the chapel the beginnings of his beautiful style; also
Granacci; Lorenzo di Credi; Ridolfo Ghirlandaio; Andrea del
Sarto; Rosso Fiorentino; Franciabigio; Baccio Bandinelli;
Alonso Spagnuolo; Jacopo da Pontormo; Pierino del Vaga,
and Toto del Nunziata.* In short, all thosc artisans who have
sought to study the craft of painting have always gonc for
instruction to this chapel to learn from Masaccio the precepts
and the rules of executing figures properly. And if I have not
listed many of the foreigners or Florentines who have gone to
study there in the chapel, let it suffice to say that whatever
great artists pursue, so do the lesser ones.*

Although Masaccio’s works have always been held in high
esteem, there is nevertheless an opinion or, rather, a firm
conviction among many people that he would have achieved
even greater results in his craft if death, which carried him off
at the age of twenty-six, had not cut his life so short. But,
either because of the envy of Fortune, or because good things
normally do not endure, he died in the flower of his youth and
so suddenly that there were many people who suspected
poison rather than some other cause.

It is said that when he heard of Masaccio’s death, Filippo di
Ser Brunellesco said: “We have suffered a very great loss with
Masaccio’s death’, and it pained him a great deal, for he had
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worked very hard for a long time to teach Masaccio many of
the techniques of perspective and architecture. He was buried
in the same Carmine Church in the year 1443.* And since he
had not been very highly esteemed when he was alive,
no memorial was placed over his tomb, but there were those
who honoured him after his death with the following

epitaphs:
By Annibale Caro

I painted, and my painting was equal to truth;

[ gave my figures poses, animation, motion,

And emotion. Buonarroti taught all the others

And learned from mc alone.

By Fabio Segni

Oh jealous Lachesis, why does your finger lay low
And pluck the threads of youth’s first bloom?
This one slaying slays countless Apelles:
All painting’s charm dies with this single death.
With the quenching of this sun, all stars are extinguished.
Alas! Beside this fall, all beauty is laid low.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF MASACCIO



The Life of Filippo Brunelleschi,
Sculptor and Architect

[1377-1446]

Nature has created many men who are small and insignificant
in appearance but who arc endowed with spirits so full of
greatness and hearts of such boundless courage that they have
no peace until they undertake difficult and almost impossible
tasks and bring them to completion, to the astonishment of
those who witness them. No matter how vile or base these
projects may be, when opportunity puts them into the hands
of such men, they become valuable and lofty enterprises.

Thus, we should never turn up our noses when we meet
people who in their physical appearance do not possess the
initial grace and beauty that Nature should bestow upon skil-
ful artisans when they come into the world, for without a
doubt veins of gold are hidden beneath the sod. And many
times those with poor features develop such great generosity
of spirit and sincerity of hecart that when nobility of soul is
joined to these qualities, the greatest miracles may be ex-
pected of them, for they work to embellish ugliness of
body with strength of intellect. This can be clearly seen in
Filippo di Ser Brunellesco, who was no less ill-favoured in
appearance than Forese da Rabatta and Giotto,* but whose
genius was so lofty that it might well be said he had been sent
to us by Heaven to give a new form to architecture which had
been going astray for hundreds of years; the men of those
times had spent many fortunes badly, constructing buildings
with no sense of order, bad methods, poor design, bizarre
inventions, a shameful lack of grace, and the worst kinds of
decoration. And since the world had existed for so many years
without such a remarkable mind and such a divine spirit,
Heaven willed that Filippo should leave behind him the
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greatest, tallest, and most beautiful structure of all those
built in modern times as well as in antiquity, demonstrating
that the genius of Tuscan artisans, although it had been
lost, was not completely dead.* Heaven also endowed Filippo
with the highest virtues, among which was that of friend-
ship, so that there never existed a man more kind or loving
than he. In his judgement he was dispassionate, and when-
ever he considered the mecasure of another man’s merits,
he set aside his own interest or that of his friends. He knew
himself and communicated the degrec of his own talent to
others, and he was always ready to help a neighbour in need,
declaring himself a confirmed enemy of vice and an admirer
of thosec who practised virtue. He never wasted his time but
was always striving to assist his friends, either by himself or
with the help of others, and he went about visiting his friends
and always supporting them.

It is said that in Florence there lived a man of excellent
reputation, with many praiseworthy habits and industrious in
his affairs, whose name was Ser Brunellesco di Lippo Lapi,
whose grandfather, called Cambio, was an educated person
and the son of a physician, Master Ventura Bacherini, who
was very famous in those days.* Bruncllesco married a very
well-bred woman from the noble Spini family, and as part of
her dowry she brought him a house, wherc he and his sons
lived until their death, which is situated just opposite San
Michele Berteldi on the side in a corner past the Piazza degli
Agli. There he worked and lived happily until the year 1377,*
when a son was born to him, whose birth made him as happy
as could be imagined and to whom he gave the name of
Filippo, after his dead father. In his early years, the father
diligently taught his son the rudiments of letters, in which the
boy showed himself to be so clever and of such a lofty intellect
that he often kept his mind detached, as if he did not intend
to perfect himself in such matters. On the contrary, it scemed
as if his mind were turned to mattcrs of greater utility, with
the result that Ser Brunellesco——who wanted his son to fol-
low his own profession, that of notary, or that of his great-
great-grandfather—was very displcased. Nevertheless, since
his father observed his son to be continuously attracted to
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ingenious matters of art and mechanics, he had him learn to
use the abacus and to write; and then he apprenticed him in
the goldsmith’s craft so that he might lecarn the art of design
with a friend of his. And this greatly satisfied Filippo, who
began to learn and to practise the various aspects of this craft,
and not many years had passed before he could mount
precious stones better than the older artisans in the trade. He
tried his hand at niello* and worked upon larger pieces, such
as some half-length silver figures of prophets placed at the
head of the altar of the church of San Jacopo in Pistoia, which
he executed for the trustees of the Works Department of that
city’s cathedral and which are considered most beautiful. He
also worked on objects in bas-relief, demonstrating such a pro-
found understanding of this craft that it was inevitable his
mind would surpass the boundaries of this profession. Thus,
after taking some training with certain learned men, he began
to speculate over matters of time and motion, weights and
wheels, how they could be made to turn and how they
moved, and as a result, he created with his own hands a num-
ber of very fine and very beautiful clocks.

Not satisfied with this, there arose in his heart the desire to
do sculpture on the largest scale. And this occurred later, for
since the young Donatello was reputed to be talented in this
art and to show great promise, Filippo began to keep his
company constantly, and such great affection grew up be-
tween them due to the talent each possessed that it scemed as if
they could not live without each other. And so Filippo, who
was very skilled in many things, worked at many professions,
and he did not work in them long before he was considered
by people with some understanding of these matters to be a
most excellent architect, as he demonstrated in his techniques
for decorating and restoring houses: for instance, on the corner
of the Ciai family facing towards the Old Market, he did a
great deal of work at the home of Apollonio Lapi, one of his
relatives, where he worked while it was being built. And he
did much the same thing outside of Florence for the tower and
house of the Petraia at Castello. In the Palazzo della Signoria,
he arranged and partitioned all thosc rooms where the office of
the officials of the Monte* was located, and he constructed the
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doors and windows in a style derived from that of antiquity
but which was then not widely used, since architecture was in
a very crude state in Tuscany.*

Then, the friars of Santo Spirito wanted him to carve a
lime-wood statue of the penitent Saint Mary Magdalene to
place in a chapel, and since Filippo had done a number of
small things in sculpture, he was anxious to demonstrate that
he could succeed in works of a larger scale and agrced to do
the figure. When it was completed and put in place, it was
considered very beautiful, but in the subsequent fire in that
church during the year 1471, it was burned along with many
other important objects.

Filippo paid great attention to perspective, then very badly
employed as a result of the many errors made in using it. He
wasted a great deal of time in this but finally discovered by
himself a means by which it could be done correctly and per-
fectly—that is, by tracing it with a ground-plan and profile
with intcrsecting lines, a discovery truly very ingenious and
useful to the art of design. He took such delight in perspective
that he drew a sketch of Piazza San Giovanni,* which shows
all the divisions of the black-and-white marble inlay diminish-
ing with a singular gracefulness, and in a similar way he drew
the house of the Misericordia with the shops of the cialdone
makers* and the arch of the Pecori, with the column of Saint
Zenobius on the other side. Since this work was praised by the
artisans and thosc who possessed good judgement in this craft,
it encouraged him so much that before long he began another,
and he drew the Palace, Piazza, and Loggia of the Signoria
along with the roof of the Pisani and all the surrounding
buildings. These works kindled the spirits of other artisans
who studied them afterwards with careful attention.

In particular, Filippo taught perspective to Masaccio, a
young painter and his very close friend at the time, who then
honoured his teacher by what he displayed in the buildings he
painted in his works. It only remained for him to teach his
method to those who worked in tarsia, which is the craft of
inlaying coloured pieces of wood, and he stimulated these
artisans so much that they developed excellent procedures
and useful techniques from his teaching, for both then and
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afterwards many cxcellent works brought fame and profit to
Florence for many years.

One evening Messer Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli* returned
from his work and happened to be in his garden having supper
with some of his friends, and he invited Filippo to join them.
Having listened to him discussing the mathematical sciences,
Filippo struck up such a friendship with Paolo that he learned
geometry from him. And although Filippo was not a learned
man, he was able to argue everything so well from his own
practice and cxperience that he confounded Paolo on many
occasions. And thus, Filippo continued to study, working on
matters of Christian scripture, not hesitating to intervene in
the disputations and sermons of learned men and profiting so
much from his remarkable memory that Messer Paolo, in
praising him, used to say that when he heard Filippo argue, he
thought he was listening to a new Saint Paul. He also spent a
great deal of this period working on matters relating to Dante,
coming to understand the places Dante mentioned and their
dimensions so well that he would often use Dante to make
comparisons and cite the poem in his arguments. His mind
was constantly grinding out and thinking up ingenious and
difficult problems. Nor could he have found anyone whose
intelligence satisfied him more than Donatello, with whom he
held friendly conversations, both men taking pleasure in each
other’s company, as they conferred together on the problems
of their trade.

Now, in those days Donatcllo had finished a wooden
crucifix which was placed in Florcnee’s church of Santa Croce
under the scene of the young boy resurrccted by Saint Francis
painted in fresco by Taddeo Gaddi, and Donatcllo wanted to
hear Filippo’s opinion of it. But he regretted having asked,
for Filippo replied that he had placed a peasant on the cross,
which gave birth to the popular saying that is discussed at
length in the life of Donatello: ‘Take some wood and make
one yourself.” As a result, even though Filippo never lost his
temper over things that were said to him, no matter what the
provocation, he remained silent for many months while he
executed a wooden crucifix of the same dimensions and
excellence and worked with great artistry, design and care.
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And so he sent Donatello to his home ahcad of him almost as a
joke (since Donatello did not know that Filippo had executed
such a work), and whilc he gazed at it, Donatello dropped the
apron he was wearing filled with eggs and things they had
intended to eat together, carried away by his astonishment and
by the ingenious and artistic style Filippo had employed in the
legs, torso, and arms of the figure, all arranged and combined
in such a fashion that besides declaring himself beaten,
Donatello proclaimed the work to be a miracle. Today this
crucifix is in Santa Maria Novclla between the Strozzi Chapel
and the Bardi da Vernia Chapcl and is still praised to the skies
by modern artists. The talents of these truly distinguished
masters were so apparent that they were commissioned by
the Butchers’ Guild and the Linen-Drapers’ Guild to sculpt
two marble figures to be placed in their niches on the sides
of Orsanmichele. Filippo left the statues for Donatello to
do alone, since he had taken on other responsibilities, and
Donatello cxecuted them perfectly. *

After this, in 1401, it was decided, since sculpturc had
rcached such heights, to redo the two bronze doors of the
Church and the Baptistery of San Giovanni, since from
Andrea Pisano’s death until that time no masters existed who
knew how to execute them. As a result, these intentions were
made known to the sculptors then living in Tuscany, and they
were summoned and given an allowance and a year’s time
to complete a single scene. Among those summoned were
Filippo and Donatello in competition with Lorenzo Ghiberti,
Jacopo della Fonte [Quercia], Simone da Colle, Francesco di
Valdambrino, and Niccolo d’Arezzo, each of whom was to
execute a scene on his own. The scencs were completed in
the same year and put on display for comparison, and they
were all very beautiful, each one different from the others.
Donatello’s scene was well designed but poorly executed; the
onc by Jacopo was well designed and carefully exccuted but
lacked the diminishing of the figures which properly divides
the scenes; Francesco di Valdambrino’s scene, given the man-
ner in which he had executed it, reflected a poverty of inven-
tion and figures; and the worst of all werce those by Niccolo
d’Arezzo and Simone da Colle. The best was that by Lorenzo
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di Cione Ghiberti. It possessed design, care, inventiveness,
skill, and figures which were well worked out. Nor was
Filippo’s scene much inferior to it, for in it he had represented
Abraham sacrificing Isaac, along with a servant who, while
waiting for Abraham near an ass grazing, pulls a thorn from
his foot, a detail which deserves considerable praise. When the
scenes were placed on display, Filippo and Donatello were
satisfied only with the one by Lorenzo, and they judged him
to be more suitable for this project than either they or the
artisans who had created the other scenes. And so they
persuaded the consuls with sound arguments to commission
the project to Lorenzo, demonstrating in this fashion how the
public and private interests might best be served, and this was
certainly the true fruit of friendship, talent without envy, and
sound judgement of their own abilities, for which they
deserved more praisc than if they had brought the project to
perfection themsclves. What happy spirits are those who,
while helping one another, also take pleasure in praising the
labour of others! How unhappy arc the artisans of our own
times who, while doing harm to others, are caten up by envy
in attacking them when they cannot vent their malice!

The consuls begged Filippo to work on the project along
with Lorenzo, but he did not wish to do so, intending instead
to be first in a single craft rather than cqual or second in this
work. And so he gave the scene, which he had executed in
bronze, to Cosimo de’ Medici, who, with the passing of time,
had it set up in the Old Sacristy of San Lorenzo on the back of
the altar, where it is today, and Donatello’s scene was given to
the Money-Changers’ Guild.*

After the commission had been given to Lorenzo Ghiberti,
Filippo and Donatello met and decided to leave Florence
together and to stay in Rome for several years, Filippo
studying architecture and Donatello sculpture. Filippo did so
because he wished to surpass both Lorenzo and Donatello,
believing that architecture was more necessary for man’s needs
than sculpture or painting. He sold a small farm that he
possessed in Settignano and left Florence to go to Rome.*
Upon secing the grandeur of the buildings and the perfection
of the remains of the temples, he stood there so engrossed
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in thought that he seemed beside himself with amazement.
And so, Filippo and Donatello arranged to take the meas~
urements of the cornices and to sketch out the ground-plans
of these buildings, constantly working without sparing either
time or expense. They left no spot unvisited, either within
Rome or out in the countryside, and, in so far as they could,
they took the measurements of everything of any worth. And
since Filippo was free from domestic concerns, he abandoned
himsclf to his studies and did not worry about eating or sleep-
ing; his only concern was the architecture, which was already
in ruins, that is, the good ancient orders and not the barbarous
German style which was frequently ecmployed in his times.*
And Filippo conceived two grandiosc ideas: the first was to
bring good architecture back to light, since he believed that if
he did this, he would leave behind him no less a reputation
than Cimabue or Giotto; the other was to find a means, if he
could, to raise the dome of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.
The difficulties of accomplishing this were such that no one
after the death of Arnolfo Lapi* had enough courage to
attempt the feat without expending an enormous sum for a
wooden frame. Filippo, however, never confided his thoughts
to Donatello or to any living soul, nor did he ccase working in
Rome until he had pondered all the problems related to the
Pantheon and how it might have been vaulted. He had exam-
ined and sketched all the vaultings of antiquity and studied
them continually. And if by chance he and Donatello found
buried fragments of capitals, columns, cornices, and supports
for buildings, they would set to work and have them exca-
vated to reach the foundations. As a result, rumours spread
around Rome, and as they passed through the streets carclessly
dressed, the people called them the ‘treasure-hunters’, because
they believed they were practising gecomancy* in order to
locate buried treasure. The rcason for this was that one day
they uncovered an ancient ecarthenwarc pot full of medals.
Filippo was short of money and went about meeting his
expenses by setting very precious gems for his goldsmith
friends, and since Donatcllo had returned to Florence, he thus
remained alone in Rome, and with cven greater study and toil
than before he continued training himself by obscrving the
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ruins of these buildings. He did not rest until there was no sort
of building he had not sketched: round, square, and octagonal
temples, basilicas, aqueducts, baths, arches, coliseums, amphi-
theatres, and cvery kind of brick temple, extracting from all
this the methods employed in girding and securing the walls
and in constructing the arches of the vaults, as well as all the
means of joining stones by hinging and dovetailing. When he
investigated the fact that all the huge stones had acute-angled
holes underneath in the middle, he discovered that it was for
the iron instrument we call the ulivella, with which the stoncs
were hoisted, and he reintroduced this technique and brought
it back into use once again. Then he classified the various
architectural orders one by one: Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian.
And his studies were so intense that his mind was capable of
imagining how Rome once appeared even before the city fell
into ruins.

The air of the city caused Filippo a slight problem in the
year 1407, and, advised by his friends to seek a change of
climate, he returned to Florence. There, in his absence, many
building projects had suffered, and upon his arrival he pro-
vided many plans and much advice. During the same ycar,*
the trustees of the Works Department of Santa Maria del Fiore
and the consuls of the Wool Guild called together local
architects and engineers to discuss the method of vaulting the
dome. The group included Filippo, and he advised them that
it was necessary to remove the roof from the building and to
avoid following Arnolfo’s plan. He suggested that they should
instead construct a frieze fifteen armslengths in height and
make a large eyc in the middle of each side, since besides
taking off the supports of the dome it could thus be vaulted
more easily. Models were accordingly planned and built.

One morning, a few months after rccovering from his
illness, Filippo was standing in the piazza of Santa Maria del
Fiore with Donatello and somc other artisans, discussing
matters relating to ancient sculpture. Donatcllo was telling
how, as he returned from Rome, he had takcen the road
through Orvieto to see the famous marble fagade of the
Duome which was constructed by several diffcrent masters
and in those times considcred a remarkable work. And he
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added that while passing through Cortona, he entered a parish
church and saw an extremcly beautiful ancient tombstone
upon which there was a scene carved in marble, a very rare
thing in those days, since the abundance of antiquities we
enjoy today had not yet been unearthed. Donatello continued,
describing the method the ancient master had employed m
creating that work, and the finesse which it displayed along
with the perfection and excellence of its workmanship. This
aroused in Filippo such a burning desire to sec it that dressed
just as he was, in his cloak, hood, and wooden clogs, without
telling anyone wherc he was going, he went off on foot and
willingly allowed himself to be carried off to Cortona by his
love for the art of sculpture. And when he had seen and
enjoyed the tombstone, he skctched it with his pen, and then,
taking his drawing, he returned to Florence, without
Donatello or anyonc else realizing that he had even left, since
they thought he must be drawing plans or dreaming up some
project.

When he returned to Florence, he showed them the sketch
of the tombstone he had drawn with such great care.
Donatello was greatly amazed by it, since he could sce how
much love Filippo had for the art of sculpture. Filippo then
remained for many months in Florence, where he secretly
executed models and mechanisms for work on the dome but
still spent time joking with the other artisans. It was then that
he played the practical joke of the Fat Man and Mattco,* and
often amused himself by going to help Lorenzo Ghiberti pol-
ish something on his doors. But Filippo had heard that there
was some discussion of making provisions for engineers to
vault the dome [of Santa Maria del Fiore|, and onc morning
his fantasy moved him to return to Romec because he thought
his reputation would increase if he had to be sought after in
a place other than Florence. Therefore, while Filippo was in
Rome, the project was studied, and his exceptionally sharp
mind was recalled, since he had demonstrated in his argu-
ments a certainty and courage which had not been found
in the other masters, who were standing around with the
masons, bewildered, having lost their confidence, and believ-
ing they could never discover a method of vaulting the domc,
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nor beams to construct a framework strong cnough to support
the reinforcement and weight of such a gigantic structurc.
Determined to sce the project through to its conclusion, they
wrote to Filippo in Rome and begged him to return to
Florence. And since he wished for nothing clse, Filippo very
graciously returned.

Upon his arrival, the trustees of the Works Department of
Santa Maria del Fiore and the consuls of the Wool-Makers’
Guild assembled and explained to Filippo all of the diffi-
culties—from the largest down to the smallest—which their
workmen were encountering, and since the artisans were pres-
ent at the meeting along with the others, Filippo spoke these
words:

Honourable Trustees, there is no doubt that difficultics always arise in
the execution of great projects, and if ever an undertaking presented
problems, this plan of yours presents morc perplexing ones than
perhaps even you imagine. For I do not know if the ancients ever put
up a vault as awesome as this one, and I have thought many times
about the rcinforcements required both outside and inside, so that
we can work safely on the project, but I have never been able to
make up my mind: the width of the structure discourages me no less
than the height. If the dome could be rounded, we might cmploy the
technique employed by the Romans when they vaulted the Pantheon
in Rome—that is, the Rotunda—but here we must pursue the eight
sides, using iron ties and toothing in the stones, which will be an even
morc difficult feat. But when I remember that this is a church
consecrated to God and the Virgin, I am confident that since it is
being built in Her honour, She will not fail to instil knowledge
where there is none and to provide to whoever may be the architect
of such an enterprisc the necessary strength, wisdom, and talent. But
how can I assist you here, when the project is not mine? Let me
tell you, however, that if I were commissioned to do it, I would
courageously and quite resolutely discover a way to vault the dome
without so many difficulties. But until now I have not thought about
this at all, and you would like me to explain my method to you? But
when Your Lordships really decide that the dome must be vaulted,
you will be obliged not only to test my opinion (which will be
insufficient advice for such a grandiose undertaking) but to take
the trouble and expense of arranging for Tuscans and Italians, as well
as Germans, Frenchmen, and architects of every nation, to gather
in Florence within a year’s time on a specific day, and you should
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propose your project to them so that after it has been argued and
resolved among so many masters, it may be initiated and given over
to the man who most clearly gives some indication of possessing the
best technique and judgement for completing such a work. And I
know of no better advice or procedures to give you than these.

The consuls and trustees liked Filippo’s advice and proced-
ures, but in the meantime they would have liked him to con-
struct a model to which he had given some thought. But he
pretended not to be concerned with the project; indeed, after
he took his leave of them, he declared he had been asked
by letter to return to Rome. Once the consuls realized that
their prayers and thosc of the trustces werc not enough to stop
him, they had many of his friends entreat him, but when he
did not yield to their request, one morning—it was the
twenty-sixth day of May in 1417*—the trustees allocated
him a sum of money, which can be found credited to
Filippo in the account books of the Office of the Works
Department, all this being done to mollify him. But, firm
in his purpose, Filippo left Florence and returned to Rome,
where he continuously studied this project, organizing and
preparing for the completion of such a work and believing (as
was true) that he was the only man capable of carrying out
such a plan.

Filippo’s advice about engaging other architects was given
for no other reason than the fact that they might bear witness
to his exceptional talent, rather than becausc he thought they
might discover a means of vaulting the dome and takc on a
burden that was too great for them. And thus a great deal of
time was wasted beforc these architects arrived from their
various cities and countries, since they had been summoned
from afar by orders given to Florentine merchants who lived
in France, Germany, England, and Spain, and who had been
commissioned to spend whatever was necessary to secure from
the rulers of these countrics the services of the most experi-
enced and distinguished talents who lived in those regions.
When the year 1420 arrived, all of these foreign masters,
along with those from Tuscany, as well as all of the most
skilful Florentine architects, were finally assembled in Florence,
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and Filippo returned from Rome. They all then met in the
Office of the Works Department of Santa Maria del Fiore in
the presence of the consuls and the trustees, along with a
selected group of the most worthy citizens, in order to choose a
method for vaulting the dome after the opinion of each artisan
had been heard. Thus, they summoned all the artists to the
hearing and listened to their opinions one by onc, as each artist
explained the plans he had developed for the project. It was a
marvellous thing to hear the strange and varied views on this
subject, for some declared that they would construct brick
pillars from ground level to support the arches and hold up the
framework that would bear the weight; others maintained
that it would be well to vault the dome with pumice stone
so that it would weigh less; and many of them agreed on
constructing a pillar in the middle and vaulting the dome with
a pavilion-shape, like the one over San Giovanni in Florence.
And there were even some who said that it would be a good
idea to fill up the church with a mixturc of earth and coins,
so that when the spacc was vaulted anyone who wanted
to do so would be permitted to carry away the earth, and in
this fashion the people would rapidly clear it away without
expense. Filippo alonc declared that the dome could be
vaulted without using too many beams and without pillars or
mounds of earth at a much lower cost than the many arches
would incur, and he said it could be done quite casily without
any reinforcemerts.

To the trustees, as well as to the workmen and all the
assembled citizens, who had expected some fine scheme, it
seemed that Filippo was talking nonsensc, and they mocked
him and laughed at him, turning away and declaring that he
should speak of something else—that his method was that of a
madman—which he was. As a result, Filippo, taking offence,
declared:

Sirs, you must realize that it is not possible to vault the dome in any
way other than this one. Although you may laugh at me, you must
understand (unless you wish to be obstinate) that it neither should nor
could be done otherwise. If you want to execute it according to the
scheme I have developed, it will be necessary to turn the cupola with
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the curvature of a pointed arch and to make two vaults with one
inside and one outside, so that a man can walk between them. And
over the corners of the angles of the eight sides, the structure must be
bound together through its thickness by dovetailing the stones and,
similarly, the sides of the dome must be bound together with ties of
oak. And attention must be paid to the lighting, the stairways, and
the conduits for draining off the rain-water. And none of you has
remembered to point out that internal scaffolding can be constructed
to do the mosaics and a countless number of other difficult tasks. But
I, who envision the dome already vaulted, recognize that therc is no
other method nor any other way to vault it than the one that I have
sct forth.

And the more heated Filippo grew in his discussion, as he
sought to explain his idea so that they could understand it and
believe in it, the more questions they raised, so that they
believed him even less and considered him even morc of a fool
and a chatterbox. As a result, they dismissed him several times,
but, in the end, he refused to leave and was carried out bodily
from the hearing by several young men, with everyone
considering him to be completely crazy. This disgraceful
experience was the reason why Filippo later had to declare
that he did not have the courage to pass through the streets of
the city for fear of hearing people say: ‘Look! There goes the
madman?!’

After this meeting, the trustees remained confused over the
difficult methods proposed by the first masters as well as by
the one suggested at last by Filippo, which seemed foolish to
them, since they believed he was mistaken about the project in
two ways: the first was the idea of erccting a double vaule,
which would be very large and dangerously heavy; and the
sccond was the idea of constructing it without framework. On
the other hand, Filippo, who had spent so many years of study
in order to obtain the commission, did not know what to do
and was tempted on many occasions to leave Florence. Yet,
since he wanted to succeed, he had to arm himself with
patience, and he was clever enough to realize that the opinions
of the citizens in his home town never held firm for very long.
Filippo could have shown them a small modecl that he had
constructed, but he did not want to do so, having recognized
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the lack of understanding on the part of the consuls, the envy
of the artisans, and the fickle favour of the citizens, each of
whom preferred first one thing and then another according to
whatever struck his fancy. I am not at all surprised by this,
since everyone in this town professes to understand as much in
these matters as skilled masters do, although there are very
few, in fact, who do so; and I say this hoping those who truly
understand will excuse me.

Thus, what Filippo was unable to achieve among the
assembled officials he tried to achieve by drawing different
individuals aside, speaking now with this consul and now with
that trustee, and in like manner with many townspeople,
showing them some part of his plan, so that he led them to the
decision to give the commission for this project either to him
or to one of the forcigners. As a result, the consuls, trustees,
and citizens, encouraged in this fashion, all met together and
discussed the project with the architects. But with his strong
arguments, they were all beaten and won over by Filippo. It is
said that the argument over the cgg arosc during the mecting
in the following way. They wanted Filippo to explain his
intentions in detail and to show his model, as they had shown
theirs, something hc did not want to do, and he in turn
proposed to both foreign and Florentine masters that whoever
could stand an egg upright upon a marble slab should execute
the dome, since in this way their intelligence would be
revealed. Therefore, when Filippo produced an egg, all those
masters tried to make it stand upright, but none of them found
the way to do it. Then they asked Filippo to do it, and he
graciously took the egg, cracked its bottom on the marble and
made it stand upright. The artisans loudly complained that
they could have done the same thing, and, laughing, Filippo
answered that they would also have learned how to vault the
dome if they had seen his model and his plans. And so they
decided that Filippo should have the responsibility of ex-
ecuting this project, and he was told to give morc details to
the consuls and trustecs.

After he had returned home, Filippo wrote down what he
had in mind as clearly as he could upon a sheet of paper in
order to give it to the assembled officials in this fashion:
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Honourable Trustces, considering the difficulties involved in building
this structure, I find that there is no possible means of forming the
vaults in a perfect circle, since the plane of the lantern is so great that
any weight placed upon it would immediately causc it to collapse.
Thus, it seems to me that those architects who have not kept their eye
on the longevity of such a structure show little passion for memorials
and do not understand why they are built. I decided, therefore, to
construct inner vaulting in sections matching the outer sides, giving
them the proportions and curvature of the pointed arch, for the
curvature of this type of arch always thrusts upwards to form the top
of the dome, and when the lantern is loaded on to the dome, they
will combine to make it durable. At its base, the vaulting must be
three-and-three-quarter armslengths thick, and it must rise like a
pyramid, narrowing outside where it closes up and where the lantern
is to be placed. And the vault must be onc-and-one-quarter arms-
lengths thick. Then another vault must be made over this one which
will be two-and-a-half armslengths thick from the base, in order
to protect the one inside from the rain. This one must also diminish
proportionally like a pyramid and join the lantern like the other
vault, so that at its apex, it will be two-thirds of an armslength thick.
For cvery angle, there will be a ribbed buttress, making eight in all;
and there will be two buttresses for the middle of every side, which
makes a total of sixteen; two buttresses, each onc four armslengths
thick at the base, must be built in the middle of these angles on the
interior and cxterior of each face of the dome. The two vaults,
erected in the shape of pyramids, must rise together in cqual
proportions up to the summit of the eye, which is closed up by the
lantern. Then twenty-four buttresses will be erected with the vaults
built around them as well as six arches of blue-grey sandstone, which
will be strong, long, and wecll-braced with iron; the iron ties will be
covered with tin, and iron chains will be placed over the blocks of
blue-grey sandstone to bind thc vaulting to the buttresses. The
foundation must be built of solid blocks up to a height of five-and-
one-quarter armslengths, and from there the buttresses must continue
and the vaults must be separated. The first and second circles must be
completely reinforced at the base with long blocks of blue-grey
sandstone laid lengthwise, so that both of the dome’s vaults may rest
upon them. And at the height of every nine armslengths, the vaults
should possess smaller arches between the buttresses linked together
with thick oaken ties to bind the buttresses that hold up the inner
vaulting. These oaken ties will then be covered with iron plates
because of the stairways. All of the buttresses must be constructed
with blue-grey sandstone and hard stonc, and, in like manner, the
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sides of the dome must be made of thick stone bound to the
buttresses up to a height of twenty-four armslengths, and from that
point on must be built with bricks or pumice stone, according to
whatever the builder may decide, to make them as light as possible.
Outside a passage-way must be constructed above the round win-
dows and a terracc below with perforated parapets two armslengths
high, corresponding to those of the little tribunes below; or rather
there should be two passage-ways, one above the other, resting upon
a well-decorated cornice, with the one above left uncovered. The
rain-water will be carried off the dome by a marble gutter, one-third
of an armslength wide, which will throw the water into a section of
hard stone constructed under the gutter; at the angles on the outside
surfaces of the dome there will be eight marble ribs of an appropriate
size and rising an armslength high above the dome, corniced at the
head and two armslengths wide, so that there may be peaks and eaves
everywhere. They must rise like a pyramid from their base up to the
summit. The two vaults must be constructed in this manner without
a framework up to a height of thirty armslengths, and from there
on in whatever way the master builders who are charged with its
construction advise, since practical experience will show how the
work should be carried out.

When Filippo had finishing writing this, he went in the
morning to the assembled officials, and after he gave them this
sheet of paper they considered the whole proposal. And
although they were incapable of understanding it, they saw
the livcliness of Filippo’s mind and the fact that none of the
other architects was on firmer ground, in contrast to Filippo,
who displayed an obvious confidence in his explanations,
repeating the samc thing in such a way that it seemed as if he
had already constructed ten such vaults. The consuls drew to
one side and decided to give him the project, but they did
want to see some proof of how the vault could be constructed
without any framework, while approving all the rest of his
details. Fortune was favourable to their desire, for Bartolomco
Barbadori* had previously wanted to build a chapel in the
church of Santa Felicita and had discussed it with Filippo, who
had set to work and without a framcwork had vaulted this
chapel, which is at the cntrance of the church on the right by
the holy-water stoup, also by his hand. And similarly, Filippo
had, at that time, vaulted another chapcl in the church of San
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Jacopo sopr’Arno for Stiatta Ridolfi next to the chapel of the
high altar. These works inspired more confidence in Filippo’s
project than had his explanations.

And so, after the consuls and the trustees of the Works
Department were convinced by Filippo’s written explanation
and by the projects they had examined, they commissioned
the dome to him, naming him the principal master builder by
a vote taken with beans. But they contracted with him to
build no higher up than twelve armslengths, telling him that
they wanted to sce how the project was turning out; if it
succeeded, as he claimed, they would not fail to commission
him to do the rest of the work. Filippo thought it was strange
to see such obstinacy and mistrust on the part of the consuls
and trustees; and if he had not been convinced he was the only
man capable of completing such a project, he would not have
sct to doing it. Yet, since he was anxious to pursue the fame it
would bring, he took it on and pledged himself to bring the
project to a perfect conclusion. His sheet of paper and his
pledge were copied into a book used by the superintendent
for keeping accounts for the wood and marble; Filippo was
granted the same allowance for his work that they had given
up to that time to other master builders. When the artisans
and the townspeople learned that the commission had been
granted to Filippo, some approved but others were resentful,
as is always true of popular opinion, as well as the opinions of
those who are thoughtless or envious. While preparations
for beginning the construction were under way, there arose
a faction among the artisans and townspeople who went
to face the consuls and trustees and declared that the decision
had been made in haste, that a project such as this one should
not be undertaken on the advice of a single man, and that
they could be excused for doing so only if there were a
lack of excellent artisans, but there was, instead, an abund-
ance of them. The decision, they claimed, brought no hon-
our to the city, since if any mishap occurred, as sometimes
happens with buildings, they might be blamed for having
given too onerous a task to a single individual without con-
sidering the damage and public shame which might result
from this; and so, in order to curb Filippo’s enthusiasm, it
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would be well, they claimed, to provide him with a partner.

Lorenzo Ghiberti had carned a fine recputation for the
demonstration of his genius in the doors of San Giovanni, and
the fact that he was admired by certain men who werc very
influential in the government was shown very clearly when
thesc men observed Filippo’s fame growing, and, under the
pretext of their love and affection for this building, these men
worked on the consuls and trustees in such a way that they
imposed an associate on Filippo for this project. The degree of
Filippo’s despair and bitterness over what the trustees had
done may be measured by the fact that he was about to leave
Florence, and if it had not been for Donatello and Luca della
Robbia, who comforted him, he might well have lost control.
Truly wicked and cruel is the anger of those who, blinded by
envy, endanger honour and beautiful works through ambi-
tious rivalry! It was certainly not to their credit that Filippo
did not destroy his models, burn his plans, and in less than half
an hour discard the results of all the work he had done for so
many years. The trustees first begged Filippo’s pardon and
urged him to proceed, assuring him that he, and no one else,
was the inventor and creator of this structure, but they gave
Lorenzo the same salary as they gave to Filippo. Filippo
carried on the project with very little enthusiasm, rcalizing
that he would have to endure all the hard work that it would
require and that he would then have to sharc the honour and
fame with Lorenzo. Still, he determined that he would find
some way of ensuring that Lorenzo would not last too long on
the project, and he went ahead together with Lorenzo
according to his contract with the trustees.

Meanwhile, it occurred to Filippo to make a model, since
no one had yet done so, and having thus set to work, he had it
done by a carpenter named Bartolomco* who lived near the
studio. And in this model, which was made exactly to scale, he
characteristically included all the difficult details, such as the
illuminated and dark stairways, all sorts of windows, doors, tie
irons, and buttresscs, as well as a scction of the gallery. Having
heard about this model, Lorenzo tricd to see it, but when
Filippo prevented him from doing so, he flew into a rage and
ordered a model of his own to be made so that it would
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appcar he was actually earning his salary and that he was about
to do something. Filippo was paid fifty lire and fifteen soldi
for these models, as we can see in an allocation recorded in
the account book kept by Migliori di Tommaso on the third
of October in 1419, and Lorenzo Ghiberti rcceived three
hundred lire for the labour and expenses incurred in making
his model, more because of the friendship and favour that
he enjoyed than because of its usefulness or benefit to the
building project. *

This situation, which lasted until 1426, was an aggravation
in Filippo’s cyes because both Lorenzo and Filippo were con-
sidered equally to be the originators of the project, and the
mental anguish Filippo suffered over this was so strong that he
lived in great pain. Meanwhile, he had developed various new
concepts and finally decided to rid himself of Lorenzo, who
he realized would be of little use in this undertaking. Filippo
had already raised the two vaults all around the dome to a
height of twelve armslengths, and now had to install the stone
and wooden ties. This was a difficult task, and he wanted to
discuss it with Lorenzo to discover whether or not Lorenzo
had considcred these problems. And he found out that
Lorenzo had not even thought about these matters and that his
only response was to say that he relied upon Filippo, since
Filippo was the designer. Lorenzo’s reply delighted Filippo,
since he felt this provided him with a way to remove Lorenzo
from the project and to reveal that Lorenzo lacked the know-
ledge his friends thought he possessed and that it was their
favouritism which had put him in the position he occupied.

Now the workmen on the project were at a standstill and
were awaiting orders to begin the scction above the twelve
armslengths, to build the vaults and to bind them with the
chains, since the dome had begun to close up towards the top.
To do this, they had to build scaffolding so that the workmen
and masons could work without danger, since the height was
so great that merely looking down from above brought fear
and dismay to even the most confident soul. Therefore, the
masons and the other master builders were awaiting the plans
for building the chains and scaffolding, and when neither
Lorenzo nor Filippo made any decisions, the masons and the
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other masters began to mutter among themselves when they
saw that the initial sense of urgency was now lacking. And
since these men were poor individuals who lived by their
labour and were afraid that neither architect had the courage
to go ahead with the project, as best they could and knew how,
they remained at work on the structure, replastcring and
retouching everything that had been built up to that moment.

One morning or another, Filippo did not turn up at work
but went to bed with a bandage around his head, and,
constantly crying out, he had hot plates and cloths preparcd
with the greatest solicitude, pretending to have a pain in his
side. When they heard this, the masters awaiting orders about
how to proceed asked Lorenzo what should be done next. He
replied that the schedule was Filippo’s responsibility and that
they would have to wait for him. Somebody asked him: ‘But
don’t you know what he has in mind? ‘Yes,” Lorenzo
answered, ‘but I wouldn’t do anything without him.” Lorenzo
said this to excuse himself, for he had never seen Filippo’s
model and had never asked him what kind of schedule he
wanted to keep to, and, in order not to appear ignorant, he
was very vaguc and answered only in ambiguous terms in
speaking about the matter, especially since he knew that he
was taking part in the project against Filippo’s will.

Filippo’s illness had alrcady lasted more than two days, and
the supervisor of the project and a good number of the master
builders went to see him and continuously begged him to tell
them what they should do. But Filippo declared: “You have
Lorenzo; let him do a little something.” Nor could they get
any other answer out of him. Upon hearing this, discussions
and serious criticism arose over the entire project: some people
were saying that Filippo had taken to bed out of gricf because
he lacked the courage to vault the dome, or that he regretted
having become involved in the project. And his friends
defended him, saying that if he were upset, it was a result of
the disgrace of having been given Lorenzo as a partner, but
that he was actually ill from the pain in his side, caused by his
strenuous work on the project.

Thus, while the arguments continued, the project was
stalled, and almost all of the work by the masons and the
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stone-cutters came to a standstill. And these men, muttering
against Lorenzo, began to say: ‘He’s good enough to draw his
salary but not to give orders so that we can do the work. Oh,
if Filippo were not here, or if his illncss were to last for long,
how would Lorenzo manage? Is it Filippo’s fault that he is
sick?” Seeing themselves put to shame by this state of affairs,
the trustees of the Works Department resolved to go and see
Filippo, and upon arriving, they first consoled him for his
illness and then explained to him the state of disorder into
which the building project had fallen and how many diffi-
culties his illness had caused. At this, with speech impassioned
both by his love for the project and by his feigned illness,
Filippo declared: ‘Isn’t he there—Lorenzo? What is he doing?
I'm amazed at you.” When the trustees responded, ‘He won’t
do anything without you!’, Filippo retorted to them: ‘I would
do quite well without him.’

His very pointed and double-cdged reply was enough for
them, and after they had left him, they knew he was ill
because he wanted to work alone. Therefore, they sent his
friends to remove him from his bed, intending to takc
Lorenzo off the project. And so Filippo returned to the
building, but when he saw the degree of favouritism shown to
Lorenzo and realized that he would still receive his salary
without doing any work, Filippo devised another means of
holding him up to ridicule and making public how little
understanding Lorenzo had of this profession. And in
Lorenzo’s presence, he presented this proposal to the trustees:

My Lords the Trustees, if we were as sure about the length of time we
have to live as we arc about the probability of our death, there is no
doubt whatsoever that many projects which are begun would be
completed rather than left unfinished. The misfortunc of the illness I
suffered could have taken my life and brought this project to a halt.
Therefore, in case I ever fall ill again, or—God forbidl—Lorenzo
should, in order for onc or the other of us to go on with his part of
the work, I thought that just as you, My Lords, have divided the
salary between us, so you should also divide the work, so that spurred
on by the desire to demonstratec what each of us knows, cach may
securely acquire honour and profit in the presence of this republic.
Now, there are two difficult matters which at present have to be dealt
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with: the first is the scaffolding so that the masons can lay their bricks,
which is to be used both inside and outside the structure and which
must hold up workers, stones, and lime, as well as the winch for
pulling up heavy loads and other similar devices; the other is the
chain which has to be placed above the level of twclve-armslengths in
order to bind the eight sides of the dome and to support the structure,
so that all the weight superimposcd upon it will tighten and hold it in
such a way that the weight will not stretch or widen the dome but
will, on the contrary, be evenly distributed throughout the entire
edifice. Let Lorenzo, therefore, take up one of thesce tasks, whichever
he feels he can most easily carry out, and I shall work without any
disagreement to executc the other so that no more time is lost.

When he heard this, Lorenzo was forced for the sake of his
own honour to accept one of these tasks, and even though he
did so quite unwillingly, he decided to pick the chain as the
easiest of the two, since he could trust the advice of the ma-
sons and remembered that in the vault of San Giovanni in
Florence, there was a chain of stone ties from which he could
take part, if not all, of the plan. And so one set to work on the
scaffolding while the other worked on the chain, and both
completed their work. Filippo’s scaftoldings were built with so
much ingenuity and skill that they were truly considered to be
the contrary of what many had imagined them to be before,
since the masons could work upon them just as safely and
could pull up heavy loads and stand upon them just as securely
as if they were standing upon solid ground. And the models
for this scaffolding are preserved in the Works Department of
the Duomo. Upon one of the cight sides, Lorenzo built his
chain with the greatest difficulty, and when it was completed
Filippo was called by the trustees to see it; he said nothing to
them, but with certain of his friends he discussed the matter,
declaring that another kind of binding was required, that it
should have been put up in a different way, that it was not
sufficient to support the weight that was to be placed on it,
since it did not bind the structure as tightly as it should, and,
finally, that the allowance which was given to Lorenzo, along
with the cost of the chain he had built, was money thrown
away. Filippo’s opinion became known, and he was charged
with showing how he would have constructed the chain if he
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had undertaken that task. Since he had already prepared plans
and models, he immediately showed them, and when they
were examined by the trustees and the other master builders,
they recognized the error they had fallen into by favouring
Lorenzo, and wishing to rectify this mistake and to demon-
strate that they understood the proper procedures, they named
Filippo administrator and head for Lifc of the entire structure®
and ordered that nothing should be done on the project
without his approval. And in order to acknowledge their
approval, they presented Filippo with the gift of one hundred
florins appropriated by the consuls and trustees on 13 August
1423, and signed by Lorenzo Paoli, notary of the Works
Department, and charged to Messer Gherardo di Filippo
Corsini; and they came to a decision to provide Filippo with
an allowance for life of one hundred florins a year.*

And so, having given orders for the construction to
proceed, Filippo pursued it so closely and carefully that not a
stonc could be placed without his wanting to inspect it. On
the other hand Lorenzo, finding himsclf beaten and nearly
disgraced, was favoured and assisted to such an extent by his
friends that he still drew his salary, claiming he could not
be dismissed for another three years. For every little detail,
Filippo continuously drew sketches and made models of
frames to be built and structures for pulling up heavy loads.
But this did not prevent spiteful people, friends of Lorenzo,
from driving him to desperation, having different models built
every day to compete with his, to the cxtent that Master
Antonio da Verzelli* executed one of them, whilc other mas-
ters, shown favouritism and preference now by this citizen
and now by that one, demonstrated their fickle nature, their
inadequate knowledge, and their lack of understanding, for
although they had perfect models in hand, they kept pro-
moting imperfect and useless ones.

The chains around the eight sides of the dome were already
completed, and the masons, gaining heart, worked boldly, but
Filippo then asked of them more than the usual, and because
of some criticism that he directed at their work as well as some
other things which happened daily, they got sick and tired of
him. And so, moved by this and by envy, the leaders joined
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together in a conspiracy and said that the work was strenuous
and dangerous, and that they did not want to vault the dome
without a huge raise (even though their salary had already
been increased more than usual), thinking in this way to take
revenge upon Filippo and to makc a profit for themselves.
This development displeased the trustees and Filippo as well,
and, having thought about it, one Saturday evening he made
up his mind to fire them all. Finding themselves fired and not
knowing how matters might end, the men were in a very
bad humour, and on the following Monday Filippo sct ten
Lombards to work, and by staying right there on the spot,
ordering ‘Do this herc and that there’, he taught them so
much in a single day that they worked on the project for
many weeks. On the other hand, the masons who saw
themselves fired, their work taken away from them, and this
disgrace heaped on them, did not have any other work that
was more profitable than this, and they sent messengers to tell
Filippo that they would willingly return to work, begging
his pardon as vigorously as they could. In this way, Filippo
kept them dangling for many days in the fear that he would
not hire them back; then he took them back at a lower salary
than they had initially received; and so, where they had
thought to make a profit, they suffered a loss, and with their
vendetta against Filippo they only caused damage and loss for
themselves.

The grumbling thus stopped, and the genius of Filippo
prevailed, once it was secen how smoothly the structure was
being vaulted, and anyone who was not blinded by passion
held that he had alrcady shown a courage never seen in the
works of any other architects, either ancient or modern, and
this came about because he brought out his model. In it
everyone could see for himself the extremely careful plans he
had conceived for the stairs, the lighting both inside and out
(so that no one might injure himself in the darkness out of
fear), and all the various iron guard-rails for the ascent which
were set up and carefully arranged where the climb was steep.
Besides this, he had even thought of putting iron bars inside to
support the scaffolding if ever mosaics or paintings were to be
added; and he likewise placed in the least dangerous positions
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the various sections of the guttering from which the water
could run off, showing some covered, others uncovered; and
he followed this up by organizing various holes and openings
so that the force of the winds would be broken and to cnsure
that exhalations or earthquakes could not damage the struc-
ture. In all of this he demonstrated how much he had profited
from his studies during his many years in Rome. Considering
what he achieved in the dovetailing, fitting, joining, and
binding the stones makes one tremble and stand in awe and
shrink with fear at the thought that a single mind was capable
of as much as that of Filippo. And it continued to grow at
such a pace that there was nothing, no matter how difficult
and challenging, it could not render simpie and easy. And he
showed this in using counterweights and wheels for hauling
heavy loads, which enabled a single ox to draw a load as heavy
as six pairs could barely have drawn before.

The structure had grown so high by this time that it was
extremely disruptive to go down to the ground after having
climbed up, and not only was a great deal of time lost by the
masters in going to eat and drink, but they suffered great
discomfort from the heat of the day. Filippo therefore found a
way to open eating places with kitchens on the dome, where
he sold wine as well, and in this fashion no one left the work
until the evening. This was convenient for the workmen and
exceedingly advantageous to the project. Filippo’s spirits rose
so high as he observed the project moving steadily ahead and
turning out so successfully that he worked constantly; he him-
self went to the kilns where the bricks were being formed,
since he wanted to see the clay and knead it himself, and when
the bricks were baked, he wanted to pick them out as carefully
as possible with his own hands. He would cxamine the stones
being used by the stone-cutters to see if they were hard or
contained any thin cracks, and he provided them with models
for the joints and the fittings made from wood, from wax, and
even from turnips, and similarly, he designed iron tools for the
blacksmiths. He discovered a means of producing hinges with
heads and hooks which greatly simplified architecture, which
through him was raised to a level of perfection probably never
before achieved among the Tuscans.
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In 1423, Florence could not have been happier or more joy-
ful when Filippo was elected to the Signoria for the months
of May and June by the San Giovanni district,* while Lapo
Niccolini was chosen as Gonfaloniere of Justice by the Santa
Croce district. And if he is found listed in the register of priors
as Filippo di Ser Brunellesco Lippi, as he ought to be, no one
should be surprised by this, since his grandfather was named
da Lippi and not d¢’ Lapi—an error which is seen in this same
register and repeated in countless other lists, as anyone well
knows who has secn it or is familiar with the customs of those
times. Filippo performed the duties of this office and the other
judicial positions he held in his native city and always
demonstrated good judgement in all his actions.

They had already begun to close the two vaults towards the
eye where the lantern was to begin, and although Filippo had
constructed in both Romec and Florence several models in clay
and in wood of each one, which had not been seen, he still had
to make the final decision about which one he wanted to
execute. Deciding to complete the gallery, he drew several
designs for it which remained, after his death, in the Office
of the Works Department but which have been misplaced
because of the carclessness of those officials. In our own day, in
order to complete the project, onc section of one of the eight
sides was built, but because it did not match Filippo’s design,
it was abandoned and left unfinished upon the advice of
Michelangelo Buonarroti.

With his own hands, Filippo also made a model for thc
lantern with eight sides based upon the proportions of the
dome, which, to tell the truth, turned out very well because of
its inventiveness, variety, and decoration. He included in the
model a stairway for climbing up to the ball [on the lantern],
which was a marvellous thing indeed, but because he had
plugged up the entrance with a piece of wood inserted from
underneath, no one but Filippo knew it cxisted. Although he
was now highly praised and had already triumphed over the
envy and the arrogance of many, he was not able to prevent
all the masters in Florence from setting out to produce various
models of their own, once they had seen what he had done,
and even a woman from the Gaddi family dared to enter
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the competition with Filippo’s design! However, he merely
laughed at their presumption, and many of his friends advised
him not to show his model to any other artisans, so that they
would not learn from it. To them he replied that there existed
only one good modcl, and that the rest were worthless. Some
of the other masters had put details from Filippo’s model into
their own, but when he saw them, Filippo would always say:
‘The next model this man makes will be just like mine.’
Filippo’s model was lavishly praised by everyone, but they
supposed it to be defective, since they could not see the
stairway leading to the ball. Nevertheless, the trustees decided
to commission Filippo to do the project, provided, however,
that he showed him where to place the stairway. So Filippo
removed the picce of wood from the model, which was in
the lower part, revealing in a pillar the stairway as we sec it
today—in the form of a hollow tube; on one side, therc was a
channel with bronze rungs by which, placing one foot after
the other, one might climb up to the top. Because Filippo was
old and would not live long enough to see the lantern com-
pleted, he stipulated in his will that it should be built follow-
ing the model and his written instructions. Done otherwise,
he declared, the structure would collapse, because it was
vaulted in a pointed arch, and the weight would have to press
downward to strengthen it. Filippo was not able to see the
completion of the edifice before his death, but he raised it up
quite well to a height of several armslengths. He also had
almost all the marble that was to be used cut and carefully
prepared, and when the people saw all the marble delivered,
they were amazed that it was possible he wished to place such
a weight upon that vaulting. It was also the opinion of many
clever people that the vaulting would not bear the weight, and
it seemed to them quite fortunate that he had brought the
project to where it then stood and that it was tempting God to
load the vaults too heavily. Filippo always laughed about this
to himself, and after preparing all the machinery and gear that
would be used to build it, he spent all his time and thought in
anticipating, preparing, and providing for every little detail,
even to the point of making sure that the comcrs of the
finished marble would not be chipped when it was being
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hauled up by protecting all the arches of the tabernacles with
wooden frames, and as for the rest, as I have said, there were
written instructions and models.

As for how beautiful the project is, the structurc itself
provides the most cloquent testimony. From ground-level to
the lantern, the height measures one hundred and fifty-four
armslengths; the body of the lantern thirty-six armslengths;
the copper ball four armslengths;* the cross eight armslengths;
or two hundred and two armslengths in all.* And it can quite
rightly be declared that the ancients never constructed their
buildings so high, nor did they run so great a risk as that of
wishing to challenge the hcavens, as this work of Filippo’s
surely seems to do: secing it soaring up to such a height, it
appears equal to the mountains around Florence. And, to tell
the truth, it appears that the heavens are envious of it, for it is
continuously struck by lightning bolts every day.

While this project was under construction, Filippo worked
upon many other buildings which we shall now describe in
order. With his own hand, he constructed a model for the
chapter house of Santa Croce in Florence for the Pazzi
family,* a work of great variety and beauty.*... Around that
time work was begun on the church of San Lorenzo in
Florence by order of the parishioncrs, who had named the
prior as master builder of the structure, a man who professed
to understand architecture and who took great delight in it as
a pastime. He had already begun the construction of brick
pillars when Giovanni di Bicci de” Medici, who had promised
the parishioners and the prior to erect the sacristy and a chapel
at his expense, had Filippo over for lunch one morning, and
after discussing a number of things, he asked Filippo about
the initial work on San Lorenzo and what he thought of
it. Filippo was forced by Giovanni’s entreaties to reveal his
honest opinion, and in order to tell the truth, he found fault
with many details of the project, such as the fact that it
was organized by a person who perhaps possessed more
book learning than experience with buildings of that kind.
Whereupon, Giovanni asked Filippo if he could produce
something better and more beautiful, and to this Filippo
replied:
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Without a doubt! And I am amazed that, as the leader of this project,
you do not pledge several thousand scudi and construct the body of a
church with dimensions worthy of such a site and of the burial places
of so many noblemen, for once the nobility see such a beginning,
they will follow suit with their chapels and all their resources
especially since no other memory of us remains behind except the
walls which bear witness for hundreds and thousands of years to
those who constructed them.*

Inspired by Filippo’s words, Giovanni decided to construct
the sacristy and the major chapel along with the entire body of
the church, although only seven other families agreed to join
him because the others lacked the resources. And these familics
were: the Rondinelli, the Ginori, the Dalla Stufa, the Neroni,
the Ciai, the Marignolli, the Martelli, and the Marco di Luca,
and their chapels were to be built in the cross of the building.
The sacristy was the first part to be erected, while the church
was built a section at a time. The other chapels constructed
along the length of the church were then granted one by one
to parishioners who were not of the nobility. The sacristy had
not yet been covered when Giovanni de’ Medici passed to a
better life, leaving behind his son Cosimo. Cosimo possessed
a bolder spirit than his father, and, taking delight in such
memorials, he arranged for the construction to continuc as his
first building project, which brought him so much pleasure
that from then on until the time of his death, Cosimo was
always building. Cosimo took a warmer interest in this
project, and while one part was being planned, another was
being completed. And since Cosimo had taken on the project
as a pastime, he was constantly occupied with it. His con-
cern was the reason why Filippo completed the sacristy and
Donatello madc the stuccoes, the stone ornaments for the
porticoes, and the bronze doors. Cosimo also had his father’s
tomb constructed under a large slab of marble supported by
four small columns in the middle of the sacristy where the
priests don their vestments, and in the same place, he had
tombs built for his own family, separating the women from the
men. In one of the two little rooms on either side of the sacristy,
he built a2 well and a wash-basin in one corner. And all in all,
everything built in this structure reflects his excellent judgement.
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Giovanni and the others had planned to place the choir
under the tribune in the middle; Cosimo changed this plan at
Filippo’s suggestion. Filippo enlarged the main chapel (which
was originally a smaller space) so that the choir could be
constructed where it stands today, and when it was completed,
the tribune in the middle and the rest of the church remained
to be built. This tribune and the remainder [of the church] was
not vaulted until after Filippo’s death. The church is one
hundred and forty-four armslengths long, and a great many
mistakes can be seen in its construction; one among the others
is that of placing the columns on the ground without
mounting them on dados of the same height as the bases
supporting the pillars on the steps. Thus, the pillars appear
shorter than the columns, making the entire work look lop-
sided. All this was the result of following the advice of the
men who remained after Filippo died and were envious of his
renown, and who, during his lifetime, having constructed
opposing models, had been, nevertheless, humiliated by some
of his sonncts. And after Filippo’s death, these individuals took
their revenge not only upon this project but upon all those
which remained for them to complete. Filippo left behind his
model, and completed part of the presbytery for the priests
of San Lorenzo, making the cloister one hundred and forty
armslengths long.

While this building was being constructed, Cosimo de’
Medici decided to build his own palace, and he therefore
explained his intentions to Filippo, who put everything else
aside and madc for Cosimo a very beautiful and large modcl
of this palace, which Filippo wanted to place in the piazza
facing San Lorenzo, isolated on cvery side. Filippo’s virtuosity
was so clearly displayed in this model that it seemed too
luxurious and grand to Cosimo, and, more to avoid envy than
the expense, he gave up the idea of using Filippo’s plan. While
Filippo was working on the model, he used to thank fatc for
the opportunity of building such a home—something he had
desired to do for many years—and for having come upon
someone who wanted and was able to build it. But then when
he learned of Cosimo’s decision not to go on with the project,
he angrily broke his modcl into a thousand pieces. And



FILIPPO BRUNELLESCHI I41

Cosimo was very sorry not to have followed Filippo’s plan,
for he later constructed the other palace,* and he used to say
that he had never conversed with a man of greater courage
and intelligence than Filippo. ... *

It is also said that Filippo invented the machinery for the
Paradise of San Felice in Piazza (locatcd in the same city) in
order to stage the mystery play or, rather, the feast of the
Annunciation as was customary in the old days at that place in
Florence. The machinery was truly marvellous and demon-
strated the talent and skill of the man who invented it, for on
high a Heaven full of living and moving figures could be seen,
as well as countless lights, flashing on and off like lightning. 1
do not want my description to appear laboured in recounting
precisely how the mechanisms of this machinery functioned,
since every bit of it has been ruined and the men who knew
how to discuss its workings from experience arc now dcad.
There is no hope of reconstructing it, for the Camaldolite
monks who once inhabited the place are gone and have been
replaced by the nuns of Saint Peter Martyr, primarily because
the monastery of the Carmine was damaged by the machinery
which pulled down the timbers supporting its roof.

In order to create these effects, Filippo had placed a half-
globe shaped like an empty bowl, or a barber’s basin turned
upside-down, between two of the beams which supported the
roof of the church. This half-globe was made from thin and
light laths fastened to an iron star which turned around its
circumference; the laths narrowed towards a large iron ring
in the centre, which was balanced in the middle and around
which revolved the iron star which supported the framework
of laths. This entire mechanism was held up by a strong beam
of fir-wood well reinforced with iron, which was lying across
the timbers of the roof, and to this beam was attached the ring
which held the half~globe suspended and balanced. From the
ground it truly looked like Heaven. At its base on the inside
edge, certain wooden brackets were placed, just large cnough
for a person to stand upon, and also inside but at the height
of an armslength, there were iron clasps. On cach of the
brackets stoed a child of about twelve ycars of age, secured
with an iron clasp one-and-one-half armslengths high in
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such a way that he could not have fallen even if he tried.

These young cherubs, twelve in all, were arranged upon the
brackets, as I have explained, and were dressed as angels with
golden wings and golden skeins of hair. When it was time,
they joined hands, and as they moved their arms about, they
seemed to be dancing—especially since the half-globe was
constantly turning and moving. Inside the globe and above
the angels’” heads were three circles or garlands of lights set up
with some tiny little torches that could not be overturned.
These lights looked like stars from the ground, while the
supports covered with raw cotton resembled clouds.

From the above-mentioned ring hung a thick iron bar with
another ring on its side, to which was attached a thin cord
which fell to the ground, as I shall describe. This thick iron bar
had eight arms which revolved in an arc large enough to cross
the entire space of the empty half-globe, and at the end of each
arm was a flat stand as large as a wooden platter; placed on
each stand was a young boy of about nine years of age who
was held tightly in place by an iron clasp soldered to the upper
portion of the branch, but in such a fashion that he could turn
slowly in every direction. Supported by this iron bar, these
eight little angels were lowered, by mecans of a small winch
which was let out very slowly, from the empty space in the
half-globe to a distance of eight armslengths below the level of
the flat timbers supporting the roof, in such a fashion that they
could be seen without obstructing the view of the other angels
who were standing around the inside of the half-globe. In-
side this ‘bouquet’ of eight angels (as it was appropriately
called) was a copper mandorla which was hollow inside and
contained many little torches set in small holes upon an iron
tube shaped like a pipe: when a spring was hcld down, all
of the lights werc concealed in the empty space within the
copper mandorla; and when the samc spring was released, all
of the lights could be seen shining through the little holes.

Once the ‘bouquet’ reached its appointed place, the man-
dorla, which was attached to that thin cord, was lowcred very,
very slowly by another little winch and reached the platform
where the performance took place. On the stage, exactly
where the mandorla came to rest was a raiscd throne with four
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steps in the middle with an opening through which the iron
point of the mandorla passed. A man hidden below the throne
bolted the mandorla down when it reached its place, and it
thus stood securely upright. Inside the mandorla, playing the
role of an angel, was a young boy of about fifteen years of age
who was fastened by an iron clasp to thc middle of the
mandorla and also to its base to prevent him from falling, and
so that he could kneel, the iron clasp was made in three
pieces—as he kneeled down, one piece slid smoothly into the
other.

And so, when the ‘bouquet’ was lowercd down and the
mandorla rested upon the throne, the man who bolted down
the mandorla unfastened the iron clasp which held in the
angel, whereupon he came out, walked along the stage, and
reached the place where he hailed the Virgin and made the
Annunciation. Then, after he returned to the mandorla, while
the lights—which had been extinguished upon his arrival—
were relit, the iron clasp supporting him was fastened once
again by the man hidden underncath; and once the bolt
holding the mandorla down was released, it was drawn
upwards once again, while the angels in the ‘bouquet’ sang
and those in the Heaven turned about, making it seem a real
Paradise, especially since, besides the chorus of angels and the
‘bouquet’, there was a figure of God the Father near the shell
of the half-globe surrounded by angels similar to the ones
described above and secured with iron clasps. In this fashion,
the Heaven, the ‘bouquet’, the figure of God the Father, and
the mandorla with its countless lights and sweet music truly
representced Paradise. In addition, to make it possible to open
and close this Heaven, Filippo had two huge doors built on
either side, each five armslengths high, with iron rollers, or
actually copper ones, set in grooves, and the grooves were so
well oiled that when a thin rope was pulled on either side with
a small winch, the doors opened and closed, according to what
was desired, by drawing together the two parts of the doors or
drawing them slowly apart by means of the grooves. And,
thus constructed, these doors produced two effects: first, since
they were heavy, they created a noise sounding like thunder
when they were pulled; second, when closed they served as

L.0.T.A. - 8
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a stage for arranging the angels and for accommodating the
other items that wcre necded inside. Thus, these ingenious
devices, as well as many others, werc invented by Filippo,
even if some people maintain that they were invented long be-
fore him. Whatever the case may be, it is appropriate to have
discussed them, since they have completely fallen into disuse.

But let us return to Filippo. His fame and reputation had
grown to such an extent that anyone who needed to construct
a building sent for him from great distances to obtain draw-
ings and models prepared by the hand of such a great man,
and people would employ the influence of his friends and
the most lavish means to do so.... *

One year during Lent, the sermons at the church of Santo
Spirito were delivered by Master Francesco Zoppo, then very
popular with the congregation, who spoke strongly in favour
of the convent, the school for young men, and especially the
church which had burned down in those days.* As a result,
the leaders of the district—Lorenzo Ridolfi, Bartolomeo Cor-
binelli, Neri di Gino Capponi, Gogo di Stagio Dati, and count-
less other citizens—obtained permission from the Signoria to
rebuild the church of Santo Spirito, and they named Stoldo
Frescobaldi the supervisor. Because of the interest Stoldo had
in the old church (the main chapcl and the high altar of which
belonged to his family), he toiled long hours on this project. In
fact, at the very beginning, before the funds were received
from taxing those who owned tombs and chapels there, he
provided thousands of scudi out of his own pocket, for which
he was later reimbursed.

After the project had been discussed, Filippo was sent for,
and he made a model complete with all the useful and honour-
able details he could devise suitable for a Christian church.
Filippo urged that the ground-plan of this edifice be turned
completely around, since above all he wanted the piazza to
reach the bank of the Arno so that everyone passing by there
from Genoa, the Riviera, the Lunigiana district, and from the
areas of Pisa and Lucca could obscrve the magnificence of the
structure. But because certain citizens who did not wish to tear
down their homes refused this change, Filippo’s desires had no
impact.
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Filippo then constructed a model for the church along with
that of the monks’ quarters as it is today. The length of the
church was one hundred and sixty-one armslengths, while its
width was fifty-four armslengths, and it was so well planned
in the arrangement of its columns and its other decorations,
that no other building could have been constructed which
would have been richer, more delightful, or more graceful.
And, to tell the truth, if it had not been for the curse of those
who spoil the lovely beginnings of things by always pre-
tending to understand more than others, this church would
today be the most perfect church in all Christendom. As it
stands, it is therefore more charming and better proportioned
than any other, even though its modcl was not followed in
every respect, as we scc in certain external details which do not
reflect the arrangement of its interior: it scems, for example,
that this is the case with the doors and the frames of the
windows, which do not correspond to those in the model. I
shall pass over some errors attributed to Filippo, which, one
has to believe, would not have been tolerated if he had carried
out the building’s construction, for cverything he created he
brought to perfection with his great judgement, discretion,
ingenuity, and skill. And this work proved him to posscss a
truly divine genius.

Filippo was humorous in his conversation and very witty in
his rctorts. For example, on one occasion he wished to make a
biting remark about Lorenzo Ghiberti who had bought a farm
at Monte Morello, called Lepriano. Spending two times more
on this farm than he earned from it, Lorenzo became so
disgusted with it that he sold it. When someone asked Filippo
what was the best thing Lorcnzo had cver done, perhaps
thinking that he should vex Lorenzo becausc of the enmity
between them, Filippo replied: ‘Selling Lepriano.’

Finally, having grown very old—that is, having reached the
age of sixty-nine—Filippo passed to a better life in the year
1446 on the sixteenth of April, after labouring strenuously to
create those works which earned him an honourable name on
earth and a resting place in Heaven. His death caused indescrib-
able griefin his native city, which recognized and esteemed him
more after death than it had done while he was alive, and he
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was buried with elaborate ceremony and the greatest honour
in Santa Maria del Fiore (although his family tomb was in San
Marco) under the pulpit near the door, where there is a coat of
arms with two fig leaves and some green waves in a field
of gold, indicating that his ancestors came from the region of
Ferrara, namely, from Ficaruolo, a walled town on the River
Po, as is suggested by the leaves which signify the place and
the waves the river. His artisan friends grieved most deeply—
especially the poorer oncs whom he constantly assisted. Thus,
living like a Christian, he left to the world the memory of his
kindness and his remarkable talents. In my opinion, it can be
said of Filippo that from the time of the ancient Greeks and
Romans to the present day, there never existed a man more
rare or excellent than he, and Filippo deserves even greater
praise, for in his lifetime the German style was vencrated
throughout Italy and practised by older artisans, as is scen in
countless buildings. Filippo rediscovered the use of the ancient
cornices and restored the Tuscan, Corinthian, Doric, and Ionic
orders to their original forms.*...Filippo was most unfor-
tunate in some respects, because besides always having to
contend with some opposition, several of his buildings were
not completed during his lifetime, and they were left unfin-
ished afterwards. And among the other unfinished projects, it
was a great tragedy that the monks of the Angeli could not (as
I mentioned) completc the church he began,* since after they
had spent more than three thousand scudi on what we can see
today—the funds coming in part from the Merchants” Guild
and in part from the Monte where the moneys were deposited
—the capital was squandered, and the structure was left and
remains incomplcte. Thus, as was mentioned in the life of
Niccold da Uzzano,* whoever wishes to lcave behind a
memorial of this kind should complete it himself while he is
still alive, without relying upon anyone clse. And what I have
said about this church could also be said of a great many other
buildings planned by Filippo Brunelleschi.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF FILIPPO BRUNELLESCHI



The Life of Donatello, Florentine Sculptor
[1386-1466]

Donato, who was called Donatello by his relatives and thus
signed some of his works this way, was born in Florence in
the year 1303.* And devoting himself to the art of design, he
became not only an unusually finc sculptor and a marvellous
statue-maker, but also grew cxperienced in stucco, quite
skilled in perspective, and highly csteemed in architecture. His
works possessed so much grace and excellence and such a fine
sense of design that they were considered to be more like
the distinguished works of the ancient Greeks and Romans
than those of any other artist who has ever existed, and he
is therefore quite rightly recognized as the first artisan who
properly used the device of scenes in bas-relicf. He worked out
these scenes with such careful thought, true facility, and expert
skill that it was obvious he possessed a true understanding of
them and exccuted them with extraordinary beauty. Thus, no
other artisan surpasscd him in this field, and even in our own
times, there is no onc who is his equal.

Donatello was raised from childhood in the home of
Ruberto Martelli, and with his fine qualities and the diligence
with which he refined his skill, he not only carned Martelli’s
affection but that of this entire noble family. In his youth, he
worked upon so many things that they were not very highly
regarded because therc were so many of them. But the thing
which earned him a name and brought him recognition was
an Annunciation in blue-grey stone which was placed in the
church of Santa Croce in Florence at the altar in the chapel of
the Cavalcanti family, for which he made a decoration in the
grotesque style.* Its base was varied and ewisted, completed by
a quarter-circle to which were added six putti carrying several
garlands who seem to be steadying themselves by embracing
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each other as if they were afraid of the height. But Donatello
demonstrated above all his great ingenuity and artistry in the
figure of the Virgin, who, frightened by the sudden appear-
ance of the angel, timidly but gently moves Her body in a
very chaste bow, turning towards the angel greeting Her with
the most beautiful grace, so that Her face reflects the humility
and gratitude one owes to the giver of an unexpected gift, and
even more so when the gift is so grcat. Besides this, Donatello
proved his ability to carve masterful folds and turns in the
robes of this Madonna and the angel, and in suggesting the
nude forms of his figures, he showed just how he was
attempting to rediscover the beauty of the ancients which had
already remained hidden for so many years. And he exhibited
so much facility and skill in this work that no one could rcally
expect more from him in design and judgement, or from the
way he carved and executed the work.

In the same church below the choir screen beside the scencs
frescoed by Taddeo Gaddi, Donatello took cxtraordinary
pains in carving a wooden crucifix which, upon completing it
and believing that he had produced a very rare object, he
showed to Filippo di Scr Brunellesco, his very dear friend, in
order to have his opinion of it. Filippo, who expected to see
something much better from Donatello’s description of it,
smiled a bit when he saw it. When Donatello saw this, he
begged Filippo for the sake of their friendship to give him his
honest opinion of it, and so, Filippo, who was very candid,
replied that it seemed to him as if Donatello had placed a
peasant upon the cross and not a body like that of Jesus Christ,
which was most delicate and represented, in all its parts, the
most perfect human being born. Hearing himsclf criticized—
and even more sharply than he had imagined—rather than
receiving the praise he had hoped for, Donatello answered: ‘If
it were as simple to creatc something as to criticize, my Christ
would look like Christ to you and not like a peasant; take
some wood and try to make onc yourself.” Without saying
another word, Filippo returned home, and without anyone
knowing, he set his hand to making a crucifix, seeking to
surpass Donatello in order to vindicate his own judgement,
and after many months he brought it to the highest degree of
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perfection. And once this was finished, he invited Donatello
one morning to have lunch with him, and Donatello accepted
the invitation. And so, they went together towards Filippo’s
home, and when they reached the Old Market, Filippo
bought a few things and gave them to Donatello, saying: ‘Go
on home with these things and wait for me there, and I'll be
along shortly.” Donatello therefore entered the house and, on
the ground-floor, saw Filippo’s crucifix in a perfect light, and
stopping to examine it, he found it so perfectly finished that,
realizing Filippo had outdonc him, and completcly stupefied,
as if he had lost his wits, he relaxed his grip on his apron;
whereupon, the eggs, the cheese, and everything else fell out,
breaking into pieces and spilling all over, and as he stood there
stunned and amazed, Filippo caught up with him, and said
with a laugh: “What’s your plan, Donatello? How can we
have lunch if you have spilled cverything?” Donatello replied:
‘Personally, I've had enough for this morning, but if you want
your share, take it. But no more, thank you: it’s for you to
make Christs and for me to make peasants.”™

In the Baptistery of San Giovanni in the same city,
Donatello created the tomb of Pope Giovanni Coscia who
had been deposed from his pontificate by the Council of
Constance; he was commissioned to do this by Cosimo d¢’
Medici, a very close friend of this same Coscia.* For this tomb
Donatello made the figure of the dead man in gilded bronze
with his own hands, as well as the marble figurcs of Hope and
Charity, and Michelozzo, his pupil, carved the figure of Faith.
In the same baptistery, opposite this tomb, a statue from
Donatello’s own hand can be seen, a wooden Saint Mary
Magdalene in Penitence* which is very beautiful and well
executed, for she has wasted away by fasting and abstinence to
such an extent that every part of her body reflects a perfect
and complete understanding of human anatomy. In the Old
Market upon a granite column, there is by Donatcllo’s hand
a figure of Abundance made of hard grey stone which
stands completely by itself and is so well made that it has been
highly praised by artisans and all pcople of understanding.
The column upon which this statue stands was once in the
Baptistery of San Giovanni along with the other granite
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columns holding up the inner gallery, but it was taken away
and replaced by another fluted column upon which the statue
of Mars formerly stood in the middle of that temple, before
being removed when the Florentines were converted to the
faith of Jesus Christ. While still a young man, Donatello made
a marble statue of the prophet Danicl for the facade of Santa
Maria del Fiore, and he afterwards executed one of Saint John
the Evangelist, seated, four armslengths tall, and clad in a
simple habit, which received high praise.* In the same loca-
tion on the corner of the facade that faces towards Via del
Cocomero is the statuc of an old man standing between two
columns with more similaritics to the ancient style than
anything else of Donatello’s to be seen; in his head are reflected
the cares and concerns that the ycars bring to those who are
wasted by time and toil* Inside the same church, Donatello
also did the decoration for the organ over the door of the
old sacristy with figures roughed out, as we have already
mentioned, in such a fashion that they truly secem to be living
and moving.* About this work, it can be said that Donatcllo
worked as much with his judgement as with his hands, when
we consider that many works appear beautiful while they are
being executed and in the place where they are created, but
that later when they are removed and put in another location
and in a different light or up higher, they take on a different
appearance and turn out to be quite the opposite of what they
seemed. But Donatello created his figures in such a2 way that in
the room where he worked on them, they never seemed to be
half as fine as they turned out to be in the location for which
they werc destined.

In the new sacristy of the same church, Donatello created
the design for those little boys who are holding up the
garlands that go around the frieze;* and he also made the
design for the figures placed in the glass of the round window
below the dome—that is, the one with the Coronation of
Our Lady, a design very much better than those in the
other windows, as can clearly be scen.* For San Michele in
Orto [Orsanmichele] in the same city, Donatello carved a
marble statue of Saint Peter for the Butchers’ Guild, which
is an obviously sophisticated and admirable figure, and for
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the Linen-Drapers’ Guild he did a statue of Saint Mark the
Evangelist which he was at first supposed to do with Filippo
Brunelleschi but later completed by himsclf with Filippo’s
consent.* This figure was worked by Donatello with such
good judgement that, while on the ground, its excellence was
not recognized by people lacking in understanding, and the
consuls of the guild were unwilling to have it erected, but
Donatello asked them to put it up, saying he wanted to show
them that after he worked on it further, it would turn out
differently. Once they agreed, he covered it up for fifteen
days and then, without retouching it in any other way, he
uncovered it, filling everyone with amazement.

For the Armourers’ Guild Donatello executed a very lifelike
figure of Saint George in armour. In the head of this figure,
its youthful beauty, courage and skill in arms are reflected, as
well as a fiercely awesome vitality and a marvellous sense
of movement inside the stone itsclf. And such vitality and
spirit in marble had never been expressed in modern statues
to the extent that Nature and art worked through Donatello’s
hands in this statue. On the base supporting the tabernacle,
Donatello executed a bas-relief in marble—the moment when
Saint George kills the dragon—with a horse that is highly
esteemed and highly praised. On the frontispiece he carved in
bas-relief a half-figurc of God the Father, and opposite the ora-
tory of this church he made for the Merchants’ Guild a marble
tabernacle using the ancient architectural order known as
Corinthian and avoiding any hint of the German style to hold
two statues he later decided not to execute, since they could
not agree on a price. After Donatello’s death, these figures were
cast in bronze (as will be explained) by Andrea del Verrocchio.

On the front of the bell tower of Santa Maria del Fiore,
Donatello did four statues in marble five armslengths high,
two of which were sculpted from life and placed in the
middle; one is Francesco Soderini as a young man, while the
other is Giovanni di Barduccio Cherichini, known today as
‘Il Zuccone’.* The latter was considered a most unusual work
and more beautiful than anything Donatello had ever done,
and whenever Donatello wanted to swear an oath that would
be credible, he used to swear ‘by thc faith I have in my
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Zuccone’. And while he was working on it, he would stare at
it, and kept saying to it: ‘Speak, speak or be damned!’

Over the door of the bell tower on the side facing towards
the canonry, Donatello made an Abraham in the act of sacrifi-
cing [saac* and another prophct, which werc placed between
the two other statues. For the Signoria of Florence, Donatello
cast a statue in metal, placed in the piazza under one arch of
their Loggia, which represented Judith cutting off the head of
Holofernes.* This is a work of great exccllence and mastery
which clearly reveals, to anyone who considers the simplicity
of Judith’s appearance in her dress and her expression, the
grcat inner courage of this woman and the assistance of God,
just as in the expression of Holofernes one can see the effects of
wine, sleep, and death in his limbs, which look cold and limp
after his bodily spirits have fled. This work was executed so
well by Donatello that the casting turned out very fine and
beautiful, and, afterwards, he polished it so well that the statue
was a great marvel to behold. In like manner, the base, which
is a granite baluster of simple design, proved to be full of grace
and pleasing in appearance to the eye. Donatello was so satis-
fied with this work that he wanted to put his name on it
(something he had not done before), and we can scc the
inscription: ‘Donatelli opus.”

In the courtyard of the palace of these signori,* there stands
a life-size nude David in bronze, who has severed the head of
Goliath, and, raising his foot, places it upon his enemy, and he
holds a sword in his right hand. This statue 1s so natural in its
vitality and delicacy that other artisans find it impossible to
believe that the work is not moulded around a living body.*
It once stood in the courtyard of the Medici home and was
moved to this new location when Cosimo was sent into
exile. In our day, Duke Cosimo moved it again, after having
constructed a fountain where it stood, and he is saving it for
another very large courtyard which he is planning to build
behind the palace—that is, where the lions used to be. On the
left-hand side where the clock of Lorenzo della Volpaia sits,
there still stands a very beautiful David in marble, who holds
the dead head of Goliath between his legs under his feet, and
the sling with which he struck Goliath down is in his hand.*
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In the first courtyard of the Medici home arc cight marble
mcdallions containing copies of ancient cameo portraits and
the reversc sides of medals as well as several very beautiful
scenes cxccuted by Donatello; they are built into the fricze
between the windows and the architrave above the arches of
the loggias. Donatello was responsible for the restoration of an
ancient statue of Marsyas in white marble erected at the
entrance to the garden as wecll as countless ancient heads
arranged over the doors, which he adorned with ornamental
wings and diamonds—Cosimo’s emblem—carefully exccuted
in stucco. He also created a very handsome granite basin
which spouted water, and in the garden of the Pazzi family in
Florence he worked upon a similar basin which also spouted
water. In the same Medici home are marble and bronze
Madonnas in bas-relief, as well as other scenes in marble with
the most beautiful figures and marvcllous flat relief. Cosimo’s
love for Donatello’s talents was so great that he wanted to
keep him working constantly, and in return, Donatcllo felt
such affection for Cosimo that he could guess exactly what
Cosimo wanted from the slightest indication, and he always
responded to his wishes.

It was said that a Genoese merchant had Donatello execute a
very handsome life-size bronze head which was thin and light,
so that it could be carried over a long distance, and it was
through Cosimo that Donatello received the commission for
such a work. When it was finished and the merchant wanted
to pay Donatello, he thought that the sculptor was asking too
high a price. So the deal was referred to Cosimo, who had the
bust carried to a courtyard above his palace and had it placed
between the battlements overlooking the street so that it could
be better seen. Wishing to settle the matter, Cosimo, who
found the merchant far from the price asked by Donatello,
turned to the merchant and declared that Donatello’s price
was too low. At this, the merchant, who thought it too high,
declared that Donatello had worked upon it for only a month
or a little more, and that this added up to more than half a
florin per day. Donatello then turned angrily away, thinking
himself too greatly offended, and told the merchant that in
one hundredth of an hour he could spoil the labour and value
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of an entire year, and he gave the bust a shove, immediately
breaking it upon the street below into many pieces and telling
the merchant he proved himself more accustomed to bar-
gaining for beans than for statues. The merchant regretted
what he had done and wanted to give Donatello more than
double his price if he would only recast the bust, but ncither
the merchant’s promises nor Cosimo’s entreaties could ever
convince Donatello to redo it.

In the homes belonging to the Martelli family are many
scencs in marble and bronze, and among other things a David
three armslengths high* and many other works, given quite
generously by him to attest to the sense of duty and love he
bore that family and, in particular, he finished a free-standing
Saint John in marble that is three armslengths high—a most
unusual work found today in the home of the heirs of
Ruberto Martelli. Ruberto bequeathed it to them in trust so
that it could never be pawned, sold, or given away, without
incurring heavy penalties, as evidence and proof of the affec-
tion his family felt for Donatello, who had given it to them
because, having recognized his talent, they had protected and
encouraged 1t.*

Then Donatello executed and sent to Naples a marble tomb
for an archbishop, which stands in the church of Sant’ Angelo
di Seggio di Nido; it contains three free-standing figures
supporting the coffin of the dead man, while upon the casket
itsclf there is a scene in bas-relief so beautiful that it deserves
endless praise.* And in the same city in the home of the Count
of Matalone is the head of a horse by Donatello’s hand which
1s so handsome that many believe it to be an ancient work.* In
the town of Prato, Donatello exccuted a marble pulpit where
the Girdle is displayed; in the panels of the pulpit he carved a
scene of young children dancing so miraculously beautiful it
can be said that the perfection of his skill is exhibited no less
in this work than in his other sculptures. In addition, as the
support for this work, he made two bronze capitals, only one
of which still stands there, because the Spaniards carried off the
other one when they sacked the town. *

At the same time, it came about that the Signoria of Venice,
hearing of his fame, sent for Donatello to erect a memorial
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to Gattamelata in the city of Padua, where he went quite
willingly and created the bronze horse which now stands
in the piazza of the church of Sant’Antonio.* In this work
Donatcllo displayed the snorting and whinnying of the horse
as well as the great courage and ferocity vividly expressed in
the artfulness of the figure riding it. And Donatello showed
truly admirable skills in casting a large statue of such fine
proportions and quality that it can be favourably compared
to the work of any ancient artisan in terms of its movement,
design, art, proportion, and painstaking care. For not only did
it amaze everyonc who saw it, but it continucs to amaze
everyone who sces it today. Because of this, the Paduans
sought with every means to makc him a citizen and tried to
keep him there with every kind of affectionate gesture. And in
order to kecep him employed, they commissioned him to do
the scenes from the life of Saint Anthony of Padua on the
predella of the high altar in the church of the Minor Friars,
which arc done in bas-rclief and exccuted with such good
judgement that men distinguished in this art remain amazed
and astonished by them, having considered their beautiful and
varied compositions and such an abundance of extravagant
figures and diminished perspectives.* Likewise, on the altar
frontal, Donatcllo made some very beautiful Maries weeping
over the dead Christ. And in the home of one of the Counts of
Capo di Lista, he executed the skeleton of a horsc in wood
which can still be scen today without its head, in which the
joints are so well constructed that anyone considering its de-
sign must appreciate the charm and originality of Donatello’s
intelligence and his great mind.*

In a convent, he madec a Saint Sebastian in wood at the
request of a chaplain, a Florentine who was a friend of the
nuns and one of Donatello’s acquaintances. The chaplain
brought Donatello an old, awkward statue which the nuns
owned and begged him to create another one like it. Thus, he
made every effort to imitate it to satisty the chaplain and the
nuns, but he was unable to make his as awkward as the
original or to avoid executing it with his habitual good skill
and quality. Togcther with this statue he made many other
figures in clay and stucco, and from a corner of a piece of old
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marble which these nuns had in their garden, he created a very
beautiful Madonna. Countless works by Donatello are like-
wise scattered throughout the entire city of Padua. Although
he was considered something of a marvel and praised by every
intelligent person, he decided that he really wanted to return
to Florence, declaring that if he remained therc any longer,
he would forget cverything he knew, since he was so highly
praised by everyone. And so he gladly returned to his native
city, where he would receive the constant criticism which
would cause him to study and consequently to achieve even
greater glory. For this reason, he left Padua and, returning
through Venice, as a token of his kindness, he left behind as a
gift to the Florentinc community a Saint John the Baptist in
wood for their chapel in the church of the Minor Friars, which
he executed with the greatest care and diligence.*

In the city of Faenza, Donatello carved a Saint John and a
Saint Jerome in wood, no less esteemed than his other works.
Then, after returning to Tuscany, he made a marble tomb
with a most beautiful scene in the parish church of Monte-
pulciano, and in Florence for the sacristy of San Lorenzo,
a marble wash-basin on which he worked with Andrea
Verrocchio.* And in the home of Lorenzo della Stuffa, he
made heads and figures which arc very lively and animated.
He then left Florence to move to Rome, seeking to imitate the
works of the ancients as best he could, and, while studying
them, he executed in stone a tabernacle for the sacrament
which today is in Saint Peter’s.* Recturning to Florence and
passing through Siena, he stopped to make a bronze door for
the Baptistery of San Giovanni; after making the wooden
model, finishing the wax moulds, and bringing the shell for
casting the metal nearly to completion, Bernardetto di Mona
Papero, a Florentine goldsmith and a friend and acquaintance
of Donatello, who was on his way home from Rome, acted
and spoke so persuasively that either for his own purposes or
for some other reason, he was able to bring Donatello back
with him to Florence. Thus, this work remained incomplete
or, rather, not even begun. All that remained by Donatello’s
hand in the Works Department of the Cathedral in that city
was a Saint John the Baptist in metal, which lacked its right
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arm below the elbow; and this, it is said, Donatello left unfin-
ished because he had not been satisfied with the full payment.*

Having thus returned to Florence, he worked for Cosimo
de’ Medici on stuccoes for the sacristy of San Lorenzo—
namely on four medallions on the corbels of the vault with
their fields of perspective, some painted and others in bas-relief
with scenes from the lives of the Evangelists. And in the same
place he created two bronze doors in the most beautiful bas-
relief showing Apostles, Martyrs, and Confessors; and above
them he made some shallow niches, one containing the figures
of Saint Laurence and Saint Stephen and the other Saint
Cosmas and Saint Damian. In the transept of the church, he
created four saints in stucco cach five armslengths high which
are skilfully done. Donatello then designed the bronze pulpits
containing scenes from the Passion of Christ, a work which
displays a fine sense of design, powecr, inventiveness, and an
abundance of figures and buildings, but since he could not
complete the work on them becausc of his age, his pupil
Bertoldo finished the pulpits and brought them to perfection.*
At Santa Maria del Fiore, he madc two gigantic figures in
brick and stucco which stood outside the church, placed above
the corners of the chapels as decoration.* Over the door of Santa
Croce, one can still sce a bronze Saint Louis five armslengths
high finished by Donatello: when someone told him he had
blundered in making a statue so awkward that it was quite
possibly the worst work he had ever done, Donatello replied
that he had done it that way only after careful study, since
Saint Louis was a blunderer to have abandoned his kingdom
to become a monk.* He also made a bronze hecad of the wife
of Cosimo de” Medici, kept in the wardrobe of Duke Cosimo
where there are many other works in bronze and marble from
the hand of Donatcllo; among them is a marble Madonna
and Child, a very low relicf carved in marble; it would be
impossible to find anything more beautiful, especially since it
is decorated all around with scenes done in miniature by Fra
Bartolomeo which are most admirable, as will be discussed in
the proper place.*

The same Lord Duke also has, from the hand of
Donatello, a very beautiful—no, miraculous—bronze crucifix
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in his study where there are countless rare antiquities and
beautiful medals. In the samc wardrobe is a bronze panel in
bas-relief of the Passion of Our Lord with a large number of
figures, and in another panel, also of mectal, there is another
Crucifixion. Likewise, in the home of the heirs of Jacopo
Caponi, who was a fine citizen and a true gentleman, is a
marble panel of the Madonna carved in half relief which is
held to be a most rare thing indeed. Also, Messer Antonio de’
Nobili, who was His Excellency the Duke’s treasurer, had in
his home a marble panel from Donatello’s hand in which there
is a Madonna in half rclief so beautiful that this Messer
Antonio considered it worth more than everything else he
owned. Nor does Giulio his son—a young man of singular
qualities and good judgement, and an admirer of all talented
and distinguished men—value it any less. In the home of
Giovambatista d’Agnol Doni, a Florentine nobleman, is a
metal statue of Mercury by Donatello one-and-a-half arms-
lengths high, free standing and clothed in a certain odd fashion
which is truly most handsome and no less rare than the other
works which adorn his very lovely home. Bartolomeo Gondi,
who we discussed in the life of Giotto, owns a Madonna in
half relief executed by Donatello with so much love and care
that it is impossible cither to find a better one or to imagine
how Donatello managed to create with such a light touch the
expression of Her head or the graccfulness of the garments She
is wearing. Also, Messer Lelio Torelli, the Lord Duke’s chief
Justice and Secretary, and no less an admirer of all the sciences,
talents, and honoured professions than an eminent jurist, owns
a marble panel of Our Lady by Donatello.

Whoever wished to give a complete account of Donatello’s
life and works would have a longer story to tell than the one [
intend to write about the lives of our artists, for he not only
set his hand to accomplishing the great works about which we
have said cnough, but he also did the most insignificant things
in his craft, making coats of arms for fireplaces or facades
for the homes of townspeople, as can be seen from a very
handsome one on the home of the Sommai family which
stands opposite the Vacca bakery. For the Martelli family,
Donatello also made a wicker chest in the shape of a cradle to
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serve as a burial urn, but this is placed below the church of San
Lorenzo, because no tombs of any sort appear above it except
the epitaph on the tomb of Cosimo de” Medici, the opening of
which is, nevertheless, below like the others. It is said that after
Donatello’s brother Simone* had worked up the model for
the tomb of Pope Martin V, he sent for Donatello to examine
the model before it was cast. And so, going to Rome,
Donatcllo arrived just at the time when Emperor Sigismund
was there to receive his crown from Pope Eugenius [V;* and so,
along with Simone, he was obliged to work in preparing the
most stately decorations for that festival, from which he
acquired fame and the highest honours. In the wardrobe of
Lord Guidobaldo, Duke of Urbino, there is a head of the most
beautiful marble by Donatello, which, it is believed, was given
to the duke’s ancestors by the Magnificent Giuliano de’
Medici, when he stayed at that court full of the most worthy
noblemen.

In short, Donatello was such an artist and so admirable in
his every deed that he can be said to have been one of the first
among the moderns to render illustrious the art of sculpture
and good design by his practice, good judgement, and
knowledge. And he deserves even more praise, since in his
times the remains of antiquities had not yet been uncarthed
and secn, except for columns, short pillars marking tombs,
and triumphal arches. And it was primarily Donatello who
awakened in Cosimo de’ Medici the desire to bring such
antiquities to Florence, which were and still are in the Medici
palace, all of which were restored by Donatello. Donatello
was very generous, kind, and gracious, and more attentive to
his friends than he was to himself. He never placed much
importance on money and kept his in a basket suspended on a
cord attached to the ceciling from which all his workers and
friends could take what they needed without saying anything
to him. He passed his old age very contentedly, and when he
became decrepit he had to be assisted by Cosimo and his other
friends, since he could no longer work.

It is said that when Cosimo was about to die, he com-
mended Donatello to the care of his son Piero who, as a most
conscientious executor of his father’s will, gave Donatello a
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farm in Cafaggiuolo with enough income for him to live
comfortably. Donatello was delighted by this, for he felt that
with this more than secure income he would not risk dying
from hunger. But he had only held it for a year when he
returned to Piero and gave it back to him by means of a
written contract, declaring that he did not wish to lose his
peace of mind having to dwell upon domestic concerns or the
troubles of his peasant tenant, who was underfoot every third
day—first, because the wind blew the roof oft’ his doves’
hatch; next, because the Communc scized his livestock for
taxes; and then, because the storm deprived him of wine and
fruit. He was so fed up and disgusted with all these things that
he preferred to die from hunger rather than to think about
them.

Picro laughed at Donatello’s simple ways, but in order to
free Donatello from this worry he accepted the farm at
Donatello’s insistence, and he assigned him from his own bank
an allowance of the same amount or more but in cash, which
was paid to Donatello every week in appropriate instalments.
This made Donatcllo exceedingly content. And as the servant
and friend of the Medici family, he lived happily and without
care for the rest of his life, although upon reaching the age of
eighty-threc, he became so paralysed that he could no longer
work in any way and became bedridden in a poor little house
he owned in the Via del Cocomero near the Convent of San
Niccolo. There he grew worse day by day, and, wasting away
lictle by little, he died on 13 December 1466.* He was buried
in the Church of San Lorenzo near the tomb of Cosimo, as he
himself had ordered, and just as in life he had always been
close to Cosimo in spirit, so, too, now in death, his body could
rest near that of Cosimo.

The citizens and the artisans and anyone who knew
Donatello while he was alive mourned his death intensely.
And in order to pay him more honour in death than they had
in life, they celebrated the most stately funeral in San Lorenzo:
all the painters, architects, sculptors, goldsmiths, and almost
the entire populace of the city accompanied him to his grave.
And for some time afterwards, they kept on composing in
different languages various kinds of verses in his praise; of
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these, it is sufficient to cite only those which can be read
below.

But before I come to the epitaphs, it would be well for me
to recount at least one more thing about him. Whilc he was
sick and shortly before he died, some of his relatives came to
visit him, and after they had greeted and comforted him, as
was customary, they informed him it was his obligation to
bequeath to them a farm he owned near Prato; although it was
tiny and yielded a very small income, they begged him for it
very insistently. When Donatello, who was kind in everything
he did, heard this, he replied: ‘I cannot oblige you, my
relatives, because [ wish to leave it to the peasant who has
always worked it and who has endured so many hardships
there; it scems reasonable for me to do this rather than to leave
it to you, since you have never cver done anything uscful on
the farm but have thought only of owning it, just as you wish
to convince me to leave it to you by visiting me. Go now, and
may God bless you.” And to tell the truth, this is the way you
should treat such relatives whose love depends only upon
what they can gain or upon their hope for profit. Thercfore,
Donatello summoned the notary, and he left the said farm to
the peasant who had always worked it and who was probably
more attentive to his master’s needs than his relatives were.

Donatello left his artistic materials to his pupils, who were:
Bertoldo the Florentine sculptor, who imitated him rather
closely, as one can see in a very beautiful bronze battle scene
depicting men on horseback which is now in the wardrobe of
the Lord Duke Cosimo; Nanni d’Anton di Banco, who died
before his master; Rossellino, Disiderio; and Vellano da
Padua.* In fact, after Donatello’s death, it could be said that
anyone who ever wanted to do good work in relief was his
pupil. In design, Donatcllo was resolute, and he executed his
plans so skilfully and boldly that they had no equals, as can be
seen in our book of drawings wherc I have from his hand
sketches with both clad and naked figures and animals which
would astonish anyone who saw them, as well as other
similarly fashioned things of rare bcauty. His portrait was
done by Paolo Uccello, as was mentioned in Paolo’s life. ... *

The world is so full of the works of this man that it can
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quite truthfully be claimed no other artisan ever produced any
more than he did. Because he took delight in all things, he sct
his hand to doing everything, without considering whether it
was insignificant or prestigious. Nevertheless, Donatello’s vast
productivity in any kind of figure whatever—whether free-
standing, half-figure, low, or extremely low relief—was wholly
indispensable to the art of sculpture. For, whereas in the good
periods, many of the sculptors of ancient Rome and Greece
raised this art to perfection, Donatello by himself brought
sculpture back to a level of perfection and magnificence in our
century with the abundance of his works. And thus, artists
should recognize the greatness of his art morc than that of
anyone else born in the modern period, since Donatello
rendered the problems of sculpture less complex by the sheer
number of his works, joined together with his inventiveness,
sense of design, skill, and good judgement, and every other
quality that a divine genius could or should possess. Donatello
was extremcly determined and quick, and he executed all his
works with the greatest skill, always accomplishing much
more than he promised.

All his work was left behind to Bertoldo, his pupil,
especially the bronze pulpits for San Lorenzo, which for the
most part were polished by Bernardo and brought to the state
of completion in which they presently can be secn in this
church....*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF DONATELLO,
FLORENTINE SCULPTOR



The Life of Piero della Francesca,
Painter from Borgo San Sepolcro
[c.1420-1492]

Truly unhappy are those who, after labouring over their
studies to give pleasurc to others and to leave behind a name
for themselves, are not permitted either by sickness or death to
bring to perfection the works they have begun. And it often
happens that when such a person leaves bechind him works
which are not quite finished or that are at a good stage of
development, they are usurped by the presumption of those
who seek to cover their own ass’s hide with the noble skin of
the lion. And if Time, which is said to be the father of Truth,
sooner or later reveals what is true, it is none the less possible
that for some period of time the man who has done the work
can be cheated of the honour due his labours; this is what
happened to Piero della Francesca from Borgo San Sepolcro.

He was regarded as an uncommon master of the problems
of regular badies in both arithmetic and geometry, but the
blindness which overtook him in old age and finally his death
kept him from completing his brilliant efforts and the many
books he wrote which are still preserved in Borgo, his native
town.* The man who should have tried his best to increase
Piero’s glory and reputation (since he lcarned everything he
knew from him), instead wickedly and maliciously sought to
remove his teacher Piero’s name and to usurp for himself
the honour due to Picro alone by publishing under his own
name—that is, Fra Luca del Borgo—all the efforts of that
good old man who, besides excelling in the sciences men-
tioned above, also cxcelled in painting. *

Piero was born in Borgo San Sepolcro, which was not then
a city as it has come to be; he was named after his mother,
Della Francesca, because she was pregnant with him when his
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father, her husband, died, and beccause she raised him and
helped him acquire the high repute his good fortune granted
him. In his youth, Piero applied himself to the study of
mathematics, and even though by the age of fifteen he was
on the way to becoming a painter, he never abandoned his
studics. On the contrary, producing amazing results both in
his studies and in painting, he was employed by Guidobaldo
da Montefeltro,* the old Duke of Urbino, for whom he ex-
ecuted many paintings with extremely beautiful small figures
which for the most part have come to grief during the many
times that state has been troubled by war. Neverthelcss, some
of his writings on geometry and perspective have been pre-
served there, and they show him to be inferior to no one in his
own times, or perhaps in any other time as well, as do all his
works which are full of perspectives, most especially a vase
drawn in squares and facets so that the front, back, sides,
bottom, and mouth are visible; it is certainly a stupendous
work, for he drew every small detail with subtlety and fore-
shortened all the curves of its circles with infinite grace.

Once he had gained a good reputation and made a name for
himself in this court, Piero wanted to make himself known in
other places, and so he went to Pesaro and Ancona and was
right at a crucial point in his work when he was summoned to
Ferrara by Duke Borso, who was painting a large number of
rooms in his palace, later demolished by the old Duke Ercole
when he remodelled the palace in the modern style.* Thus,
there was nothing left by Piero in that city except a chapel in
the church of Sant’Agostino done in fresco, and even that has
been badly damaged by the humidity. Then, after being
brought to Rome, Piero painted two scenes for Pope Nicholas
V in competition with Bramante of Milan in the upper
chambers of the palace, which were likewise torn down by
Pope Julius II so that Raphael of Urbino could paint the
Imprisonment of Saint Peter, thc Miracle of the Mass at
Bolsena, along with several other scenes which Bramantino,
an excellent painter for his times, had cxecuted there... .*

Having completed his work in Rome, Picro rcturned to
Borgo upon his mother’s death, and in the parish church there
he painted a fresco of two saints on the inside of the middle
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door which was considered extremely beautiful. In the
convent of the Friars of Saint Augustine, Piero painted a panel
for the main altar which was widely praised;* and for a
company or a confraternity, as they call it, he also painted a
Madonna della Misericordia in fresco;* and in the Palazzo de’
Conservatori he executed a Resurrection of Christ which is
considered the best of all the works in that city and of all his
other works.*

Together with Domenico Veneziano,* Piero painted the
beginning of a work on the vault of the sacristy in Santa Maria
di Loreto, but, fearing the plague, they left it unfinished and it
was later completed by Luca da Cortona, Piero’s pupil, as will
be discussed in the proper place.* Piero left Loreto for Arezzo,
and there for a citizen of Arezzo named Luigi Bacci he painted
the chapel of the main altar of San Francesco, the vault of
which had already been started by Lorenzo di Bicci* In this
work, there are scenes depicting the Legend of the True Cross,
from the time when Adam’s sons bury him and place under
his tongue the seed which gives birth to the tree from which
the wood [of the cross] derives, down to the Exaltation of the
Cross by the Emperor Heraclius who, carrying the cross upon
his shoulders, marches barefoot with it into Jerusalem.*

This work contains many beautiful ideas and cxpressions
worthy of praise. For example, the garments of the women
in the retinue of the Queen of Sheba, executed with a sweet
and new style; many natural and very lifelike portraits of
the ancients; a row of Corinthian columns with sublime
proportions; and a peasant who, while the three crosses arc
being unearthed, is leaning upon his spade with his hands and
waits to hear the words of Saint Helena, a scenc which could
not be improved. Also well depicted are the dead man, who is
revived when the cross touches him, and the joy of Saint
Helena, along with the amazement of the bystanders who
are kneeling down in adoration. But over and above every
other consideration of Piero’s talent and technique is his
depiction of Night, where he shows an angel in flight, fore-
shortened with its head foremost on the plane, coming to
bring the sign of victory to Constantine as he sleeps in a tent
guarded by a servant and some armed men faintly visible in
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the shadows of the night. With the greatest discretion, Piero
shows how the heavenly visitor illuminates the tent, the
soldicrs, and all the surroundings with his own light, and, with
his depiction of the darkness, Piero makes us realize how
important it is to imitate real things and to draw them out,
deriving them from reality itself. He accomplished this admir~
ably well and caused modern painters to imitate him and to
reach the heights of perfection we see in such things in our
own times. This same fresco cycle contains a battle scene in
which Piero cxpresses quitc cffectively the fear, courage,
shrewdness, strength, and all the other emotions that must be
considered in men at war and, similarly, all the incidents
which occur, including an almost unbelievable slanghter of
wounded, fallen, and dcad men. Piero deserves the greatest
praise for having reproduced in fresco the lustre on the
armour in this scene, but no less so than for having depicted
on the other wall, in the scene of the flight and submersion
of Maxentius, a group of foreshortened horses which are so
marvellously rendered that it could be said they are too
beautiful and too excellent for those times. And in the same
scene, he painted a man riding on a lean horse who is half-
naked and half-dressed in the Saracen fashion, which reflects
his profound knowledge of anatomy, somcthing little under-
stood in his day. For this work he was justly and generously
rewarded by Luigi Bacci, whose portrait he placed, along with
those of Carlo, his other brothers, and many other Aretines
who were then distinguishing themselves in letters, in the
scene of the decapitation of a king, and he deserved the love
and respect he received then and ever afterwards in that city
which he had rendered so illustrious with his works.

In the same city, for the bishop’s palace, Piero also painted
a fresco of Saint Mary Magdalene beside the door to the
sacristy, and for thc Confraternity of the Annunciation, he
made a banner for carrying in their processions; in Santa
Maria delle Grazie outside town, at the front of a cloister, he
painted a Saint Donatus in perspective seated in his bishop’s
robes surrounded by several putti; and in San Bernardo for the
monks of Monte Oliveto he completed a Saint Vincent in a
niche high up on the wall which is greatly valucd by artisans.
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At Sargiano outside Arezzo, in a place belonging to the
Barefoot Franciscans, Piero painted in a chapel there a very
beautiful Christ praying in the Garden at night. He also
worked on many things which can be seen in Perugia: for
instance, in the church of the Nuns of Saint Anthony of
Padua, he did a panel in tempera of the Madonna and Child
with Saint Francis, Saint Elizabeth, Saint John the Baptist, and
Saint Anthony of Padua, with a very beautiful Annunciation
above it containing an angel who seems as it he has truly
descended from Heaven, and, what is more, a truly beautiful
row of columns which diminish in perspective. The predella,
which is composed of scenes made up of tiny figures, shows
Saint Anthony raising a little boy from the dead; Saint
Elizabeth saving a boy who has fallen into a well; and Saint
Francis receiving the stigmata. In the church of San Ciriaco
d’Ancona, on the altar of Saint Joseph, Piero painted a very
beautiful scene of the Marriage of the Virgin.

As [ mentioned earlier, Picro was a most diligent student of
his art and frequently practised drawing in perspective; he
possessed a remarkable knowledge of Euclid, to the extent that
he comprehended better than any other geometrician all of the
curves in regular bodies, and thus he shed the clearest light
yet upon these matters with his pen. Master Luca del Borgo,
the Franciscan monk who wrotc about regular bodies in
geometry, was his student. And when Piero reached old age
and died after having written many books, the said Master
Luca wvsurped them for his own purposes and had them
printed as his own work once they had fallen into his hands
after his master’s death.

Picro frequently made clay models, which he draped with
wet cloths arranged in countless folds in order to sketch them
and use them in various ways....* Piero from Borgo, whose
paintings were done around the year 1458, was blinded at the
age of sixty by an attack of catarrh and lived on in this statc
until he was eighty-six years old. He left behind him in Borgo
some fine properties and several houses, which he himself had
built, and which were burned and ruined in the civil uprisings
of 1536. He was buried honourably by his fellow citizens in
the main church,* which then belonged to the Camaldolite
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Order but has now becomc the bishop’s cathedral. Picro’s
books are, for the most part, to be found in the library of
Duke Federigo 11 of Urbino, and their quality is so excellent
that they have quite descrvedly acquired for Piero the reputa-
tion of the greatest gcometrician who lived in his times.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF PIERO DELLA
FRANCESCA



The Life of Fra Giovanni of Fiesole
[Fra Angelico | of the Order of
Preaching Friars, Painter

[¢.1387-1455]

Brother Giovanni Angelico of Fiesole (known in the world as
Guido),* was no less an excellent painter and illuminator than
a worthy priest, and he deserves for both of thesc reasons to be
greatly honoured by posterity. Although he could have lived
most comfortably in the secular world, and in addition to
what he already owned, could have carned whatever he
wanted from the arts in which, cven as a young man, he was
already quite proficient, he nevertheless desired, for his own
satisfaction and tranquillity (being by nature calm and gentlc)
and, principally, for the salvation of his soul, to join the Order
of the Preaching Friars. For although people in all sorts of
conditions may serve God, nevertheless some feel that they
can best achieve their salvation inside monasteries rather than
by living in the world. And although this is a happy choice for
good men, it leads to a truly miserable and wretched existence
for anyone who becomes a religious person for any other
reason.

In Fra Angelico’s monastery at San Marco in Florence, therc
are several choir books he illuminated that are so beautiful it is
impossible to describe them further, and he left several other
similar books at San Domenico da Fiesole which he designed
with incredible diligence. It is quite true that in doing thesc
he was assisted by his older brother who was likewisc an
illuminator and most experienced in painting.* One of the
first works of this good priestly painter was a panel placed
in Cardinal degli Acciaiuoli’s main chapel in the Certosa
of Florence which contained a very beautiful Madonna and
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Child with some angcls at Their feet playing and singing, and,
on the sides, Saint Laurence, Saint Mary Magdalene, Saint
Zenobius, and Saint Benedict. In the predella are little scenes
from the lives of those saints drawn with tiny figures and infi-
nite care. On the intersection of the vaults in the same chapel
are two other pancls by his hand: one of them shows the
Coronation of Our Lady, while in the other the Virgin and
two saints are handsomely executed in shades of ultramarine
blue. Afterwards, on the choir screen of Santa Maria Novella
beside the door facing the choir, he frescoed the figures of
Saint Dominic, Saint Catherine of Sicna, and Saint Peter
Martyr along with some little scenes in the Chapel of the
Coronation of the Virgin on the same choir screen. And for the
doors which close the old organ, he painted an Annunciation
on canvas, which is now in the monastery facing the door of
the lower dormitory between one cloister and the other.

This friar was loved and admired by Cosimo de’ Medici
because of his special merits, and after Cosimo had built the
church and monastery of San Marco, he had Fra Angelico
paint the entire Passion of Jesus Christ upon one wall of the
chapter house: on one side were all of the saints who had been
the lcaders and founders of rcligious orders, grieving and
weeping at the foot of the Cross, while on the other side was a
Saint Mark the Evangelist, along with the Mother of the Son
of God, who has fainted upon seeing the Saviour of the World
crucified, surrounded by the Marics, who support Her in their
sorrow, and Saints Cosmas and Damian. It is said that in the
figure of Saint Cosmas, Fra Angclico drew an actual portrait
of Nanni d’Antonio di Banco, a sculptor friend of his. Below
this work, in a frieze over the wall panel, he painted Saint
Dominic at the foot of a tree, and some medallions which
surround the branches contain all the popes, cardinals, bishops,
saints, and masters of theology that his order of Preaching
Friars had produced up to that time. In this work, he was
assisted in painting many truc-to-life portraits by the monks
who sent around to various places for them, and they in-
cluded the following: Saint Dominic in the middle holding
the branches of the tree; the French Pope Innocent V; the
Blessed Ugo, the first cardinal of the order; the Blessed
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Paolo, Patriarch of Florence; Saint Antonino, Archbishop of
Florence; the Blessed Giordano the German, the second gen-
eral of the order; the Blessed Niccolo; the Blessed Remigio,
the Florentine; the Florentine martyr Boninsegno; and all
these are on the right hand; then, on the left are: Benedict I of
Treviso; Giandomenico, the Florentine cardinal; Pietro da
Palude, patriarch of Jerusalem; Albertus Magnus the German;
the Blessed Raymond of Catalonia, third general of the order;
the Blessed Chiaro of Florence, provincial of Rome; Saint
Vincent of Valencia; and Blessed Bernard of Florence; and all
of their heads are truly graceful and most beautiful. Then in
the first cloister over some half tondos he frescoed many
beautiful figures, as well as a crucifix with Saint Dominic at
the foot of the cross which was highly praised, and in the
dormitory, besides many other things in the cells and on the
surface of the walls, he did a scene from the New Testament
too beautiful to describe. But astonishingly beautiful is the
panel on the high altar of the church, for, besides the Madonna
whose simplicity inspires devotion in anyone who gazes at
Her, as do the saints who resemble and surround Her, there
are scenes in the predella from the martyrdoms of Saints
Cosmas, Damian, and others which arc so well done that it is
impossible to imagine seeing anything created with more care,
or figures executed with greater delicacy than these *

Fra Angclico also painted the panel on the high altar at San
Domenico in Fiesole, which seemed to be deteriorating and
was made worse when it was retouched by other masters. But
the predella and the ciborium of the Sacrament are better
preserved, and their countless little figures displayed in a
Celestial Glory are so beautiful that they seem truly to be in
Paradise, and no one who approaches them can have his fill of
them. In a chapel of the same church therc is a2 panel by Fra
Angelico of the Annunciation to Our Lady by the angel
Gabricl painted in profile which is so devout, delicate, and
well executed that it truly seems to have been created in
Paradise rather than by a human hand. Standing in a field in the
landscape are Adam and Eve, who were the cause of the
Redeemer’s birth by the Virgin, and in the predella there are
also several very beautiful little scenes.
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But above all the works he created, Fra Angclico surpassed
himself and displayed the height of his skill and under-
standing of his craft in a panel located in the same church*
beside the door as one enters from the left: in it, Jesus Christ
crowns Qur Lady standing in the midst of a choir of angels
and among a countless multitude of saints that are so numer-
ous, so well done, and with such varicty in their poses and
various facial expressions that incredible pleasure and joy is felt
by anyone who gazes upon it. In fact, it appears that those
blessed spirits in Paradise could not be any different from
these, or, to put it better, they could not be any different if
they possessed bodies, for all the saints in this painting are so
lifelike and have such sweet and delicate expressions that the
entire colouring of this work scems to have come from the
hand of such a saint or angel as these. Thus, this good friar
was always called Brother Giovanni ‘Angelico’ [the Angelic
Brother John] with very good rcason. Then, in the predella,
the scenes from the lives of Our Lady and Saint Dominic are,
of this type, most divine, and as for me, I can truthfully affirm
that I never view this work without seeing something new,
nor do I ever have my fill of seetng it.

In the Chapel of the Annunciation in Florence, which Piero
di Cosimo de’ Medici had built, Fra Angelico also painted the
doors of the cupboard where the silver is kept with small
figures executed with great care.* This friar did so many
things for the homes of Florentine citizens that sometimes I
am amazed by how a single man, even over so many years,
could have executed so much work that is perfect. The Most
Reverend Don Vincenzio Borghini, Prior of the Innocenti,
owns a small Madonna by this friar which is most beautiful,
and Bartolomeo Gondi, whose love for the arts is equal to
that of any other gentleman, owns a large painting, a small
painting, and a crucifix by Fra Angelico. The paintings in the
arch under the door of San Domenico are also by him. And
in the sacristy of Santa Trinita is a panel of the Deposition*
which he painted with such care that it may be counted
among the best things he ever did. In San Francesco outside
the San Miniato gate, there is an Annunciation by him, and
in Santa Maria Novella, besides the other works already
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mentioned, he painted the Paschal candle with small scenes as
well as some reliquarics which are placed upon the altar on the
most solemn occasions. In the Badia of Florence, Fra Angelico
painted over the door of the cloister a Saint Benedict com-~
manding silence. For the Linen-Drapers’ Guild, he executed
a panel painting which is located in the guild office;* in
Cortona, he painted a little arch over the door of the church
belonging to his order, as well as the panel painting for the
main altar. In Orvicto, on the vaulting of the Chapel of Our
Lady in the Duomo, he began some prophets which were later
completed by Luca da Cortona.* For the Confraternity of the
Temple in Florence, Fra Angelico did a panel painting of the
dead Christ. And for the church of the monks of Santa Maria
degl’Angeli, he finished a painting of Paradise and Hell
containing tiny figures which reflect keen observation; they
depict the Blessed as most handsome and filled with joy and
celestial bliss, while they show the Damned, who are being
prepared for the pains of Hell, in various mournful poses, with
the mark of their sins and shortcomings imprinted on their
faces; the Blessed can be seen dancing through the Gates of
Paradise with celestial movements, while the Damned are
dragged off by demons to the eternal punishments of Hell.*

This work is in the same church on the right as one goes
towards the main altar, where the pricst goes to stand as the
Mass is sung. For the nuns of Saint Peter Martyr (who now
live in the Monastery of San Felice in the square, which used to
belong to the Camaldolite Order), Fra Angelico did a panel
painting of Our Lady, Saint John the Baptist, Saint Dominic,
Saint Thomas Aquinas, and Saint Peter Martyr along with a
number of smaller figures. Another pancl by his hand can be
seen in the choir screen of Santa Maria Nuova.

By means of these many works, Fra Angelico’s fame spread
throughout Italy, and Pope Nicholas sent for him, and for
him, Fra Angelico decorated the chapel of the Vatican palace
where the pope hears Mass with a Deposition from the Cross
and some most beautiful scenes from the life of Saint
Laurence, and he illuminated somec extrcmely beautiful
books.* In the church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, he
painted a panel on the high altar and an Annunciation
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which is now beside the main chapel hanging on a wall
For the samc pope he also decorated the Chapel of the
Sacrament in the Vatican which was later torn down by
Paul III to build his staircase; in this work, which was an
excellent example of his particular style, Fra Angelico painted
in fresco some scencs from the life of Christ, and he painted
many real portraits of prominent people of those times which
would probably have been lost if Giovio* had not procured
them for his museum. They included: Pope Nicholas V; the
Emperor Frederick, who had come to Italy at that time;
Brother Antonino, who later became archbishop of Florence;
Flavio Biondo of Forl; and Ferrante of Aragon. And because
Fra Angelico seemed to the pope to be a person who led a
most holy life, quiet, and modest (as he actually was), when
the archbishopric of Florence fell vacant at that time, he
judged him worthy of such a rank. When the friar rcalized the
pope’s intentions, he begged His Holiness to find another man,
since he did not fecl himself capable of governing other
people, declaring that there was another friar in his order most
skilled in government who loved the poor and was a God-
fearing man, and that it would be much more appropriate to
confer such a dignified rank upon this man than upon himself.
When the pope heard this and realized that what Fra Angelico
said was true, he granted the request; thus Friar Antonino
of the Order of Preaching Friars was madc archbishop of
Florence—a man rightly renowned for his holiness and
knowledge of doctrine and, in brief, such a fine individual that
he deserved to be canonized by Adrian VI in our own day.
The inherent goodness of Fra Angelico was very great, for in
truth it was a most unusual thing to concede a dignified rank
and an honour along with the great responsibility offered
by the supreme pontift to someone whom Fra Angelico—
employing a keen cye and heartfelt sincerity—judged to be
much more worthy than himsclf.

The priests of our own times should learn from this holy
man not to take on responsibilities that they cannot properly
handle and to leave them to others who are most worthy of
them. And returning to Fra Angelico and meaning no offence
to good priests, would to God that all priests spent their time
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as did this truly angelic man, since he lived his entire life
serving God and benefiting the world and his neighbour. And
what more can or should a man desire than to gain the
heavenly kingdom by living a holy life and earning cternal
fame in this world by working with skill? And in truth, a
sublime and exceptional talent such as that Fra Angelico
possessed could and should not be bestowed upon anyone
but a man leading the most holy of lives; for this rcason,
those who engage in ecclesiastical and holy works should be
ecclesiastics and holy men themselves, for we see that when
such things are cxecuted by pecople who have little faith and
hold religion in low esteem, they often fill the mind with
impure appetites and lascivious desires, with the result that
the work is censured for its impurity but praised for its
craftsmanship and skill. But I would not wish anyone to be
mistaken and to construe that clumsy and inept works are
pious, while beautiful and well-done ones are corrupt, as some
people do when they see figures either of women or young
boys that are a bit more pleasing, beautiful, and ornate than
usual and who immediately scize upon them and judge them
as lustful, without realizing that they are very much in the
wrong to condemn the good judgement of the painter, who
holds that the beauty of the saints, both male and female, who
are celestial beings, surpasses that of mortal beings just as
heavenly beauty surpasses our earthly beauty and our mortal
works. But worse than this, they reveal their own infected and
corrupted souls when they dig out cvil and impure desires
from thesc works, for if they were truly lovers of virtue, as
they wish to prove by their foolish zeal, they would discern
the painter’s yearning for Heaven and his attempt to make
himself acceptable to the Creator of all things, from Whose
most perfect and beautiful nature all perfection and beauty
are born. What should such men do—or what can we believe
they might do—if they found themsclves in the presence of
beautiful living things with lascivious ways, sweet words,
movements full of grace, and eyes which enrapture their not-
so-resolute hearts, since they are moved so passionately by the
mere image and only the shadow of beauty? But [ would not
want people to belicve I approve of such figures, which are
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little less than completely naked, and painted in the churches,
for such figures show that the painter has not shown the
proper consideration for the location. Whenever a painter
wishes to display all that he knows, he should do so according
to the circumstances and show the proper respect for the
people, the time, and the place.

Fra Angelico was a simple and most holy man in his habits;
and it was a sign of his goodness that one morning when Pope
Nicholas V wished to dine with him, he excused himsclf from
eating meat because he lacked his prior’s permission—without
a thought for the pope’s authority. He shunned all the things
of the world; living a pure and saintly life, he befriended the
poor just as his soul is, I believe, now befriended by Heaven.
He applied himself continuously to his painting and never
wanted to work on anything but holy subjects. He could have
been rich but cared little about wealth; on the contrary, he
used to say that true wealth was nothing but being content
with little. He could have wielded power over many others
but did not wish to do so, saying there was less hardship and
error in obeying others. It was indeced within his power to
attain high rank among his friars and in the secular world, but
he did not place any value on such things, affirming that he
sought no other rank but the one to be gained from trying to
avoid Hell and to draw near to Paradise. And to tell the truth,
what rank could be compared to that one, the one to which all
religious persons, not to mention all human beings, should
aspire—a rank which resides solely in God and in living
virtuously? Fra Angelico was most humanc and temperate;
living chastely, he frced himself from earthly ties and was in
the habit of repeating that anyone who practised this craft of
his needed peacc and a life free from care, and that anyone
who created works involving Christ ought always to reside
with Christ. No one ever saw him lose his temper among the
friars—an amazing fact, it seems to me, and almost impossible
to believe—and it was his practice to admonish his friends
with a simple derisive smile. To those who requested a work
from him, he would declare with incredible friendliness that if
his prior would consent, he would not fail them.

In short, this friar who could never be sufficiently praised
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was in all he did or said most humble and modecst, and in his
paintings articulate and devout; the saints he painted possess
more of the expression and the appearance of saints than those
by any other artist. It was his habit ncver to retouch or to redo
any of his paintings but, rather, always to leave them just as
they had turned out the first time, since he believed (according
to what he said) that this was God’s will. Some people claim
that Fra Angelico never set his hand to a brush without first
saying a prayer. He never painted a crucifix without the tears
streaming down his cheeks, and the goodness of his sincere
and noble nature inspired by the Christian religion can be
recognized in the faces and poses of his figures. He died at the
age of sixty-eight in 1455, and he left bchind as his pupils
Benozzo of Florence, who always imitated his style, and
Zanobi Strozzi, who did paintings and panels throughout
Florence in the homes of its citizens. .. Gentile da Fabriano
and Domenico di Michelino were also his students....* Fra
Angelico was buried by his fellow friars in Santa Maria sopra
Minerva in Rome along the side entry near the sacristy in a
round marble tomb, upon which his likeness is sculpted from
life... . *

THE END OF THE LIFE OF FRA GIOVANNI
OF FIESOLE



The Life of Leon Battista Alberti,
Florentine Architect

[1404—-1472]

Letters bring the greatest benefits to all those artisans who take
delight in them, and most especially to sculptors, painters, or
architects, by opcning the way to creativity in all of their
endeavours. Anyone who is deprived of the cxperience of
life’s contingencies, that is, of the companionship of good
books, cannot possess perfect judgement (even if this judge-
ment is a natural gift). For who does not realize that in
choosing a site for buildings, one must use natural philosophy
to avoid the severity of pestilential winds, unhealthy air, and
the smells or vapours of impure and unhealthy waters? Who
does not recognize that one must know what to avoid and
what to accept in onc’s own work after careful consideration,
without having to rely upon the theories of others, which, in
most cases, are found to be of little value when scparated from
practice? But when by chance theory and practice meet and
join together, there is nothing more useful to our lives, for
through the means of science, art is perfected and enriched,
and the advice and writings of learned artisans are more useful
and trustworthy than the words or works of those artisans
who do nothing more than practise their craft, whether they
do so well or badly. The truth of these statements is clearly
demonstrated by Leon Battista Alberti, who, having studied
the Latin language and having practised architecture, per-
spective, and painting, lcft behind him books written so
well that although countless modern artisans have proved
more excellent than him in practice,* they have been unable to
equal him in writing about their craft. Accordingly, his
writings have exercised so much influence upon the works and
conversations of learned men that it is commonly believed he
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far surpassed those artisans who actually surpassed him in the
practice of their craft. Thus, experience shows us that as far as
fame and reputation arc concerned, the written word is far
more influential and long-lasting than anything else; and pro-~
vided that books are truthful and do not lie, they easily travel
everywhere, and everywhere are trusted.

Thus, it is not surprising that the famous Lecon Battista
Alberti is better known for his writings than for the works he
did with his hands. He was born in Florence* into the most
noble family of the Alberti (which I discussed clsewhere),* and
he spent his time not only investigating the world and
measuring the ancient ruins but also, since he was very much
inclined in this direction, devoting more cnergy to writing
than to producing actual works. He was a very fine arithmeti-
clan and geometrician, and in Latin he composed a treatise on
architecture in ten books which he published in 1481 and
which can be read today in a translation in the Florentine
language by the Reverend Messer Cosimo Bartoli, provost
of San Giovanni in Florence.* He also wrote a treatise on
painting in three books, now translated into Tuscan by Messer
Ludovico Domenichi;* he did a treatise on pulling weights
and the rules for mcasuring heights, as well as a book on the
civic life and some erotic works in both prose and verse.* And
he was the first to try to adapt vernacular poetry to Latin
prosody, as in this letter of his:

I send this most wretched letter
To you, who so wretchedly scorn us.®

Leon Battista happencd to arrive in Rome during the reign
of Pope Nicholas V, who had turned Rome upside-down
with his methods of building, and through the intercession of
Flavio Biondo from Forli, his close friend, he came to be on
closc terms with the pope, who had earlier taken advice on
architectural matters from Bernardo Rossellino, the Florentine
sculptor and architect (as will be discussed later in the life of
Antonio, his brother).* After Bernardo had begun to remodel
the papal palace and to do several things in Santa Maria
Maggiore following the pope’s wishes, from that time on he
always sought Leon Battista’s advice. As a result, by depending
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upon the judgement of the one and the ability of the other
to execute a project, the pontiff constructed many things
which were useful and worthy of praise; among them were
the refitting of the water pipes to the Acqua Vergine fountain,
which had fallen into disrepair, and the construction of the
fountain in the Piazza de’ Trevi with the marble decorations
that can be seen there today, upon which are found the coat of
arms of that pontiff and of the Roman people.*

Afterwards, Leon Battista went to serve Lord Sigismondo
Malatesta of Rimini, where he constructed the model for the
church of San Francesco and cspecially for the facade, which
was built of marble, as well as the vaulting on the side
facing south which contained large arches and tombs for the
illustrious men of that city.* In short, his fine workmanship so
changed the edifice that it became onc of the most famous
churches in Italy. Inside the church, there are six of the most
beautiful chapels; one of these, a most ornatc chapel dedicated
to Saint Jerome, is used to hold the many relics brought back
from Jerusalem. In the samc church stand the tombs of the
same Lord Sigismondo and his wifc, most richly carved from
marble in 1450; over one of them is the portrait of this ruler,
and in another part of the work that of Leon Battista. Then,
in the year 1457, when the German Johann Gutenberg dis-
covered his extremely useful method of printing books, Leon
Battista likewise discovered a means of tracing natural per-
spectives and diminishing figures by means of an instrument,
as well as the way to enlarge smaller figures by adapting them
to larger proportions—these were all charming and helpful
inventions, both useful to art and quite beautiful.

It was during Leon Battista’s lifetime that Giovanni di Paolo
Ruccllai wished to build, at his own expense and entirely in
marble, the main facade for Santa Maria Novclla, and he
spoke with his close friend Leon Battista about this project,
and receiving not only his advice but also the design, Rucellai
resolved to execute this work, whatever the cost, in order to
leave behind some monument to his own memory. And so,
the project was begun and completed in the year 1477 to the
great satisfaction of all, who found the entirc work pleasing
but most especially the door, where it is evident that Leon
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Battista expended more than ordinary effort.* He likewise
created for Cosimo Rucellai the design for the palace which
he built in the street called La Vigna, as well as for the loggia
opposite the palace, in which he constructed arches over the
narrow columns in the fagade and upper parts; and because he
wished to continue them and not merely form a single arch,
he left space between each part; and thus he was forced to
make some projections on the inside corers. When later he
wanted to construct the arch of the interior vault, he obscrved
that he could not give it the curvature of a semicircle, since
it would turn out flattened and awkward, and he decided to
build small arches in the corners from one projection to
another. Here he lacked the good judgement and the sense of
design that demonstrate quite clearly the nccessity of practical
experience in addition to learning. For judgement can never
become perfect until knowledge, taking concrete form, is put
into practice.

It is said that Leon Battista also designed the home and
garden of this same Rucellai family in the Via della Scala, a
project executed with excellent judgement which turned out
to be exceptionally comfortable, for besides its other many
conveniences, it has two loggias—one facing south and the
other towards the west—both very handsome and constructed
without arches over the columns. This method is the true and
proper one which the ancients practised, for the architraves
laid across the capitals of the columns stand level, whercas
something with square edges—such as curving arches—cannot
rest upon a round column without appearing faulty. Thus, the
proper method of construction requires that architraves be
placed upon columns, and when arches must be built, pillars
and not columns should be used.

For the same Rucellai family Leon Battista built a chapel in
San Brancazio in this same style of his which is supported
by large architraves resting upon two columns and two pillars
that go through the wall of the church, a difficult but most
secure method. As a result, this work is one of the best
completed by this architect. In the middle of this chapel, there
is a very well-made marble tomb of an clongated oval shape
which, an inscription reveals, is similar to the tomb of Jesus
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Christ in Jerusalem. At the same time, Lodovico Gonzaga,
Marquis of Mantua, wanted to build the tribune and principal
chapel in the Servite Church of the Annunziata in Florence
using Leon Battista’s plans and his model;* and he tore down
a square chapel in the same church which was old, not very
large, and painted in the old style, and built the new tribune in
a refreshingly original and difficult manner, in the shape of a
round temple surrounded by nine chapels, all of which form a
semicircular arch and which can be uscd like a niche. For this
reason, since the arches of this chapel are supported by the
pillars in the front, the stone ornaments on the arch while
moving towards the wall always turn backwards to meet the
wall, thus turning away from the curve of the tribune. As a
result, when the arches of these little chapels are viewed from
the sides, they seem to be falling backwards and look as
awkward as they arc in fact, even though their measurcments
are correct and their method of construction difficult. And to
tell the truth, if Leon Battista had avoided this method, it
would have come out much better, for besides being difficult
to execute, this method is awkward in its details, both large
and small, and cannot really be successful. And that this is the
case in its larger particulars may be seen from the very large
arch in front which forms the entrance to the tribune, for
while from outside it is very beautiful, yet from the inside,
since it must turn around following the chapel, which 1s
round, it appears to be falling backwards and is extremely
awkward. Perhaps Leon Battista would not have done this
if, along with his knowledge and theory, hc had possessed
practical knowledge and experience in building, for another
architect would have avoided this difficulty by attempting,
instead, to render the gracc and greater beauty of the edifice.
Otherwise, all of this work is in itself most beautiful, strik-
ingly original, and exact. And Leon Battista had nothing less
than a great deal of courage to have vaulted the tribune in the
manner he chose during those times.

This same Marquis Lodovico then brought Leon Battista
to Mantua, to have him make the model of the church of
Sant’Andrea, as well as a number of other things, and on the
road leading from Mantua to Padua, several churches can
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be seen which are built in Leon Battista’s style.® Salvestro
Fancelli of Florence, a rather good architect and sculptor,
executed Leon Battista’s designs and models, and followed his
wishes with good judgement and extraordinary care in all
the works Leon Battista undertook in Florence. The buildings
he constructed in Mantua were done by a Florentine named
Luca, who continued to live in Mantua, where after his death,
according to Filarete, he left his name to the Luchi family,
which still lives there today. Alberti was therefore very for-
tunate to have friends who understood him and who were
willing and able to work for him, for since architects cannot
always watch over their building projects, it is a great help to
them to have someone who will faithfully and lovingly carry
them out, and if no one else ever realized this, I certainly have
done so through long experience.

In painting, Leon Battista ncver produced any great or
unusually beautiful works, since thosc that can be still seen
(which are very few in number) are less than perfect; nor is
this surprising, since he spent more time on his studies than on
the art of design. Neverthcless, he could demonstrate his ideas
quite well with his drawings, as can be seen in some sheets in
his hand included in our book; in these sheets are the plans for
the Sant’Angelo bridge and the covering which he designed
like a loggia to protect it from the sun in the summers and
from the rains and the winds in the winters. This he was
commissioned to do by Pope Nicholas V, who had intended
to build many other similar projects throughout Rome before
death interrupted his plans. There is 2 work by Alberti in a
little chapel dedicated to Our Lady on the side of the Ponte
alla Carraia in Florence—that is, a predella—containing threc
small scenes with some perspectives which he described much
better with his pen than he painted with his brush. Likewise
in Florence, in the home of Palla Rucellai, there is Alberti’s
self-portrait which he executed with the help of a hand-
mirror, as well as a panel containing very large figures done
in chiaroscuro. He also painted a picture of Venice and San
Marco in perspective, but the figures which it contains were
executed by other masters, and this is one of the best examplces
of his painting to be seen. Leon Battista was a person of the
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most civilized and praiseworthy habits, a friend of talented
men, generous and completely courteous with everyone, and
he lived honourably, as the gentleman he was, during his
entire life. And when he finally reached a ripe old age, he
passed away to a better lifc contented and tranquil, leaving
behind him a most honourable rcputation.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF LEON BATTISTA ALBERTI



The Life of Antonello da Messina, Painter
[c.1430-1479]

When I myself consider the various kinds of benefits and
advantages conferred upon the art of painting by many
masters who have followed this second style, I cannot but call
them truly industrious and excellent through their works,
since their principal concern was to bring painting to a higher
level of perfection without giving a thought to any hardship,
expense, or other personal interest. Thus, they persisted in
using no other kind of colouring than tempera on their panels
and canvases, a method which was begun by Cimabue in the
year 1250 when he was working with the Greeks and was later
continued by Giotto and the other painters we have discussed
up to this point. These artisans kept on painting in this way
although they recognized full well that in tempera painting
their works lacked a certain softness and vitality which would
have produced, had it been found, more grace in design, more
beauty in the colours, and greater facility in blending colours
together, and they had always been in the habit of executing
their works with nothing but the points of their brushes.

But although many had tried to find such a method, raising
questions along the way, no one had cver discovered a good
method—either by using liquid varnish or by using other
kinds of colours mixed with the tempera. Among the many
who cxperimented with such methods or other similar ones
but failed were Alesso Baldovinetti, Pesello, and many others,
none of whom succeeded in executing works of the beauty
and excellence they had imagined.* And even if they had
discovered the method they were sceking, they lacked the
means of making the figures in their panels pose like those
they painted upon walls; the method of washing them
without the colours running; and that of crcating works
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which could tolerate any kind of abuse in the process of being
handled. A good number of artisans, gathering together, had
often discussed these problems without cver finding any
solutions.

Outside of Italy, many gifted minds dedicated to painting
—that is, all the painters of France, Spain, Germany, and other
countries—possessed this same desire, It therefore happened, as
matters stood, that while Giovanni da Bruggia,* a painter
greatly estecmed in those parts for the cxcellent practical skill
he had acquired in his craft, was working in Flanders, he
began to try out various kinds of colours and, as a man who
took delight in alchemy, to make a number of oils for use in
varnishes and other purposes, following the ideas of learned
men such as himself. And on one occasion or other, after
having expended a good deal of effort on painting a panel, he
brought his work to completion with great care, gave it a coat
of varnish, and set it out in the sun to dry as was the custom.
But, either because the heat was extreme, or because the wood
had been badly joined or poorly seasoncd, his panel unfor-
tunately split along the joints. As a result, when Giovanni saw
the damage the sun’s heat had caused his panel, he decided to
find a way to prevent the sun from ever again causing such
great damage to his works. And so, rejecting both varnish and
working in tempera, he began to ponder a means of pro-
ducing a kind of varnish which would dry in the shade
without putting his paintings in the sun. And after he had
experimented with many materials, both pure substances and
mixtures, he finally discovered that linseced and walnut oil
dried faster than all the other oils he had tested. Thus, by
boiling these oils with somec other mixtures he made, he
produced the varnish that he—or rather, all of the painters
in the world—had long desired. After testing many other
materials, he realized that mixing his colours with these kinds
of oils gave them a very strong consistency, and that when
they dried, not only were they waterproof, but the colours
gleamed so brightly that they possessed lustre by themselves
without the need for varnish, and, what seemed cven more
amazing to him, they could be blended infinitely better than
tempera.
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As one might reasonably expect, Giovanni was extremely
delighted with this invention, which gave birth to many
works, filling the whole region with them to the incredible
delight of the public and the greatest profit to himself, and
Giovanni, assisted from day to day by his experience, went on
to produce ever greater and better works. Before long, the
fame of Giovanni’s discovery sprcad not only throughout
Flanders but throughout Italy and other parts of the world,
and artisans were extremely anxious to know how he
rendered his works with so much perfection. Those artists
who saw his works without understanding the methods he
employed were forced to admire them and to bestow lavish
praise upon them, but, at the same time, they were cnvious of
his skills, especially since for a time he did not want anyone to
see him working or to learn his secrct. But when he became
old he finally bestowed the favour upon Ruggieri da Bruggia,
his pupil, and Ruggieri told Aussc his student and others who
are mentioned in works treating the subject of oil painting.*
But in spite of this and the fact that merchants purchased these
works and sent them all over the world to princes and
important personages, making huge profits, the mecthod did
not travel beyond Flanders. And although such works,
especially when they were fresh and when it secmed possible
to recognize the secret, possessed the sharp odour that the
colours and the oils mixed together gave them, this secret was
still never discovered over the course of many years.

But then, when some Florentines who were engaged in
business in Flanders and Naples sent a panel by Giovanni
containing many figures and painted in oil to King Alfonso I
of Naples, who valued it very highly both for the beauty of its
figures and for the new invention of its colouring, all the
painters in that kingdom gathered around to see it, and it was
highly praised by them all. Now, one of them was a man
named Antonello da Messina, a person with a good and lively
mind, who was very clever and experienced in his trade, and
who had studied the art of design in Rome for many years; he
had first gone off to Palermo, where he worked for many
years, and then finally moved to his native Messina, where he
had confirmed with the works he finished there the good
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opinion his native city held of his talent as a painter of great
style. Thus, travelling for business on one occasion from Sicily
to Naples, this man heard that the above-mentioned panel,
painted in oil by Giovanni da Bruggia, had reached King
Alfonso from Flanders, and that it was done in such a manner
that it could be washed, would withstand cvery kind of abuse,
and was completely perfect. And after he made the effort to
see the painting, the vitality of its colours as well as its beauty
and harmony made such an impression upon him that, setting
aside cvery other business matter and concern, he went off to
Flanders.*

When Antoncllo reached Bruges, he struck up a close
friendship with Giovanni, showing him many drawings done
in the Italian style and other things. Becausc of this friendship,
Antonello’s observations, and the fact that Giovanni was
already very old, he allowed Antonello to see how he made oil
paints, and Antonello theretore did not leave Bruges until he
had mastered this method of painting he had so intensely
desired to learn. Not long afterwards, following Giovanni’s
death, Antonello returned from Flanders to his native country
to acquaint all of Italy with this practical, beautiful, and useful
secret. After passing a few months in Messina, he moved to
Venice, where, as a man greatly given over to all the carnal
pleasures, he resolved to live forever and to end his life in a
place where he had found a way of living exactly to his
liking.* Thus, he set to work, and, following the method he
had learned in Flanders, he executed many oil paintings there
which are scattered throughout the homes of that city’s
nobility, who held them in high cstcem for their innovations
in workmanship. He also did a great many more which were
sent to various places, and when he had finally acquired fame
and a great reputation in Venice, he was commissioned to do
the panel painting which was to go in San Cassiano, a parish
church of that city, and the panel was executed by Antonello
with all his knowledge and without sparing any of his time.*
When it was completed, it was greatly praised and held in the
highest esteem for its new method of painting in oil as well
as for the beauty of its figures, which were executed with a
good sense of design, and later on, once this new secret that
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Antonello had brought from Flanders into the city of Milan
had been understood, Antonello was admired and cherished
by those magnificent noblemen for as long as he lived.
Among painters of some repute at that time in Venice was a
Master Domenico who was considered a very good painter.®
Upon Antonello’s arrival in Venice, this painter paid
Antonello all those kindnesses and courtesies that one might
pay to a most dear and intimate friend; for this rcason,
Antoncllo, who did not wish to be surpassed in kindness by
Messer Domenico, taught him not many months later his
secret and his method of painting in oil. No other act of
courtesy or kindliness could have been more precious to him,
since by mcans of this secret Domenico became, as one might
imagine, greatly honoured in his native city. And clearly
people are grossly mistaken in thinking that by being as stingy
as possible with things that cost them nothing they will be well
served by everyone for the sake of their beautiful eyes, as the
saying goes. The kindnesses of Master Domenico Veneziano
extracted from Antonello’s hands what he had acquired with
so much labour and toil and what he would probably never
have conceded to anyone clse for an enormous sum of moncy.
But because the life of Messer Domenico, his work in Florence,
and his generosity with the gift he had reccived with such
courtesy from others, will be discusscd when it is appropriate
to do so, let me say now that, following the San Cassiano
painting, Antonello completed many paintings and portraits
for a great number of Venctian noblemen, and that Messer
Bernardo Vecchietti of Florence owns a painting by Antonello
of Saint Francis and Saint Dominic who are both very
handsome. When the Signoria later commissioned Antonello
to do some scenes in the palace (which they refused to
commission to Francesco di Monsignore of Verona,* although
he was very much a favourite of the Duke of Mantua),
Antonello became ill from tuberculosis and died at the age of
forty-nine without cven putting his hand to the work. .. .*
Such was the end of Antonello, to whom our artists are
certainly no less indebted for having brought the method of
oil painting into Italy than they are to Giovanni da Bruggia
for having discovered it in Flanders, since both of them
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benefited and enriched this art. Because of this invention,
excellent artisans have subsequently arrived on the scene and
have been able to paint figures that seem almost alive. This
invention should be even more estccmed, becausc no writer
whatsoever can be found who attributes this method of
painting to the ancients. And if we could know that it had
never truly been employed by them, this century would truly
be considered superior to the ancicnts in the perfection of this
method. But since nothing can be said which has not already
been uttered before, perhaps nothing can also be done which
has not already been done before, and so 1 shall pass over the
question without saying any more. And praising lavishly thosc
men who have always added something to their art beyond
their designs, I shall turn to write about others.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF ANTONELLO DA MESSINA



The Life of Fra Filippo Lippi,
Florentine Painter
[c. 1406—1469]

Fra Filippo di Tommaso Lippi, a Carmelite, was born in
Florence in a main street called Ardiglione below the Canto
alla Cuculia and behind the monastery of the Carmelite friars,
and, after the death of his father Tommaso, at the age of two
he was left in poverty without anyone to care for him, since
his mother had also died not long after giving birth to him.
Thus, he was raised by his aunt, Mona Lapaccia, the sister
of his father Tommaso, who experienced great hardship in
providing for him, and when she could no longer sustain the
costs, and since he had already reached the age of cight, she
made him a friar in the above-mentioncd monastery at the
Carmine Church.* There he showed himself as skilful and
resourceful in manual labour as he was slow in his studies and
ill-suited for letters; as a result, he never really tried to apply
his mind to them and never felt any enthusiasm for them. This
boy, who was called by his sccular name, Filippo, was placed
with the other novices under the guidance of the master who
taught grammar in order to see what he might learn to do,
and, rather than studying, he never did anything but mark up
his books and those of his fellow novitiates with crudely
drawn figures. Thus, the prior decided to give Filippo every
opportunity and encouragement to learn how to paint.

At that time, Masaccio’s chapel had just been painted in the
Carmine Church, and becausc of its great beauty it pleased Fra
Filippo very much, and so, as a pastime, he visited it every
day; and he practised continuously in the company of many
other young men who were always skctching there, so far
surpassing the others in skill and knowledge that it was taken
for granted he would certainly in time create marvellous
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things. But both in his youth and in his maturity, Fra Filippo
produced so many praiseworthy works that it was a miracle.
And before very long, he executed a painting in terra verde in
the cloister near Masaccio’s Consecration of a pope confirm-
ing the rule of the Carmelites;* on many of the walls of
the church, Fra Filippo painted frescos in various places, in
particular a Saint John the Baptist and some scenes from his
life. And thus, his work grew better each day, and he had
acquired Masaccio’s touch to such an extent that his own
works greatly resembled those of Masaccio himself, and
caused many people to say that Masaccio’s spirit had cntered
Fra Filippo’s body. On a pillar in the church near the organ,
he painted the figure of Saint Martial, which brought him
boundless fame, since it could be compared with the works
that Masaccio had painted. Hearing himself highly praised by
cveryone, he boldly threw off his monk’s habit at the age of
seventeen.*

One day when he was in the March of Ancona amusing
himself with some of his friends in a small boat on the ocean,
they were all captured by the Moorish galleys that prowled in
thosc waters, scized, and carried off to Barbary, where each
one was placed in chains and held as a slave—and therc Fra
Filippo remained in great discomfort for eighteen months. But
one day Filippo, who was familiar with his owner, decided to
take the opportunity to draw his portrait, and so he took a
burnt coal from the fire and sketched him full length in his
Moorish clothing upon a white wall. The other slaves told
their owner about this, for since neither design nor painting
was employed in those parts they all thought it was a miracle,
and this was the cause of his liberation from the chains which
held him captive for so long. Truly, it is a glorious tribute to
the great skill of painting that it caused someone with the legal
authority to condemn and punish to do cxactly the opposite
and, instead of torture and death, he was led to bestow
compassion and freedom.

Later, after he had done some works in colour for his
owner, he was brought safcly to Naples, where for King
Alfonso, then Duke of Calabria, he painted a tempera panel
in the chapel of the castle where the guard is now posted.*
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Afterwards, he had the desire to return to Florence, where he
stayed for several months, and he worked for the nuns of
Sant’Ambrogio on a most beautiful panel for the main altar,
which won him the gratitude of Cosimo d¢’ Medici, who
became his very close friend.* He also did a panel painting in
the chapter house of Santa Croce,* and another in which he
depicted the Nativity of Christ was placed in the chapel in the
Medici palace;* he also worked for Cosimo’s wife on a panel
with the same Nativity scene, along with the figures of Christ
and Saint John the Baptist, which were to be placed in the
hermitage of Camaldoli in one of the hermit’s cells dedicated
to Saint John the Baptist which she had decorated as an act of
piety;* and finally, he did some scenes which Cosimo sent as a
gift to Popc Eugenius IV of Venice,* a work which earned for
Fra Filippo great favour with the pontift.

It is said Filippo was so lustful that whenever he saw
women who pleased him, he would give them all his pos-
sessions just to have them, and if he could not, as a middle
course, he cooled the flames of his amorous passion by talking
to himself while painting their portraits. He was so obsessed
by this appetite that when he was in such a libidinous humour
he paid little or no attention to the projects he had undertaken.
On one such occasion, Cosimo de’ Medici, having commis-
sioned him to do a work in his home, locked him inside so
that he would not leave the house and waste time, but one
evening after Filippo had remained there for two days, he was
driven by his amorous—or rather, his bestial desires—to cut
up some sheets from his bed into strips with a pair of scissors,
and, once he had lowered himseclf out of a window, he
pursued his pleasures for many days. And when he did not
find him, Cosimo conducted a search for him and finally
brought him back to work, and from that time on, he gave
Filippo the freedom to come and go as he pleased, very much
regretting having shut him up inside, considering Filippo’s
madness and the dangers he might encounter. Thus, in the
future Cosimo always tried to restrain Filippo with acts of
kindness, and he was accordingly served by Filippo with even
greater readiness. And Cosimo always used to declare that rare
geniuses are celestial forms and not beasts of burden.
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Fra Filippo did a panel painting in the church of Santa
Maria Primerana on the piazza in Ficsole, in which he depicted
the Annunciation of Our Lady with the greatest care and in
which the figure of the angel is so beautiful that it truly scems
to be a celestial being. For the nuns of the Murate, he did two
panels: one of the Annunciation, placed on the main altar, and
the other on an altar in the same church, which contained
scenes from the lives of Saint Benedict and Saint Bernard;
and in the Palazzo della Signoria, he painted a panel of the
Annunciation over a door as well as a panel of Saint Bernard
over another door of the same palace; and in the Sacristy of
Santo Spirito in Florence, he painted a panel depicting Our
Lady surrounded by angels with saints on the sides—a rare
work and one which has always been held in the highest
veneration by outr own masters today. ¥

In the chapel of the trustees of the Works Department of
San Lorenzo, Fra Filippo did a panel with another Annuncia-
tion,* and in the Della Stufa Chapel, he left another which is
incomplete. In a chapel in the Santi Apostoli Church of the
same city, Fra Filippo painted a panel containing some figures
grouped around a Madonna, and in Arezzo, for Messer Carlo
Marsuppini, he did the panel in the Chapel of Saint Bernard at
the monastery of Monte Oliveto depicting the Coronation of
Our Lady with many saints surrounding Her, a work which
has retained its freshness and seems only just now to have been
finished by Fra Filippo.* When he was working on this panel,
Messer Carlo warned him to take care when he painted the
hands, since many of his works had been criticized for this
reason. Thus, when Fra Filippo painted hands from that time
on, he covered them up with draperies or some other in-
vention in order to avoid such criticism. In this work, he did
an actual portrait of Messer Carlo. For the nuns of the
Annalena in Florence, he painted a panel of the Nativity,* and
also in Padua some of his works can still be seen.* He sent to
Rome two small scenes which he painted with tiny figures
tor Cardinal Barbo, both splendidly painted and carefully
executed. Fra Filippo certainly painted with marvellous grace,
giving his works the most exquisite finish and harmony, and,
for this reason, he has always been celebrated with the highest
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praise by artisans of quality and by modern masters, and as
long as the exquisite works to which his many labours gave
birth survive the ravages of Time, he will be held in the
highest esteem in every century.

In Prato near Florence, wherc he had some relatives, he
remained for many months, working throughout the cntire
district on a number of projects along with Fra Diamante of
the Carmine* who had been his companion when they were
novices together. Then, the nuns of Santa Margherita gave
him the project of painting the panel for the main altar, and
one day while he was at work on it, he caught sight of the
younger daughter of Francesco Buti, a Florentine citizen, who
was living there either as a ward or as a nun. Once Fra Filippo
cast his cye on Lucrezia (for that was the girl’s name), who had
the most beautiful grace and bearing, he was so persistent with
the nuns that they allowed him to paint her portrait in order
to use it in a figure of the Madonna for the work he was
completing for them. This opportunity caused him to fall
even more deeply in love, and he then made arrangements,
using various means, to steal Lucrezia away from the nuns,
leading her away from the convent the very day that she was
going to see the showing of the Girdle of Our Lady, a relic
greatly venerated in that town. As a result, the nuns fell into
disgrace over the affair, and her father Francesco was never
happy again and did everything he could to have her back.
But either out of fear or some other reason, she ncver wanted
to return, and, instead, she stayed with Filippo, for whom she
bore a male child who was also called Filippo and latcr be-
came, like his father, a most excellent and famous painter.*

There are two of Fra Filippo’s panel paintings in the church
of San Domenico in Prato, as well as a Madonna in the choir
screen of the church of San Francesco, which was removed
from where it originally stood, and, so as not to ruin it, they
cut it out of the wall upon which it had been painted, and then,
bound to a wooden framework, it was transferred to an inner
wall of the church, where it can still be seen today. And over a
well in the courtyard of the Ceppo of Francesco di Marco, there
is a little panel by Fra Filippo which contains a portrait of
Francesco di Marco, who was the creator and founder of that
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pious institution.* In the parish church of the same town, he
painted a small panel over the side door, on the way up the
stairs, depicting the death of Saint Bernard, who is restoring to
health a great many cripples as they touch his coffin; there are
also friars who mourn their dead master, and it is a marvellous
thing to see the skill and naturalness with which he rendered
the beautiful expressions on their faces in their sad lamen-
tation. Some of the monks’ cowls display the most beauti-
ful folds and deserve endless praise for their fine design,
colouring, composition, grace, and proportion, which are
obviously the work of Fra Filippo’s extremely delicate hand.
In order to have a memorial of him, the trustees of the Works
Department of the same parish church commissioned Fra
Filippo to paint the chapel of the main altar; he exhibited so
much of his talent in this work that besides its excellence and
craftsmanship, there are garments and heads which are wholly
admirable. In these frescos, he painted his figures larger than
life, thus introducing modern artisans to the method of
working on a large scale typical of the style of our own day.
By clothing some of the figures in garments which were not
customary in that period, he began to cncourage others to
abandon a simplicity that can morc readily be termed old-
fashioned in keeping with the style of antiquity. In this work
are scenes from the life of Saint Stephen, the titular saint of the
parish church, painted in sections upon the wall on the right
side, that is, the Disputation, the Stoning, and the Dcath of
this first martyr. Fra Filippo showed such zeal and fervour in
Saint Stephen’s face as he disputes with the Jews that it is diffi-
cult to imagine it, much less express it, along with the hatred,
contempt, and anger in the faces and poses of these Jews who
see themselves vanquished by him; he madec the bestiality and
rage of those who murder him with stones cven more ob-
vious, showing somec seizing large stones while others pick up
smaller ones, with a horrible gnashing of tecth and gestures
that are all cruel and violent. And none the less, during this
terrible attack, Saint Stephen, confidently turning his face
towards Heaven, is seen praying to the Eternal Father with the
greatest charity and fervour for the very men who are killing
him. These are certainly beautiful ideas which should make
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other painters realize the importance of invention and know-
ing how to express emotions in painting. Fra Filippo obscrved
these things so well that the figures of the men who are
burying Saint Stephen are depicted in such sorrowful poses
and their faces so tormented by unrestrained weeping that it is
hardly possible to gaze upon them without being moved.*

On the other side of the chapel, Fra Filippo painted scencs
from the life of Saint John the Baptist: the Birth, the
Preaching in the Wilderness, the Baptism, the Feast of Herod,
and the Beheading; the divine spirit is evident in Saint John’s
face as he preaches, while the various movements of the crowd
listening to him—both men and women—express the joy and
sorrow of all those caught up and absorbed by his teachings.
Beauty and kindness can be scen in the Baptism, and in the
Feast of Herod, the sumptuousness of the meal, the agility of
Herodias, the amazcment of the guests, and their immeas-
urable sorrow as the severed head is presented in a bowl are all
apparent. Around the banquet table, countless figures can be
seen in very beautiful poses with garments and facial expres-
sions that are well executed, including a portrait of the artist
clad in black in a priest’s habit, done with the aid of
a mirror, while in the scene where Saint Stephcen is being
mourned, Fra Filippo depicted his pupil Fra Diamante. And in
truth, this painting is the most excellent of all his works, not
only for the reasons mentioned above but also because he
executed his figures somewhat larger than life. This encour-
aged those who came after him to paint on a larger scale. Fra
Filippo was so highly esteemed for his good qualities that the
many other blameworthy things he did were compensated for
by his rarc talent. In this same work, he also did a portrait of
Messer Carlo, Cosimo de’ Medici’s natural son, who was at
that time provost of the church, which received many gifts
from him and his family.

After Fra Filippo had completed this work in the year
1463, he painted a tempera panel containing a most beautiful
Annunciation in the church of San Jacopo of Pistoia for
Messer Jacopo Bellucci, who is seen in this work in a very
lively portrait. In the home of Pulidoro Bracciolini, there is a
painting of the Nativity of the Madonna by his hand; in the
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Offices of the Eight in Florence, there is a lunette painted in
tempera containing a Madonna with Child; in the home of
Lodovico Caponi, in another painting, there is a very beauti-
ful Madonna; and in the home of Bernardo Vecchietto—a
Florentine gentleman whose virtue and goodness are so great
that I hardly know how to describe them—there is a beautiful
little portrait of Saint Augustine in his study by Fra Filippo.
But even better than this is the Saint Jerome in Penitence
of the same size in Duke Cosimo’s wardrobe.* And if Fra
Filippo’s paintings exhibit rare beauty, hc surpassed even
himself in his small pictures, for he painted them so gracefully
and beautifully that they could not be better, as we can see in
the predellas of all his panel paintings. In short, he was such a
great painter that in his own day no one surpassed him and
only a few have done so in our own times, and not only has
Michelangelo always praised him, but he has cven imitated
him in many ways. He also did a panel for the church of San
Domenico Vecchio in Perugia, portraying the Madonna, Saint
Peter, Saint Paul, Saint Louis, and Saint Anthony Abbot,
which was later placed on the main altar.* Messer Alessandro
degli Alessandri, then a knight and a friend of his, had him
paint a pancl for the church in his villa at Vincigliata on the
hillside near Fiesole which depicts Saint Laurence and other
saints and includes portraits of Alessandro and two of his
sons.*

Fra Filippo always liked to befriend cheerful people and he
always lived a happy life. He taught the art of painting to Fra
Diamante, who did many pictures for the Carmine Church
of Prato; by imitating Fra Filippo’s style, Fra Diamante did
himself great honour, for he reached the height of perfec-
tion. Those who studied with Fra Filippo in their youth
include Sandro Botticelli; Pesello; Jacopo del Sellaio, the
Florentine, who painted two pancls in tempera for the church
of San Frediano and one for the Carmine Church; and
countless other masters to whom Fra Filippo lovingly taught
this art.*

Fra Filippo lived honourably from his labours and spent
exceptional amounts on his love affairs, which he continued to
enjoy throughout his life up to the time of his death. Because
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of Cosimo de’ Medici, he was asked by the community of
Spoleto to do the chapel in the main church dedicated to Our
Lady, on which he made good progress, working together
with Fra Diamante, but before he could finish it, he was
overtaken by death. It is said that as he was pursuing one of
those blessed love affairs to which he was so inclined, some of
the relatives of the woman with whom he was involved had
him poisoned. Fra Filippo mect his end in 1438,* and in his will
he left his son Filippo in the care of Fra Diamante. His son, a
boy of ten, learned the art of painting from Fra Diamante,
with whom he returned to Florence. Fra Diamante took along
with him the 300 ducats that the community still owed them,
using it to purchase a number of things for himself but giving
only a small portion to the young boy. Filippo was placed
with Sandro Botticelli, at that time considered to be a very
fine master. And the old painter was buried in a tomb of red
and white marble erected by the people of Spoleto in the
church where he had painted.

Fra Filippo’s death grieved his many friends but most
particularly Cosimo de’ Medici and Pope Eugenius, who had
hoped to give Fra Filippo a dispensation while he was still
alive so that he could take Lucrezia di Francesco Buti as his
legitimate wife.* But since Fra Filippo preferred to live and to
pursue his appetites as he pleased, he did not accept the offer.
While Pope Sixtus IV was living, Lorenzo d¢’ Medici, who
had been made an ambassador of Florence, went to Spoleto to
ask the community for the body of Fra Filippo in order to
bury it at Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence. But they told him
that Spolcto lacked any monuments of note, cspecially thosc
to distinguished men, and asked Lorcnzo as a favour to leave
his body there in order to honour their town, adding that
Florence had such an infinity of distinguished men, almost a
superfluity, that they could manage to live without this one;
and so Lorenzo did not obtain what he wanted. However,
later on, since Lorenzo had resolved to honour Fra Filippo in
the best way he could, he sent his son Filippino to Rome to
paint a chapel for the Cardinal of Naples. On his way through
Spoleto, Filippino, who had been commissioned by Lorenzo,
erected a marble tomb for him under thc organ over the
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sacristy, on which he spent one hundred gold ducats disbursed
by Nofri Tornabuoni, director of the Medici bank. .. .*

That Fra Filippo was a very fine draughtsman is evident
in our book containing the drawings of the most famous
painters, most especially in some sheets containing the design
for the pancl painting in Santo Spirito, as well as others for the
chapel in Prato.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF FRA FILIPPO,
FLORENTINE PAINTER



The Life of Andrea del Castagno of Mugello
[c.1423-1457]

and DomenicoVeneziano
[d. c.1461],

Painters

How blameworthy it is to find the vice of envy in a dis-
tinguished person, a vice no one should possess! And what a
wicked and horrible thing it is to seck, under the guise of false
friendship, to extinguish in others not only their fame and
glory but their very lives as well! I certainly do not believe it
possible to express this in words, since the villainous nature of
the act would overcome every gift and power of the tongue,
no matter how eloquent it might be. Thus, without discussing
the matter any further, I shall only say that within a person
who does such things lodges a spirit which is not only savage
and inhuman but utterly cruel and diabolical as well, and such
persons are so far removed from cvery virtue that they are no
longer human beings or even animals, nor do they deserve to
live. And one may conclude that just as imitation and com-
petition, which, working virtuously and seeking to overcome
and to surpass all that is superior in pursuit of glory and fame,
represent praiseworthy qualities and should be valued as useful
and necessary in the world, so, too, on the contrary, the most
villainous envy deserves even more reproach and condem-
nation, for envy, unable to tolerate honour and cstcem in
others, is prepared to take the lifc of anyone whom it cannot
strip of glory, as did the spiteful Andrea del Castagno. In
painting and the art of design, he was truly excellent and
great, but far greater still were the rancour and envy he bore
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for other painters, so great, in fact, that the shadow of his sins
buried and obscured the splendour of his talents.

Because he was born in a small village called Il Castagno
in the Florentine territory of the Mugcllo, this man took thc
name of the town as his surnamc when he came to live in
Florence, and this came about in the following manncr. Since
he had been left fatherless in early childhood, Andrea was
taken in by one of his uncles, who for many years kept him
guarding his herds, because he found the boy to be alert and
quick-witted and so exceptional that he could not only guard
his animals but also the pastures and cverything else that
touched upon his interests. And thus continuing to practise
this trade, it happened one day while he was trying to avoid
the rain that he came upon a spot where onc of those country
painters who work for low wages was painting a tabernacle
for a peasant. Andrea, who had never before scen such a thing,
was suddenly struck with wonder, and began most attentively
to examine and to contemplate the style of such work. And he
was suddenly seized by so strong a desire and so passionate a
yearning to practise this art that, without wasting any time, he
began to draw and sketch animals and figures on walls or on
rocks with charcoal or the point of his knife, which were done
so well that they aroused no little surprise in those who saw
them. And so, the fame of this new study of Andrea’s began
to spread among the peasants, and, as fortune would have it,
reached the ears of a Florentinc nobleman named Bernardetto
de’ Medici,* who owned property in that area, and he wanted
to meet the young man. When he fmally saw him and heard
him talk with such ecase, he asked Andrea if he was willing to
take up the painter’s trade. Andrca answered that he would
like nothing better, nor would anything ever plcase him more,
and so that he might perfect his craft, Bernardetto took
Andrea back with him to Florence and arranged for him to
work with one of those masters who at the time was con-
sidered to be among the best.

And so, Andrea pursued the craft of painting, devoting all
his time to studying it, and he demonstrated the sharpest
intelligence in confronting the problems of that trade, es-
pecially in the art of design. He did not do as well in the
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colouring of his works; by exccuting them in a somewhat
crude and harsh fashion, he greatly diminished their excellence
and grace, especially the kind of charm which is absent from
his use of colours. He was very bold in painting the move-
ments of his figures and exceptional in his execution of the
heads of both men and women, giving them serious ex-
pressions and exccuting them with a good sense of design. The
works he painted in coloured frescos when he was quite
young are in the cloister of San Miniato al Monte as you
descend from the church to go to the convent: there is a scene
depicting Saint Minias and Saint Crescentius as they leave
their father and mother. In San Benedetto, a very pretty
monastery outside the Pinti gate, there were many paintings
by Andrea in a cloister and inside the church which require
no mention, since they were destroyed during the siege of
Florence.* Inside the city, at the monastery of the monks
of the Angeli, in the first cloister facing the main door, he
painted the Crucifixion with Our Lady, Saint John, Saint
Benedict, and Saint Romuald which is still there today.* And
at the end of the cloister, which is above the garden, he did a
similar Crucifixion, varying only the heads and a few other
small dctails.* In Santa Trinita, beside the chapel of Master
Luca,* he painted Saint Andrew. In Legnaia, for Pandolfo
Pandolfini, he painted a number of illustrious men in a hall.*
And for the Confraternity of the Evangelist, he made a stand-
ard to be carried in processions which was considered most
beautiful. In the church of the Santissima Annunziata in the
same city, he painted frescos on three flat niches in various
chapels. One devoted to Saint Julian* contains scenes from the
life of this saint with a large number of figures and a fore-
shortened dog that was highly praised; above this work, in the
chapel dedicated to Saint Jerome,* he depicted this saint gaunt
and shaven with a fine sense of design and with enormous
care, and above this he painted a Holy Trinity with a fore-
shortened Cross so well executed that Andrea deserves to be
highly praised for it, sincc he completed the foreshortening
with a much better and more modern style than others before
him had ever achieved. But this painting is no longcr visible,
since a panel painting belonging to the Montaguti family
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was placed over it. In the third chapel, which is beside the
one below the organ and which was constructed by Messer
Orlando de’ Medici, Andrea painted Lazarus, Martha, and
Mary Magdalene. For the nuns of San Giuliano, he did a
Crucifixion in fresco above the door with the Madonna, Saint
Dominic, Saint Julian, and Saint John—one of the best
paintings Andrea cver did and generally praised by all artisans.
He also worked at Santa Croce in the Cavalcanti Chapel,
painting a Saint John the Baptist and a Saint Francis, both con-
sidered very good figures.* But the work which astonished
other artisans was an extremely beautiful Christ tied to a
column being scourged which he painted in fresco in the new
cloister of that convent—that is, at the end and opposite the
door; in this work he created a loggia containing columns in
perspective, vaults with pointed arches and diminishing bands,
and the almond-shaped walls with so much skill and care
that he showed himself to understand the problems of
perspective no less than he did those of design in painting.
In the same scene the poses of the men who flagellate Christ
are beautiful and violent, their faces displaying hatred and
rage, while that of Christ expresses patience and humility;
in Christ’s body, beaten and bound tightly by ropes to the
column, it appears that Andrea attempted to express the
suffering of the flesh, and that the divinity concealed within
His body preserves a certain noble splendour which moves
Pilate, who is seated among his counsellors and secems to be
trying to find a way to set Him free. In short, this painting is
so well done that if, as a result of the neglect it has suffered, it
had not been scratched and ruined by children and other
simplc people, who erased all the heads, arms, and almost
every other trace of the Jews—as if they had taken revenge
against them for the abuse they inflicted upon Our Lord—
this would certainly be among the most beautiful of all of
Andrea’s works. If Nature had only given him a delicacy in his
use of colours as she granted him great powers of invention
and design, he would truly have been considered marvellous.
In Santa Maria del Fiore, Andrea painted the image of
Niccolo da Tolentino on horseback,* and while Andrea was at
work, a young boy passing by shook the ladder, and Andrea
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flew into such a rage that, like the bestial man he was, he
climbed down and ran after the boy all the way to the corner
of the Pazzi palace. In the ossuary of the cemetery at Santa
Maria Novella, he painted a Saint Andrew which was so
delightful that he was subsequently asked to paine a Last
Supper* with the Apostles in the refectory where the servants
and other altar attendants eat, a work which earned him
favour with the Portinari family and a brothcer Hospitaller
who had him paint a part of the main altar*—commissioning
another part to Alesso Baldovinetti and the third to the painter
Domenico Veneziano, who was more cclebrated at that time
and was brought to Florence because of his new technique of
painting in oil.

Each painter, therefore, attended to his own work, but
Andrea was terribly envious of Domenico, for cven though
Andrea realized he was superior to Domenico in design, he
neverthcless took it badly that a foreigner such as Domenico
was treated affectionately and entertained by the townspeople,
and since anger and resentment were such strong forces in his
personality, Andrea began to consider how, by one means or
another, he might get him out of the way.* Because Andrea
was no less a clever hypocrite than a remarkable painter,
he could wear a happy expression on his face whenever he
wished, possessed a quick tongue and remarkable courage, and
showed himself to be as resolute in all his actions as he was
in his intentions; he showed as much rancour towards other
painters as he did towards Domenico, habitually scratching up
the works of others with his nails in sccret whenever he
discovered a defect in them. In his youth, when his paintings
were criticized in some way, he made it clear to his critics with
blows and other types of abuse that he was able and willing to
take revenge for such injurious attacks.

But before we come to the work in the chapel, let me say
something about Domenico. Even before he came to Florence,
Domenico had joined Piero della Francesca in painting some
extremely graceful things in the sacristy of Santa Maria di
Loreto that—along with the work he had executed in other
places, such as the room he decorated in the home of the
Baglioni, which has since been destroyed—had already made
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him well known in Florence.* Then after being summoned to
Florence and before doing anything else, he painted in fresco a
Madonna surrounded by somc saints for a tabernacle on the
Carnesecchi side of the street at the corner of the two streets
which run, respectively, towards the new square and the old
square of Santa Maria Novella.* And the fact that the work
was very pleasing and was greatly praised by the citizens and
artisans of those times kindled even greater resentment and
envy against poor Domenico in Andrea’s mind. And so, after
some thought, he decided to achieve with deceit and treachery
what he could not achieve openly without obvious danger
to himself, and he pretended to bc Domenico’s friend. Since
Domenico was a good, kind person who enjoyed singing and
playing the lute, he willingly became friends with Andrea,
taking him to be a person of intelligence and a delightful
companion. This friendship, real on one side but feigned on
the other, continued on, and the two men were togcther every
night, amusing and serenading their sweethearts, much to
Domenico’s great delight. He genuinely liked Andrea and
taught him his method of painting in oil which was not yet
known in Tuscany.

But, to proceed in an orderly way, Andrea then executed
on his side of the chapel at Santa Maria Novella an
Annunciation which is considered very beautiful because he
had painted the angel in the air, which was not the custom at
that time. But considered an even finer work is the Madonna
he painted in the act of climbing the temple stairs, upon which
Andrea represented many poor people—among them a man
who is striking another with a jug. And not only this figure
but all the others are truly beautiful, since in his competition
with Domenico, Andrca had worked upon them with a great
deal of study and loving care. Also, in the middle of a square,
an octagonal temple drawn in perspective is scen standing
alone and full of pillars and niches, its facade most beautifully
adorned with figures that look as if they were madc of marble.
Around the piazza, there is a variety of the most beautiful
buildings upon which falls the shadow of the temple cast by
the light of the sun in a most beautiful, ingenious, and artistic
fashion. On the other side, Maestro Domenico painted in oil a
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scene of Joachim meeting Saint Anne, his wife, with a scene of
the Birth of the Madonna below, in which he depicts with
exquisitc grace a highly decorated imaginary chamber wherc
a putto is knocking at the door with a hammer. Below this
Domenico painted the Betrothal of the Virgin along with a
good number of portraits drawn from life, including those
of Messer Bernardetto de” Medici, the Florentine Constable,
wearing a red cap; Bernardo Guadagni, who was the
Gonfaloniere; Folco Portinari, and other members of that
family. He also painted a very lively dwarf breaking a club,
as well as some women wearing extremely lovely and grace-
ful garments, following the fashion of those times. But this
work remained unfinished for reasons that will be explained
below.

Meanwhile, on his wall Andrea had painted in oil the Death
of the Madonna in which, because of the competition with
Domenico and because he wished to be recognized for the
skill he actually possessed, he employed incredible care in
foreshortening the bier upon which the dead Virgin lies;
although it measures no more than one-and-a-half arms-
lengths, it appears to be three. Around the Virgin are the
Apostles painted in such a way that their faces express their
sorrow at remaining upon carth without Her and, at the same
time, reveal their joy in seeing Her being transported into
Heaven by Jesus Christ. Among the Apostles are some angels
holding lighted candles with expressions so beautiful and so
finely executed that it is obvious Andrea knew how to use oil
colours as wecll as Domenico, his rival. In these paintings,
Andrea drew actual portraits of Messer Rinaldo degli Albizi,
Puccio Pucci, 1l Falgavaccio (who brought about the libera-
tion of Cosimo de’ Medici) along with Federico Malavoldi,
who kept the keys of the Alberghetto; and in like manner, he
drew the portrait of Messer Bernardo di Domenico della
Volta, director of the hospital there, who seems to be alive;
and in a medallion at the beginning of the work he drew
himself as Judas Iscariot—whom he resembled both in appear-
ance and in his actions.* After Andrea had successfully
brought this work to completion, blinded by envy for the
praise he heard bestowed upon Domenico’s skill, he decided to
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get rid of him, and after considering many ways of doing so,
he put one of the plans into action in this fashion.

Onc summer night, as he usually did, Domenico took his
lute, and lcft Santa Maria Novella, wherc Andrea was still
drawing in his room, having declined Domenico’s invitation
to go out for a stroll on the pretext he had certain important
drawings to complete. After Domenico had gone out by
himself to pursue his pleasures, Andrea secrctly went to wait
for him around a comer, and when Domenico was returning
home and reached the spot, Andrea smashed both his lute and
his stomach in the same blow with some picces of lead, and
still not fecling that he had settled the matter as he would have
liked, he struck Domenico forcefully on the head with the
same pieces of lead and then, leaving him lying upon the
ground, he went back to his room in Santa Maria Novella and
closed the door, returning to his drawing just as he had done
when Domenico left him. In the meanwhile, the noise had
been overheard, and the servants, having discovered the
murder, ran to call Andrea and to give him (both murderer
and traitor) the news; hc ran to where the others were
standing around Domenico and refused to be comforted,
continuing to exclaim: ‘Alas, my brother; alas, my brother!’
Finally, Domenico cxpired in his arms, and in spite of every
effort to find out, no one ever discovered who had murdered
him. And if Andrea had not revealed the fact in his confession
as he lay dying, we would still not know.*

Andrea painted a panel of the Assumption of Our Lady
with two figures in San Miniato between the towers of
Florence, and a Madonna in a tabernacle at the Lanchetta nave
outside the Croce gate. In the Carducci home (now belonging
to the Pandolfini), he also did portraits of a number of famous
men—some imagined and others painted from life, including
Filippo Spano degli Scolari, Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, and
others. Over the door of the vicar’s palace at Scarperia in the
Mugello, he painted a very beautiful nude figure of Charity
which was later ruined. During the year 1478, when the Pazzi
family and their followers and co-conspirators killed Giuliano
de’ Medici in Santa Maria del Fiorc and wounded his brother
Lorenzo, the Signoria decided that all those who took part in
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the conspiracy would be painted as traitors upon the wall of
the Palace of the Podestd. This project was offered to Andrea,
who, as a servant of the Medici household and obligated to it,
accepted the task most willingly, and he executed the work in
such a beautiful fashion that it was amazing, for it would be
impossible to describe how much skill and good judgement
can be discerned in the portraits of those figures drawn, for the
most part, from life and strung up by their feet in strange
positions—all of them quite different and very admirable. And
because this work pleased the entire city and especially those
who understood the details of painting, from then on they
called him not Andreca del Castagno but Andrea degli
Impiccati [‘Andrea of the Hanged Men’|.*

Andreca lived in an honourable manner, and because he
spent a great deal, most cspecially on dressing himself and on
living most respectably at home, he left very little behind him
when he passed to another life at the age of seventy-one.* But
because his wicked murder of Domenico, who loved him so
well, was revealed shortly after his death, he was buried in
an ignominious ceremony in Santa Maria Novella, where the
unfortunate Domenico had also been buricd at the age of
fifty-six. And the project Domenico had begun in Santa Maria
Novella remained incomplete and totally unfinished. But
Domenico did complete the panel for the main altar of Santa
Lucia de’ Bardi, in which he executed with the greatest care a
Madonna with Child, Saint John the Baptist, Saint Nicholas,
Saint Francis, and Saint Lucy.* He had brought this panel to
perfect completion just before his death. Andrea’s followers
were Jacopo del Corso, who was a reasonably good master,
Pisanello, Il Marchino, Piero del Pollaiuolo, and Giovanni da
Rovezzano, etc.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF ANDREA DEL CASTAGNO
AND DOMENICO VENEZIANO



The Life of Domenico Ghirlandaio,
Florentine Painter

[1449-1494)

Domenico di Tommaso del Ghirlandaio, who can be called
one of the principal artists and onc of the most excellent
masters of his age because of the merits, grandcur, and multi-
tude of his works, was created by Nature herself to become a
painter, and thus, notwithstanding the contrary wishes of his
guardian (for on many occasions, the best fruits of our finest
minds are spoiled by employing them in matters for which
they are unsuited, thus diverting them from enterprises in
which they are naturally gifted), he followed his natural
instincts, achieving great honour and profit both for art and
for his family, and he was beloved in his own time. His father
apprenticed him in his own profession with a goldsmith, a
craft in which he was more than an adequate master, and he
executed most of the silver ex-votos once kept in the wardrobe
of the Annunziata, as well as the silver lamps in the chapel,
all of which were melted down during the siege of the city
in 1529. Tommaso was the first artist to discover and make
use of the head ornaments of young Florentine girls called
garlands [ghirlande]; from this practice he acquired the name
of Ghirlandaio—not only because he was the first inventor of
this decoration, but also because he executed a countless num-
ber of such rare beauty that only those produced in his shop
seemed sufficiently charming.

Thus, he was apprenticed to a goldsmith, but he did not
find that profession to his liking and did nothing but draw
continuously. He was gifted by Naturc with a perfect wit and
a marvellous and judicious taste in painting, and even though
he had been a goldsmith in his youth, he had always worked
at the art of design, and had come to have great quickness and
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facility in it; this caused many people to claim that even while
he stayed with the goldsmith, he would sketch everyone who
passed by the shop, and that in his drawings he immediately
produced their likcnesses. Among his works are countless
portraits which still bear witness to this talent, for they are
the living images of their models. His first paintings werce
in the Vespucci Chapel in Ognissanti, where he depicted a
dead Christ and a number of saints, with a Madonna della
Misericordia over an arch containing the portrait of Amerigo
Vespucci who navigated the Indies.* And in the refectory
of the same church, he painted a Last Supper in fresco.* In
Santa Croce over the right-hand entrance of the church,
Ghirlandaio painted stories from the lifc of Saint Paulinus.*
Having thus earned great fame and a fine rcputation, he
painted for Francesco Sassetti a chapel in Santa Trinita con-
taining scenes from the life of Saint Francis, a work which he
executed in an admirable fashion, completing it with grace,
exquisite finish, and loving care.* In this fresco, he painted
with great accuracy the Santa Trinita Bridge along with the
Spini Palace, depicting in the first panel the appearance of
Saint Francis as he came through the air to resuscitate a young
child. In this scene, the women who observe the saint reviving
the boy are seen to be expressing their grief over his death as
they carry him to the grave, and their joy and wonder at
his resurrection. Then he represented the monks leaving the
church, with the grave-diggers following behind the cross, to
bury the child, exccuting all this in a most realistic fashion,
along with some other figurcs amazed by the miracle, which
provide no small delight to the onlooker. Among them are
portraits of Maso degli Albizi, Messer Agnolo Acciaiuoli, and
Messer Palla Strozzi, all important citizens who were very
prominent in the history of the city. In another scene he
depicted the moment when Saint Francis, in the presence of
the vicar, renounces the inheritance of Pietro Bernardone, his
father, and dons the habit of sackcloth tied with its rope belt.
In the middle panel, Ghirlandaio portrayed the occasion when
Saint Francis goes to Rome to the court of Pope Honorius and
has his rule confirmed, presenting roscs to that pontiff in
January. In this scene, Domenico represented the Hall of the
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Consistory with cardinals scated all around, as well as a flight
of stairs rising up from below, calling attention to a number of
half-length figures drawn from life and arranged in order
along the banister as they climb up. Among these figures, he
drew a portrait of Lorenzo de’ Medici, ‘Il Magnifico’ (the
Elder). In the same chapel, he also painted Saint Francis receiv-
ing the stigmata. And in the final scene, he depicted the death
of Saint Francis and the monks who mourn him, where we see
one of the monks kissing his hands; the effect of this scene
could not be any better cxpressed in painting, not to mention
the figure of a bishop wearing spectacles upon his nose and
singing the vigil, who is so real that only the absence of sound
proves him to be a painted image. In two picturcs separated by
the altar, he drew kneeling portraits of Francesco Sassctti on
one side, and Madonna Nera, his wife, on the other, and he
depicted their children in the scene above where the young
boy is revived, along with a number of very beautiful young
ladies of the same family whose names I have been unable to
discover. They arc all wearing the clothes and costumes of that
day, a detail which provides no small delight. Besides this, he
painted four sibyls on the vaulting, while outside the chapel he
decorated the arch of the front wall with a scene which shows
the Tiburtine Sibyl moving the Emperor Octavius to adore
Christ, which, for a fresco, s executed in a very knowledge-
able way and reflects a selection of the most vivid and delight-
ful colours. And finally, as a companion to these frescos, he
painted with his own hand a panel in tempera: it contains a
Nativity of Christ that will astonish every intelligent person,
in which he drew a portrait of himself and painted several
heads for the shepherds which are considered truly sublime
works. The drawings for the Sibyl and other details of this
project, espccially the perspective of Santa Trinita Bridge,
which are beautifully done in chiaroscuro, are contained in
our book of drawings.

For the main altar of the Jesuate friars,* he did a panel paint-
ing containing several saints knecling—that is: Saint Giusto,
bishop of Volterra who was the patron saint of the church;
Saint Zenobius, bishop of Florence; the Angel Raphacl; a
Saint Michael armed and clad in the most magnificent




DOMENICO GHIRLANDAIO 213

armour; and other saints. In truth, Domenico deserves praise
for this, since he was the first to begin imitating the colours of
various kinds of gold trimmings and ornaments, which was
not customary until that time, and, for the most part, did
away with the type of ornamentation which used gold over
mordant or clay and which is more suitable for bolts of cloth
than for good masters. But the most beautiful figure is that of
the Madonna with Her child in Her arms and four small
angels surrounding Her; this panel, which could not have been
better executed for a tempera painting, was then set up outside
the Pinti gate in the church of these friars, but since it was then
damaged, as will be discussed later, it is now to be found in the
church of San Giovannino inside the San Picr Gattolini gate,
where the convent of these same Jesuates is located.

In the church of Cestello, he did a panel, completed by his
brothers David and Benedetto, which contained the Visitation
of Our Lady along with a number of female heads which were
most delightful and beautiful .* In the church of the Innocenti,
he painted a highly praised tempcra panel of the Magi in
which there are some heads with beautiful expressions and
different physiognomies, both of the young and of the old;
most especially in the head of the Madonna, the honest beauty
and grace that art can bestow may be discerned in the Mother
of the Son of God.* And in San Marco he did another panel
for the choir screen of the church, while in the guest quar-
ters he executed a Last Supper—completing both works with
care.* In the home of Giovanni Tornabuoni, there is a round
painting containing the story of the Magi, which he exccuted
with care.* At Villa dello Spedaletto, Domenico cxccuted the
story of Vulcan for Lorenzo de’ Medici the Elder, in which he
depicted a great number of nudes at work hammering out
Jove’s thunderbolts. And in the church of Ognissanti in
Florence, in competition with Sandro Botticelli, he painted in
fresco a picture of Saint Jerome surrounded by a countless
number of instruments and books by learned scholars, which
is now by the door leading into the choir *

Since the friars had to remove the choir from the site where
it was located, this fresco, together with the one by Sandro
Botticelli, was bound with iron chains and transported to
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the middle of the church without cracking at the very time
that these lives were being reprinted for the sccond time.
Domenico also painted an arch above the door of Santa Maria
Ughi and a small tabernacle for the Linen-Drapers’ Guild,
while he did a very handsome Saint George killing the dragon
in the same Ognissanti church. To tcll the truth, he under-
stood quite well the method of painting upon walls and
worked in this medium with great facility; nevertheless, his
compositions were carefully finished.

Then he was called to Rome by Pope Sixtus IV along with
other masters to paint in his chapel,* and therc he painted the
scene when Christ summons Peter and Andrew from their
fishing nets, and that of the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, the
greater part of which is ruined today, since it was located
above a door where a rotten architrave had to be replaced. At
that time, Francesco Tornabuoni, a respected and rich mer-
chant and a great friend of Domenico’s, was in Rome. Since
his wife had died in childbirth (as will be discussed in the life
of Andrea dcl Verrocchio),* he wished to honour her memory
in a manner appropriatc to their noble status and had a tomb
for her constructed in Santa Maria sopra Minerva. He wanted
Domenico to paint the entire fagcade of the tomb and, in
addition, to executce a small panel in tempera. Therefore, on
that wall Domenico painted four scenes, two from the life of
Saint John the Baptist and two from the life of the Madonna,
which truly were highly praised at the time. And Francesco
saw such delicacy in Domenico’s work that when Domenico
returned to Florence from Rome with honours and money,
Francesco sent letters of recommendation for him to his rel-
ative Giovanni, describing how diligently and well he had
served him in this project and how completely the pope had
been satisfied by his paintings. When Giovanni heard these
things, he began to plan how to put Domcnico to work on
some magnificent project to honour his own memory that
would also bring fame and profit to Domenico.

Now it happencd that in Santa Maria Novella, the convent
of the Preaching Friars, the main altar had already been
painted by Andrea Orcagna, but since the roof of the vault
had been badly covered, it had been ruined in several places by
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the water, and as a result many citizens had already decided
that it should be patched up or painted afresh. But the patrons,
who were from the Ricci family, had never allowed anything
to be done, since they could not afford such an expense them-
selves but would not cede the chapel so that others could
repair it, since they did not want to lose their rights of patron-
age or the symbol of the coat of arms left to them by their
ancestors. Therefore, since he was anxious for Domenico to
execute this memorial, Giovanni set to work on the problem,
trying out various strategics. Ultimately, he promised the
Ricci family that he would bear the entire expense himself and
would compensate them in some manner, and that he would
furthermore place their coat of arms in the most prominent
and honourable place in the chapel. And so, once an agree-
ment was struck and a contract drawn up, a strictly worded
legal document following the terms described above, Giovanni
commissioncd Domenico to execute the project, employing
the same scenes that had been represented before, and they
fixed the price at one thousand, two hundred gold ducats,
with an additional payment of two hundred ducats in the
event that the work was satisfactory. And so Domenico sct to
work, and in four years he had completed it, that 1s, in 1485,*
to Giovanni’s greatest satisfaction and delight. Giovanni
declared he had been well served, and ingenuously admitted
that Domenico had earned his extra two hundred ducats but
declared that he would rather Domenico content himself with
the original figure, and Domenico, who valued glory and
honour more than wealth, immediatcly freed him from the
remaining payment, declaring he would much rather satisfy
Giovanni than receive the payment.

Then Giovanni had two large coats of arms carved in
stone, one for the Tornaquinci family and the other for the
Tornabuoni family, and he had them mounted upon pillars
outside the chapel, while upon the arch he placed the other
coats of arms of this same family, arranged according to name
and heraldic devices—that is, in addition to the Tornaquinci
and the Tornabuoni, there were the Giachinotti, Popoleschi,
Marabotini, and the Cardinali. And when Domenico painted
the panel for the altarpicce, he had a very beautiful tabernacle
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of the Sacrament placed under an arch in the golden ornamen-
tation to serve as a finishing touch; and upon the frontispicce,
of the tabernacle, he painted upon a small shield a quarter of
an armslength high the arms of the patrons—that is, of the
Ricci family. And the best thing happened during the un-
veiling of the chapel, for, making a great commotion, the
Ricci looked everywhere for their coat of arms and finally,
when they could not find it, they went to the Eight carrying
their contract. But the Tornabuoni demonstrated that they
had placed the Ricci coat of arms in the most prominent
and honourable place in the work, and although the Rica
objected that it could not be seen, they werc told that they
were in the wrong and that since the coat of arms had been
put in a place as honourable as that one, and that since it was
close to the Holy Sacrament, they should be satisfied with it.
And so it was decided by this magistracy that the painting
should remain unchanged, just as it stands today. If anyone
thinks all this goes beyond the details of the life I have to
write, he should not become annoyed, for it fell from the tip
of my pen and will serve, if for no other reason, to demon-
strate how poverty is easy prey to wealth and how wealth
accompanied by prudence will accomplish anything it desires
without censure.

But, returning to the beautiful paintings of Domenico, first,
the Four Evangelists are painted larger than life-size on the
vaulting in this chapel; scenes from the lives of Saint Dominic,
Saint Peter Martyr, and Saint John the Baptist going into the
desert are on the walls near the windows; an Annunciation by
the angel, with many of the patron saints of Florence kneeling,
is above the windows; and below, an actual portrait of
Giovanni Tornabuoni is on the right side and one of his wife
on the left, both of which people say are very realistic. The
right wall contains scven scenes, divided into six below done
in frames occupying the width of the wall with a seventh
scene above, twice the size of the others and filling the arch of
the vaulting. The left wall contains an equal number of scenes,
all from the life of Saint John the Baptist. The first scene on
the right wall portrays Joachim as he was driven from the
temple; in it, his face reflects his patience, while the expressions
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of the Jews show their contempt and hatred for those who
came to the temple without offspring. On the part of the wall
near the window, this scene contains four men, one of
whom—that is, the old man who is shaven and wearing a red
cap—is the actual portrait of Alesso Baldovinetti, Domenico’s
teacher in painting and mosaics. Another man, with a bare
head, holding his hand to his side and wearing a red cloak
with a blue garment underneath, is Domenico himsclf, the
master of the project, who painted his own portrait with the
assistance of a mirror. The man with a head of long black hair
and fat lips is Basttano da San Gimignano, his pupil and
brother-in-law, while the other man who is turning his
shoulders away and wearing a little cap on his head is David
Ghirlandaio, his brother the painter. All these portraits are
described as truly lifelike and natural by those who knew these
men.

The sccond scene contains the Nativity of the Madonna
executed with great care, and among the other noteworthy
details Domenico painted here, there is a window set into the
building in perspective which lights the chamber and deceives
the onlooker. Besides this, while Saint Anne is in bed receiv-
ing a visit from several women, Domenico introduced several
other women who are carefully washing the Virgin—one
pours water, another prepares the swaddling clothes, yet
another does one chore or another, and while onc attends to
her own task, there is another woman who holds the little
Child in her arms and makes Her laugh with a smile, express-
ing a feminine grace that is truly worthy of a painting like this
one—not to mention many other expressions worn on the
faces of all the other figures.

The third scene, which is above the first, depicts the Virgin
as she climbs the steps of the Temple, where there is a building
which recedes quite correctly from the eye. Besides this, therc
is a nude figure which was praised at the time, since nudes
were not common then, although it lacks the complete perfec-
tion of the more excellent ones done today. Next to this is
the Betrothal of the Virgin, in which Domenico displayed the
anger of the young men who vent their rage by breaking the
rods which did not blossom forth as Joseph’s did, and the scene
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is copiously filled with figures in a well-designed building.
The fifth scene shows the arrival of the Magi in Bethlehem,
with a large retinue of men, horses and camels, and various
other things, a scene which is certainly well composed.

And next to this is the sixth scene, which portrays Herod’s
cruel and wicked Massacre of the Innocents, in which there is
a beautifully arranged confusion of women, who are being
shoved and beaten by soldiers and horses. And to tell the truth,
of all the scencs which can be secn here by Domenico, this onc
is the best, because it was executed with good judgement,
ingenuity, and great skill. In it we recognize the wicked will
of those men who, at Herod’s command and without regard
for the mothers, murder those poor little children. Among the
children one is secn still clinging to his mother’s breast and
dying from throat wounds, with the result that the child is
sucking, or, rather, drinking, as much blood as milk from the
breast—this scene is true to life, and because it is executed in its
particular style it could revive compassion cven where it had
truly died.* Here as well is a soldier who has scized a
little boy by force, and while he holds the child against his
breast to kill him as he runs away, the child’s mother can be
seen hanging on to the soldier’s hair with the fiercest rage.
And while she forces his back into an arch, her action makes
the onlooker aware of three extremcly beautiful effects: the
first is the death of the little boy whose body is ripped open;
the second is the wickedness of the soldier who takes his ven-
geance upon the young child when he feels how painfully he
is being twisted; and the third is the furious, indignant, and
grict-stricken mother who, upon witnessing the death of her
son, attempts to prevent that traitor from escaping without
paying any penalty for his crime—truly a sccne that exhibits
marvellous judgement, more worthy of a philosopher than of
a painter. Many other emotions are expressed in this painting,
and anyone who looks at it will no doubt recognize that, in his
day, this master was truly excellent. Above this is the seventh
scene which occupics the space of two scenes and fills the arch
of the vaulting; it contains the Dormition of the Virgin and
Her Assumption along with an infinite number of angels and
countless figures, landscapes, and other decorations in which
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Domenico’s paintings usually abounded, all being done in that
flowing and practised style of his.

On the other wall, where scenes from the life of Saint John
the Baptist are represented, the first scene depicts the moment
when the angel appears to Zacharias, who is making a sacrifice
in the Temple, and strikes him dumb because of his lack of
faith. In this scene, Domenico demonstrates how the most
important people always attended such sacrifices in the
temples, by painting the portraits of a large number of
Florentinc citizens who were at that time governing the state,
and especially all those from the Tormabuoni family (both
young and old) in order to render the scene more illustrious.
Besides this, to show how every kind of talent, but most par-
ticularly that of letters, flourished in that period, Domenico
created four half-figures in a circle who are arguing with each
other at the bottom of the scene; these figures represented the
most learned men that could be found in Florence in those
days, and they are as follows: the first is Messer Marsilio
Ficino, who is dressed in canonical attire; the sccond, wearing
a red cloak and a black scarf around his neck, is Cristoforo
Landino; Demetrius the Greek stands in their midst and is
turning around, while the man who has slightly raised his
hand is Messer Angclo Poliziano; and all of these figures arc
quite lifclike and lively.*

Next to this, the second scene follows with the Visitation of
Our Lady and Saint Elizabeth, which also contains many other
women in their company who are wearing the hair-styles of
that period, and among them, Domenico painted the portrait
of Ginevra de’ Benci, a most beautiful young girl living at the
time. Abovc the first is the third scene which depicts the birth
of Saint John and contains a most beautiful announcement of’
this cvent: for while Saint Elizabeth is lying in bed, certain
neighbours come to visit her; the wet-nurse is seated, suckling
the baby, while a young woman cheerfully calls out to the
visitors to show them the unusual event which has befallen her
mistress in her old age. And finally, there is a woman who,
following Florentine custom, brings fruit and flasks of winc
from the country-—a very beautiful detail.* Next to this one is
the fourth scene in which Zacharias, whose spirit is undaunted
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although he is still mute, expresses amazement that a son has
been born to him, and while they ask him what name to give
his son, he writes on his knees—all the while staring at his
son, who 1s held by a woman kneeling revcrently before
him—forming with a pen on paper the words ‘His namc
will be John’, to the astonishment of many of the other fig-
ures, who seem to be wondering whether this could be true or
not.

The fifth scene follows, portraying the moment when John
preaches to the multitude. In this scenc onc is aware of the
attention people pay when they hear new and unusual things,
especially in the heads of the scribes who are listening to John
and with a certain kind of expression secm to be mocking—
rather, detesting—this new law, and the picture contains a
number of men and women standing and seated who are
dressed in various costumes. The sixth scene shows the Bap-
tism of Christ by Saint John, and its scnse of reverence reveals
precisely the kind of faith onc must have in such a sacrament.
And because this baptism was to bear such great fruit,
Domenico also represented a multicude of naked and barefoot
people waiting to be baptized, whose faith and desire are
chiselled into their faces. Among them, there 15 onc who
removes a shoe—the very image of readiness itself. The last
scene, the one in the arch next to the vaulting, presents the
sumptuous Banquet of Herod and the Dance of Herodias,
along with countless servants performing various chores in the
scene; the picture also contains a large building drawn in per-
spective which, together with the painted figures, clearly
reveals Domenico’s skill. He also executed the altarpiece in
tempera which stands alone, as well as the other figures in the
six pictures: besides the Madonna, seated in the air with the
Child in Her arms, and the other saints surrounding Her, are
Saint Laurence, Saint Stephen, both extremely lifelike, as well
as Saint Vincent and Saint Peter Martyr, who lack nothing but
the power of speech. It is true that a part of this pancl was lcft
unfinished when Domenico died, but he had brought it so far
along that nothing remained to be done but to finish certain
figures in the border on the back depicting the Resurrection
of Christ, and three figures in the square spaces; it was later
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completely finished by Benedetto and David Ghirlandaio, his
brothers.*

This chapel was considered extremely beautiful, grand,
clegant, and delightful for the vivacity of its colours, the skill
and finish in the handling of the frescos on the walls, and for
the very few instances of retouching in fresco secco, not to
mention its invention and composition. Domenico certainly
deserves great praise on every account but cspecially for the
lifelike qualities of his heads, which, drawn from life, display
to the onlooker the most lively images of a great many prom-
inent people. For the same Giovanni Tornabuoni, Domenico
painted a chapel at Casso Maccherelli,* his villa not far from
the city near the Terzolle River, but today these paintings
are half ruined becausc of their proximity to the river, and
although they remained uncovered, continuously soaked by
the rain and baked by the sun for many years, they have been
preserved in such a state that they appcar to have been
covered. This is the value of work in fresco when it is applied
with care and good judgement and not retouched a secco. In
the hall of the Palazzo della Signoria containing the marvel-
lous clock of Lorenzo della Volpaia, Domenico also painted
the portraits of many Florentine saints with the most beautitul
costumes.*

Domenico liked to work so much and was so anxious to
please everyone that he ordered his apprentices to accept what-
ever work came to the shop, even if it was only to make rims
for the women’s baskets, and if they did not want to paint
them, he would do them personally, since he wanted no one
to leave his shop dissatisfied. He complained loudly when
he had family problems, and, as a result, entrusted all his
purchases to his brother David, telling him: ‘Lct me work and
you do the shopping, for now that I have begun to understand
the methods of this art, [ am sorry I was not commissioned to
paint scenes around the entire circumference of the city walls
of Florence’, thus displaying his indomitable and resolute spirit
in every enterprise. .. .*

It is said that when Domenico sketched antiquities in
Rome—arches, baths, columns, coliseums, eagles, amphi-
theatres, and aqueducts—he was so precise in thesc drawings
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that he was able to work with only his naked eye and without
rulers, compasses, or measurements, and when they were later
examined after he had drawn them, they were found to be
as accurate as if he had actually measured them. When
Domenico sketched the Colosseum with his naked cye, he
placed a standing figurc at its base which was perfectly in scale
with the entire edifice, and after his death, when other masters
studied the drawing, it was found to be flawless. Over a door
in the cemetery of Santa Maria Novella, he did a fresco
of Saint Michael in armour which was most handsome
and contained reflections of light upon armour infrequently
painted before him, and at the Badia in Passignano, a church
belonging to the monks of Vallombrosa, he worked along
with his brother David and Bastiano da San Gimignano on
a number of projects. Before Domenico’s arrival there, the
monks gave the other artisans very poor food, and they
lodged a complaint with the abbot, begging him to do some-
thing about obtaining better service for them, since it was not
proper to treat them like workmen. The abbot promised them
he would do so and begged their pardon on the grounds that
it was due to their ignorance of outsiders rather than to any ill
will. Domenico then arrived, and still matters continued in the
same fashion, and so David once again went to the abbot,
excusing himself by saying that he was not complaining on his
own account but because of the merit and the talent of his
brother. But the abbot, ignorant as he was, made no other
reply. That evening, after they had sat down to supper, the
man in charge of visitors came in with a tray full of soup
plates and poorly prepared pies—still insisting upon the same
kind of cooking he had done on other occasions. As a result,
David rose up in a rage and spilled the soup all over the monk,
and when he grabbed the bread on the table and hurled it at
him, it struck him in such a way that he was carried away to
his cell more dead than alive. The abbot, who was already in
bed, arose and ran to see what the noise was all about, think-
ing that the monastery was collapsing, and, finding the monk
in a bad way, he began to argue with David. Infuriated by
this, David told him he must put a stop to it, since Domenico’s
talents were worth more than all the swinish abbots like him
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that had ever becn lodged in that monastery. At this, the abbot
reconsidered the matter, and, from that time on, did his best to
treat them as the worthy men they really were. ... *

Domenico lived forty-four years, and, accompanied by
many tears and pious laments on the part of his brothers David
and Benedetto and his son Ridolfo, he was buried with a
beautiful funeral ceremony in Santa Maria Novella; his loss
brought great sorrow to his friends, and when his death be-
came known, many distinguished painters outside of Florence
wrote to his relatives, lamenting its untimeliness. He left
behind as his followers David and Benedetto Ghirlandaio,
Bastiano Mainardi da San Gimignano, the Florentine Michel-
angelo Buonarroti, Francesco Granacci, Niccolo Cieco, Jacopo
del Tedesco, Jacopo dell’Indaco, Baldino Baldinelli, and other
masters—all Florentines. He died in 1493.* Domenico en-
riched the art of painting with mosaics that were done in a
more modern style than those of any other Tuscan, among
countless artists who tried, as his works demonstrate, although
few in number.* Because of the richness of this record, he
deserves high rank and honour in his profession as well as
extraordinary praisc and celebration in death.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF DOMENICO GHIRLANDAIO



The Life of Sandro Botticelli, Florentine Painter
[1445-1510]

In the time of Lorenzo de’ Medici, ‘1l Magnifico’ (the Elder),
truly a golden age for men of talent, there flourished an artist
named Alessandro, shortened to Sandro according to our
custom, with the second name of Botticelli, for reasons we
shall soon discover. He was the son of Mariano Filipepi, a
Florentine citizen, who raised him very conscientiousty and
had him instructed in all those things usually taught to young
boys during the years before they were placed in the shops.
And although the boy learned cverything he wanted to quite
easily, he was neverthcless restless; he was never satisfied in
school with reading, writing, and arithmetic. Disturbed by the
boy’s whimsical mind, his father in desperation placed him
with a goldsmith, a friend of his named Botticello, a quite
competent master of that trade in thosc days.*

In that period, very close relations and almost a constant
intcrcourse existed between goldsmiths and painters, and
because of this, Sandro, who was a clever boy and had taken a
fancy to painting, turned completely to the art of design and
decided to devote himself to it. Thus, he confided in his father,
who recognized the boy’s aptitude and took him to Fra
Filippo, an illustrious painter of the period, at the Carmine,
and arranged for him to teach Sandro, just as the boy himself
desired. Sandro therefore put all of his energies into learning
this craft; he followed and imitated his master in such a way
that Fra Filippo grew fond of him and taught him so
thoroughly that he soon reached a level no one would have
expected. When he was still a young man, Sandro painted a
figure symbolizing Fortitude in the palace of the Merchants’
Guild of Florence which was included among the paintings
of the virtues done by Antonio and Picro Pollaiuolo.* In the
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church of Santo Spirito in Florence, he did a panel painting for
the Bardi Chapel, which was done most conscientiously and
beautifully finished, and which includes some olive and palm
trees executed with loving care.* Then Sandro did a panel for
the nuns of the Convertite Convent,* and another similar onc
for the nuns of Saint Barnabas.* In Ognissanti on the choir-
screen by the door leading to the choir, he painted a fresco
of Saint Augustine for the Vespucci family,* on which he
worked very hard in his effort to surpass all those who painted
in his day, but most especially Domenico Ghirlandaio, who
had done a Saint Jerome on the other side. The work turned
out very well, for Sandro had shown in the head of the saint
that profundity of thought and sharpness of mind typical of
people who constantly reason and reflect upon complex and
elevated questions. As we mentioned in the lifc of Ghirlandaio,
the painting was removed, safe and sound, from its location,
during this very year of 1564.

Because of the credit and reputation he acquired from this
painting, he was asked by the Guild of Por Santa Maria to
execute in the church of San Marco a panel painting of the
Coronation of the Virgin with a chorus of angels, which he
designed very well and also completed.* Sandro worked on
a number of projects in the Medici home for Lorenzo, ‘Il
Magnifico’ (the Elder), the most important of which were a
figure of Pallas painted life-size upon a coat of arms contain-
ing a large bough with many flaming branches, and a Saint
Sebastian.* In Santa Maria Maggiore in Florence, there is a
very beautiful Pieta with tiny figurcs beside the Panciatichi
Chapel.

In various homes throughout the city, he himself painted
tondi and numerous female nudes. Two of these paintings are
still at Castello, Duke Cosimo’s villa: one depicts the Birth of
Venus, and those breezes and winds which blew her and her
Cupids to land;* and the sccond is another Venus, the symbol
of Spring, being adorned with flowers by the Graces.* In both
paintings Sandro cxpressed himself with grace. Around a
room in Giovanni Vespucci’s home on Via dei Servi (which
today belongs to Piero Salviati), he did a number of paintings
on the walls and bedframes enclosed in decorated walnut
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panels, which contained many beautiful and lifelike figures.*
Likewise, for the Pucci home, he illustrated Boccaccio’s
novella of Nastagio degli Onesti, in four paintings with tiny
figures, which are most lovely and delightful,* along with a
tondo depicting the Epiphany.*

For the monks of Cestello, he painted a panel of the Annun-
ciation in one of their chapels.* In the church of San Pietro
Maggiore, at the side door, he painted a panel for Matteo
Palmieri with a vast number of figures depicting the Assump-
tion of the Virgin and including the heavenly spheres as they
are represented, the Patriarchs, Prophets, Apostles, Evangclists,
Martyrs, Confessors, Doctors of the Church, Holy Virgins,
and the Hierarchies of Angels, all taken from a drawing given
to him by Matteo, who was a learned and worthy man.*
Sandro painted this work with masterful skill and minute
attention. At the foot of the work, he included portraits of
Matteo and his wife kneeling. But in spite of the fact that this
painting was so beautiful it should have overcome all envy,
there were nevertheless some slandercrs and detractors who,
unable to condemn the work in any other way, accused
Matteo and Sandro of having committed the grievous sin of
heresy.* Whether this is true or not, I am not the person to
pass judgement, but it is enough for me that the figures
Sandro painted here arc truly to be praised, both for the effort
he expended in drawing the heavenly spheres, and for the
different ways in which he used foreshortenings and spaces
between the figures and angels, all of which he executed with
a fine sense of design. During this period, Sandro was com-
missioned to do a small panel with figures three-quarters of an
armslength high which was placed in Santa Maria Novella
between the two doors in the main facade of the church on
the left as one enters through the middle door.* It depicts the
Adoration of the Magi, and in it the first old man, overcome
by tenderness as he kisses the foot of Our Lord, expresses so
much emotion that it is clear he has reached the end of his
long journey. The figure of this king is the actual portrait of
Cosimo de’ Medici, ‘Il Vecchio’, and is the most lifelike and
natural of all such portraits that have survived to our day. The
second king, actually a portrait of Giuliano de’ Medici, the
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father of Pope Clement VII, is shown paying reverence to
the Child with the most willing and attentive devotion as he
offers Him his gift. The third man, who is also kneeling and
appears, as he adores Him, to be giving thanks and to be
proclaiming Him the true Messiah, portrays Cosimo’s son
Giovanni. Nor can the beauty Sandro revcaled through the
heads in this painting be described: they are turned in various
poses—some full-face, some in profile, some in three-quarter
profile, and some gazing downward—with a wide variety of
attitudes and expressions on the faces of young and old alike,
including all thosc imaginative details that reveal the artist’s
perfect mastery of his craft. He distinguished between the
three retinues of each king so that it is clear which scrvants
belong to each king. This is truly a marvellous painting: cvery
artisan of our day is still amazed by the beauty of its colouring,
design, and composition.

At that time, this work brought Sandro so much renown
both in Florence and clsewhere that after completing the con-
struction of the chapel in his palace in Rome and wishing
to paint it, Pope Sixtus IV summoncd Sandro to head the
project. There Sandro himself did the following scenes: the
Temptation of Christ, and Moses slaying the Egyptian and
accepting a drink from the daughters of Jethro the Midianite.
He also painted the fire falling from heaven during the sacri-
fice of the sons of Aron, and a number of canonized popes in
the niches above.* Acquiring from this work even greater
fame and reputation among the many competitors who
painted there with him, both Florentine artists and those from
other cities, Sandro received from the pope a good sum of
money, all of which he immediately squandered and wasted
during his stay in Rome, in living his customarily haphazard
existence, and when he had complcted and unveiled the part
of the project for which he had becn commissioned, he
immediately returned to Florence. There, since Sandro was
also a learned man, he wrote a commentary on part of Dantc’s
poem, and after illustrating the Inferno, he printed the work.
He wasted a great deal of time on the project, and while
completing it he was not painting, which caused countless
disruptions in his life *
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Sandro also printed many of his other designs, but they
were poorly printed because the engravings were poorly donc;
the best drawing we have by Botticelli is the Triumph of the
Faith of Fra Girolamo Savonarola of Ferrara. He was appar-
ently a follower of Savonarola’s faction, which led him to
abandon painting; unable to make enough to live on, he fell
into the direst of straits. Nevertheless, he obstinatcly remained
a member of this faction and became a piagnone (as they were
called in those days), which kept him away from his work.*
Thus, he eventually found himself both old and poor, and if
Lorenzo de’ Medici (for whom Sandro, among many other
projects, had done a great deal of work at the Villa dello
Spedaletto in Volterra), along with his friends and other
prominent men who were admirers of his talent, had not
assisted him financially during the rest of his lifc, he would
almost have starved to death.* In the church of San Francesco,
outside the San Miniato gate, there is a Virgin painted by
Sandro in a tondo with a number of angels as large as life,
which was considered a most beautiful painting.*

Sandro was a very pleasant person who played many prac-
tical jokes on his pupils and friends, and the story goes that
one of his dependants named Biagio* painted a tondo for sale
similar to the one mentioned above, and that after Sandro
sold it for six gold florins to one of the citizens of Florence, he
found Biagio and said to him:

‘1 finally sold that picture of yours, but this evening it
would be good to hang it up high so that it can be seen better,
and then, tomorrow morning, you should go to the buyer’s
house and bring him here—this way, he can see it displayed in
the right light and the right place; then he’ll count out your
money for you.’

‘Oh,” exclaimed Biagio, ‘how well you’ve done, Master.’
And then, going to the shop, he placed the tondo in a spot
which was rather high up and left. Meanwhile, Sandro and
Jacopo,* another one of his pupils, made eight paper hoods
(like those worn by the townspeople), and with white wax
they fastencd them on to the heads of the eight angels sur-
rounding the Virgin in this tondo. When the next morning
came, there was Biagio along with the citizen who had
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bought the painting and was aware of the joke, and after they
had entered the shop, Biagio raised his eyes and saw his Virgin
surrounded not by angels but by the Signoria of Florence, all
seated and wearing those paper hoods. He wanted to cry out
and to beg the pardon of the man who had struck the bargain
with him, but Biagio noticed that the man said nothing; on the
contrary, he began to praise the painting, and so Biagio, too,
remained silent. Finally, after Biagio had accompanicd the man
home, hc received his payment of six florins according to the
agreement Sandro had struck when he had sold the painting.

Then, returning to the shop, just as Sandro and Jacopo had
removed the paper hoods, he saw that his angels had become
angels again and were no longer citizens in hoods. So com-
pletely dumbfounded he hardly knew what to say, Biagio
finally turned to Sandro and exclaimed: ‘Master, I don’t know
if 'm dreaming or if this is real; when I came here those angels
had red hoods on their heads and now they don’t—what docs
this mean?’

“You're losing your mind, Biagio,” Sandro answered. “That
money has gone to your head: if what you say were true, do
you think the man would have bought the painting?’

‘That’s true,” Biagio remarked, ‘He didn’t say anything to
me, and yet it seemed very strange.”

Finally, all the other boys in the shop, gathering around
Biagio, talked to him and convinced him that he had suffered
from a dizzy spell.

On another occasion, a cloth-weaver once came to live near
Sandro and set up no less than eight looms which, when they
were in operation, not only deafened poor Sandro with the
noise of treadles and the clanging of the spindle boxes, but also
rattled the entire house, whose walls were not as sturdy as they
should have been, and between one thing and another, Sandro
was unable to work or to remain at home. He begged his
neighbour any number of times to do something about this
source of irritation, but after the neighbour declared that in his
own home he could and would do as he pleased, Sandro was
very annoyed, and he balanced an cnormous stone—larger
than a cart could carry—upon one of his walls which was
higher than his neighbour’s wall and not very sturdy, and it
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seemed that every time the wall moved, it was about to drop
and to crush the roofs, joists, fabrics, and looms of his neigh-
bour. Terrified by this danger, the neighbour ran to Sandro,
but was answered with his own words—Sandro told him that
in his own home, he could and would do as he pleased—and
unable to come to any other conclusion, the weaver was
obliged to reach a reasonable agreement with Sandro and be a
good neighbour to him.

People also tell the story that, for a joke, Sandro went to the
Vicar and denounced a friend of his for heresy. When the man
appeared and demanded to know who had accused him and
on what charge, he was told that it had been Sandro, who
claimed that he held the opinion of the Epicureans—that the
soul died with the body. The man asked to see his accuser
before the judge, and after Sandro appcared, the accused man
declarced: ‘It’s true that T hold this opinion in so far as this man’s
soul is concerned, since he’s an animal, but aside from this,
don’t you think that he is a herctic, since without having any
learning and scarcely knowing how to read, he did a com-
mentary on Dante and took his name in vain?’*

It is also said that Sandro was extraordinarily fond of people
who were serious students of painting, and that he earned a
great deal of money but wasted all of it badly through poor
management and carelessness. Finally, after he had grown old
and useless and had to walk with two canes (since he could
no longer stand upright), he died, sick and decrepit, at the
age of seventy-cight, and he was buried in the year 1515 in
Ognissanti.*

In the Lord Duke Cosimo’s wardrobe, there arc two female
heads in profile drawn by Sandro’s hand which arc very
beautiful: one is said to represent the mistress of Lorenzo’s
brother, Giuliano de’ Medici, while the other is Madonna
Lucrezia de’ Tornabuoni, Lorenzo’s own wife.* In the same
place, there is also a Bacchus he did, an extremely graceful
figure raising a barrel with both his hands and lifting it to his
lips, and in the Duomo of Pisa in the Impagliata Chapel, he
began an Assumption with a choir of angels, but when it
dissatisficd him he left it unfinished.* In San Francesco di
Monte Varchi, he painted the panel on the high altar, and in
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the parish church of Empoli, he painted two angels on the same
side as Rosscllino’s Saint Sebastian.*

Sandro was one of the first painters to discover how to
work on pennants and other draperies by piccing the material
together, as they say, so that the colours do not run and show
on either side of the material. Employing this method, he him-
self created the baldacchino for Orsanmichele which is filled
with images of Our Lady, all different and beautiful. This
work clearly shows how his method conserves the material
better than dyes, for they damage the fabric and shorten its
life—even if the use of dyes today is more common duc to its
lesser expense. Sandro drew far better than was usually the
case, so that after his dcath, artisans used to go to a grecat deal
of trouble to obtain his skctches. And in our book we have
some of them, all executed with great skill and good judge-
ment. He decorated his scenes with plenty of figures, as can be
seen in the inlay on the frieze of the processional cross done for
the friars of Santa Maria Novella, which was based completely
on his design. Sandro therefore descrved high praisc for all his
paintings, because he put all of his encrgy into his works and
did them with loving care, just as he had the previously
mentioned panel of the Magi for Santa Maria Novella, which
is truly wondrous. A small tondo he painted that can be scen
in the Chamber of the Priors in the Angeli of Florence is also
most beautiful, with tiny but very gracious figures rendered
with admirable care. A Florentine gentleman, Messer Fabio
Segni, owns another panel by Sandro of the same size as the
panel of the Magi, upon which he depicted the Calumny of
Apelles—which is as beautiful as anything can possibly be.
Sandro himself gave this work to his very close friend
Antonio Segni, and underneath the painting, thesc verses by
Messer Fabio can be rcad:

This little picture warns rulers of the carth
To avoid the tyranny of false judgement.

Apelles gave a similar onc to the king of Egypt;
That ruler was worthy of the gift, and it of him.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF SANDRO BOTTICELLI



The Life of Andrea del Verrocchio,
Painter, Sculptor, and Architect

[1435-1488]

Andrea del Verrocchio, a Florentine, was in his time a gold-
smith, master of perspective, sculptor, woodcarver, painter,
and musician. To tell the truth, he had a rather hard and crude
style in both sculpture and painting, as if he had acquired it
after endless study rather than because of any natural gift
or aptitude. But even if he had completely lacked such an
aptitude, his deliberate study and his diligence would have
brought him to prominence anyway, and he would have
excelled in both these arts. Study and natural talent need to
be joined to reach the height of perfection in painting and
sculpture, and whenever one of the two qualities is missing,
the artist rarely reaches the summit, although study may well
carry him most of the way. This occurred in Andrea’s case, for
since he applied himself morc than others, he carned a place
among the most rare and excellent artisans in our profession.

In his youth, he applied himsclf to the sciences and particu-
larly to geometry. While he was working as a goldsmith,
among the many things he created were some clasps for copes
which are located in Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.
Among his larger works, especially important is a cup richly
decorated with animals, foliage, and other imaginative details,
the mould for which still survives and is widely known
among all goldsmiths today, as well as another similar cup
decorated with a very lovely group of dancing children. After
he had shown some proof of his skill in these works, he was
given the task of executing two scenes in silver relief for the
ends of the altar of San Giovanni by the Merchants” Guild
which, when completed, earned him great praisc and a fine
reputation.*®
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At that time in Rome, some of those large statucs of the
apostles which customarily stand upon the altar of the pope’s
chapel were missing, as well as some other silver picces which
had been destroyed, and, as a result, Pope Sixtus sent for
Andrea, who with the pope’s favour was given the task of
executing everything that was needed, and he completed all of
this with great care and perfect judgement. In the meanwhile,
Andrea noted the great value placed upon the many ancient
statues and other works being discovered in Rome, as well as
the fact that the pope had that bronze horse set up in San
Giovanni in Laterano,* and he saw the attention that was
given to fragments, not to mention the complete works, of
sculpture that were being found every day. Thus, he decided
to devote himself to sculpture.

And having completely abandoned the art of goldsmithing,
he began to cast some little figures in bronze which were
highly praised. Gaining greater confidence from this, he began
to work in marble. When the wife of Francesco Tornabuoni
died in childbirth, her husband, who had loved her very much
and wanted to honour her memory as best as he could, gave
Andrea the task of making her tomb. Andrea carved the lady’s
effigy in stone upon a marble sarcophagus, depicting the birth
of her child and her passing to another life, and he then
cxecuted the figures of three Virtues, which were considered
very beautiful, considering this was the first work he had
completed in marble, and the tomb was placed in Santa Maria
sopra Minerva.*

Recturning afterwards to Florence with money, fame, and
honour, Andrea was asked to cast a bronze David, two-and-a-
half armslengths high, which, when finished, was placed in the
Palazzo [Vecchio] at the head of the staircase where the chain
used to be, and earned him great praise.* While he was work-
ing on this statue, he also did the Madonna in marble which is
in Santa Croce over the tomb of Leonardo Bruni of Arezzo, a
statue which he made while still very young for Bernardo
Rossellino, the architect and sculptor, who, as was mentioned
earlier, carried out the entire work in marble.* He also did a
half-length Madonna and Child in half relief on a marble
panel which used to be in the home of the Medici and today is
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kept as a most beautiful object in the chamber of the Duchess
of Florence, hanging over a door.* He also cast two metal
heads, one of Alexander the Great in profile, and the other an
imaginative portrait of Darius, likewise in half relicf, varying
the crests of the helmets, the armour, and all the other details
in each one.* Both of these works were sent by Lorenzo de’
Medici, ‘I Magnifico’ (the Elder) to King Matthias Corvinus
in Hungary with many other presents, as will be explained in
the proper place. Having gained from these works the repu-
tation of being an excellent master, above all in works cast in
metal, which he very much enjoyed doing, Andrea then cast a
bronze tomb in San Lorenzo, completely in the round, for
Giovanni and Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici with a sarcophagus
of porphyry supported by four bronze corner-pieces and
decorated with twisting foliage that was very well exccuted
and polished with the greatest care.* This tomb is located
between the Chapel of the Sacrament and the Sacristy, and no
work, either in bronze or in any other metal, could be cast any
better, especially since he demonstrated at the same time his
skill in architecture by arranging the tomb in the opening of a
window five armslengths wide and about ten armslengths
high, and placing it upon a basc that separates the Chapel of
the Sacrament from the Old Sacristy. In order to fill up the
gap between the sarcophagus and the vaulting above the
tomb, he did a grating of bronze ropes in an almond-shaped
pattern, all quite natural in appearance, along with decorations
in various places in the form of garlands and other beautiful
and fanciful details, all of them noteworthy and executed with
great skill, good judgement, and invention.

Meanwhile, Donatello had made the marble tabernacle for
the Tribunal of Six of the Merchants’ Guild which today is
opposite the Saint Michael in the oratory of Orsanmichele,
but nothing was done about the bronze statue of Saing
Thomas feeling the wounds of Christ, since some of the men
in charge wanted to give the commission to Donatello, while
others preferred Lorenzo Ghiberti. And matters stood this way
as long as Donatcllo and Lorenzo lived, but the two statues
were finally commissioned to Andrea, who created the models
and moulds and cast them so beautifully that they came out
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solid, wholc, and well fashioned.* Then Andrea set himself to
polishing and finishing them, bringing them to the perfection
we see today, which could not be surpassed, for the figure of
Saint Thomas expresses the saint’s incredulity and impatience
in learning the truth and, at the same time, the love which
moves him, in a most beautiful gesture, to place his hand upon
Christ’s side; and the figure of Christ Himsclf, who raises one
arm in a gesture of great generosity and opens His garments,
dispelling the doubt of His incredulous disciple, expresses all
the grace and divinity, so to speak, that art can bestow upon a
statue. The fact that Andrea has created both these figures
with the most lovely and suitable garments reveals that he was
no less knowledgeable in this art than Donatello, Lorenzo, and
others who camc before him. As a result, this statue truly
deserved to be placed in a tabernacle created by Donatello,
and ever afterwards to be held in the highest esteem and
greatest respect.®

As a result, Andrea’s fame could not have grown nor could
his reputation rise any higher in this profession, and as a pcrson
to whom excellence in a single field was insufficient, he
decided, through study, to achicve the same distinction in
others as well, and he turned his attention to painting. Thus,
he made cartoons for a battle scene with nude figures,
sketching them out carcfully in pen in order to paint them in
colour upon a wall.* Andrea also made cartoons for a number
of scenes and later began to execute them in colour, but for
some reason they remained unfinished. There are some of his
drawings in our book, all done with great paticnce and the
best possible judgement. Among these are a number of female
heads done with such skill and such beautiful hair that
Leonardo da Vinci used to imitate them because of their love-
liness; there are also two horses with the dimensions and centre
points required to enlarge them so that they come out in the
proper proportions without errors. I also have a very rare
terracotta relief of a horse’s head drawn in the ancient fashion,
while the Very Reverend Don Vincenzio Borghimi has still
yet other paper drawings in his book which was mentioned
earlier. Among them is a design for a tomb which Andrea did
in Venice for a doge, a sketch for a scene of the Magi adoring
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Christ, and the head of a woman as delicate as could be,
painted on paper. He also did a bronze boy strangling a fish
for the fountain in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s villa at Careggt; as we
can see today, Lord Duke Cosimo has had it placed on the
fountain in the courtyard of his palace, and the figure of the
boy is truly marvellous.*

Then, once the construction of the dome of Santa Maria del
Fiore had been completed, it was decided, after much dis-
cussion, that the copper ball which was to be placed upon the
top of the structure should be made according to the plans
Filippo Brunelleschi had left behind him, and after Andrca
was put in charge of this project, he made the ball four
armslengths high, balanced it upon a button-shaped disc, and
chained it so that the cross could then be firmly mounted on
top. When this work was completed, it was erected with the
greatest festivitics and to the delight of the populace.* It is a
fact that this work required skill and care, so that it could be
entered from below (as can be done), and so that it could be
reinforced with firm foundations, and the winds could not
damage it.

Andrea never rested and was always working on some-
thing, either painting ot sculpture, and he would sometimes
work on several projects at the same time in order to avoid the
boredom which many artists feel at doing the same thing all
the time. Although he did not execute the cartoons mentioned
earlier, he nevertheless painted a number of things. Among
them was a panel for the nuns of San Domecnico in Florence,
which he thought had turned out very well;* so, shortly after-
wards, he painted another one in San Salvi for the monks of
Vallombrosa, which depicts the Baptism of Christ by Saint
John the Baptist.* And Leonardo da Vinci, then a young boy
and Andrea’s pupil, assisted him in this work, painting an
angel by himself, which was much better than the other
details. This was the reason why Andrea resolved never to
touch a brush again, for Leonardo had surpassed him in this
craft at such a young age.

At that time, Cosimo de’ Medid had reccived many
antiquities from Rome, and he set up a very handsome statue
in white marble of Marsyas,* bound to a trce-trunk and ready
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to be flayed, inside his garden gate, or rather his courtyard
which opens on to the Via de” Ginori. As a result, his grandson
Lorenzo, who had come into possession of a torso with the
head of another figure of Marsyas sculpted in red marble, that
was very ancient and much more beautiful than the other one,
wanted to sct them up togcther, but was unable to do so
becausc the second figure was so damaged. Thereforce, he gave
it to Andrea to restore and refinish, and Andrea made the legs,
thighs, and arms missing from this figure out of some pieces
of red marble; it all came out so well that Lorenzo was very
satisfied and had it placed opposite the other statue on the
other side of the door. This ancient torso, made for the figure
of a flayed Marsyas, was worked with such care and good
judgement that some thin, white veins inside the red stone
were carved by the artisan in the exact place wherc tiny
tendons would appear, which can be observed in real bodies
when they are flayed. This must have made the statuc seem
remarkably lifelike when it received its first polishing.
Meanwhile, the Venetians had decided to honour the great
ability of Bartolomeo da Bergamo,* the driving force behind
many of their victories, in order to encourage their other
commanders, and when they hcard of Andrea’s fame, they
brought him to Venice, where he was presented with the
request to execute an equestrian statuc of this commander in
bronze to be placed in the Piazza di SS Giovanni and Paolo.*
Andrea thereforc fashioned the model for the horse, and he
had begun to fit it out so that it could be cast in bronze when,
through the influence of some Venetian noblemen, it was
decided that Vellano da Padova should make the figure and
Andrea the horse. Hearing of this decision, Andrea smashed
the legs and the head of his model, and he returned to Florence
completely infuriated without saying a word. When the
Signoria [of Venice] heard about this, they gave Andrea to
understand that he was never again to take the hberty of
returning to Venice, for they would chop his head off. To this
Andrea replied in a letter that he would be caretul not to do
s0, since it was not in their power to re-attach men’s heads
after having chopped them off—and certainly never one like
his—whereas he would know how to re-attach his horse’s
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hecad and legs to something even more beautiful. After they
received this reply (which did not displease the Signoria at all),
Andrea was brought back with twice his salary to Venice,
where he repaired his first model and cast it in bronze but did
not completely finish it, for he became overhcated during the
casting, caught a chill, and died from it a few days later in that
city, leaving unfinished not only this project (even though
little polishing remained to be done, before it was sct up in
the designated place), but another one as well, which he was
doing in Pistoia: that is, the tomb of Cardinal Forteguerri,
with the three Theological Virtues and God the Father on its
cover, a project later completed by Lorenzetto, the Florentine
sculptor.*

When Andrea died, he was fifty-six years old. His death
greatly sorrowed his friends and pupils, of whom there were
not few, but abovc all the sculptor Nanni Grosso, a very
eccentric person both as an artist and as a man. It is said that
this Nanni would never work outside his shop, and most par-
ticularly not for monks or friars, unless as an added benefit he
had access to the vault (or, rather, the cellar), so that he could
go to drink whenever he wanted without having to ask per-
mission. Another story also tells of an occasion when he had
returned from Santa Maria Novella after having been cured
from some illness or other there, and, when his friends camc to
visit and asked him how he was, he replied: ‘I'm really doing
badly.’

‘But you're cured,” they exclaimed.

And Nanni remarked: “That’s why I'm doing badly, for I
need a bit of a fever to keep me there in the hospital, ail
comfortable and well cared for.’

Later, when Nanni was dying in the hospital, a crude and
very poorly made crucifix was placed before him; whereupon,
he begged them to take it away and to bring him onc made by
Donatello, declaring that if they did not remove it he would
dic out of desperation, since he had such a strong dislike for
poorly executed works from his own trade.

Piero Perugino and Leonardo da Vinci (who will be dis-
cussed in the proper place) were Andrea’s pupils, as well as
Francesco di Simone,* the Florentine, who worked in
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Bologna in the church of San Domenico on a marble tomb
containing many small figures which, because of their style,
seem to have been done by Andrea and which was made
for Messer Alessandro Tartaglia, the lawyer from Imola.*
Francesco did a similar one in San Pancrazio in Florence near
the sacristy and one of the chapels for Messer Pier Minerbetti,
a knight.* Agnolo di Polo* was also Andrea’s pupil, and he
was very cxperienced in working in clay and filled the city
with the things he made; if he had tried his best to understand
his art, he would have created beautiful things.

But of all his pupils, Andreca most loved Lorenzo di Credi,*
who brought Andrea’s remains back from Venice and laid
them to rest in the church of Sant’Ambruogio in the tomb of
Ser Michele di Cione, over whose tombstonc are carved these
words:

Ser Michele di Cione and his rclatives.

And then:

Here lie the bones of Andrea del Verrocchio, who died in Venice in
1488.

Andrea took great delight in making plaster casts—the kind
made from a soft stone which is quarricd around Volterra and
Siena and in many other places in Italy. This stonc, baked in
the fire, crushed, and then made into a paste with tepid water,
becomes pliable so that one can make anything one wishes
with it; afterwards it dries and sets so hard that whole figures
can be cast from it. Andrea used to make moulds of various
parts of the body—hands, feet, knees, legs, arms, torsos—so
that later, having them before him, he could imitate them
with greater easc. Later during Andrea’s lifetime, people
began to fashion inexpensive death masks [from this material],
and over the fireplaces, doors, windows, and cornices of every
home in Florence, one can see countless portraits of this kind,
which are so well made and lifelike that they scem alive. This
extremcly useful practice has continued from Andrea’s time to
our own day, providing us with the portraits of many indi-
viduals introduced into the scenes painted in Duke Cosimo’s
palace. Certainly we owe an enormous debt for this to

L.0.T.A. - 12
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Andrea’s ingenuity, since he was one of the first who began to
make use of this technique.

Andrea also inspired the making of more perfect images,
not only in Florence but also in all those devotional sites where
people gather to place ex-votos, or ‘miracles’ as they are called,
because they have been granted some divine favour. Whereas
these objects had only been produced in small sizes in silver,
on poorly painted wooden panels, or with crudely formed
wax, in Andrea’s day they began to be executed with a much
better style, since Andrea, a close friend of Orsino the wax-
worker, 2 man in Florence who possessed very good judge-
ment in this craft, began to show Orsino how he could attain
excellence. The death of Giuliano de’ Medici and the danger
which befell his brother Lorenzo, who was wounded in Santa
Maria del Fiore, provided thc opportunity for Lorenzo’s
friends and relatives to order that his image be placed in
numerous places in order to give thanks to God for his escape.
As a result, Orsino (among others) with Andrea’s assistance
and advice, executed three life-sizc images in wax, em-
ploying an inner framework made of wood (as I have
described clsewhere) interwoven with split cane and then
re-covered with waxed cloth, folded, and arranged in such a
fashion that it would be difficult to find anything better or
more lifelike. He made the heads and then the hands and feet
from a thicker wax which was hollow insidc, and then he did
living portraits and painted them in oil, with the hair-style and
other nccessary features done so naturally and well that they
sccmed to be living men rather than wax figures, as we can see
from each of the three he made, one of which stands in the
church of the nuns of Chiarito in Via di San Gallo before the
miraculous Crucifix. And this figure is dressed exactly as
Lorenzo was when, wounded in the throat and bandaged, he
stood at the windows of his home to be seen by the people,
who had raced there to see if he were alive, as they hoped, or,
instead, dead, so that they could avenge him. The second
figure of Lorenzo is wearing the lucco, a citizen’s ceremonial
gown characteristic of the Florentines, and this one stands in
the church of the Servites at the Nunziata above the small
door which is near the table where the candles are sold. The
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third figure was sent to Santa Maria degli Angeli in Assisi and
placed in front of the Madonna. In the same place, as I have
already noted, Lorenzo de’ Medici paved with bricks the
entire street running from Santa Maria to the gate of Assisi
facing the Church of San Francesco, and likewise, he restored
the fountains which Cosimo, his grandfather, had built there.
But returning to the wax images—all thosc made by Orsino
in the church of the Servites are marked at the base with a
large O containing an R inside and a cross on top. And they
are all so beautiful that few have since been produced that
could compare to them. This craft, even though it has been
kept alive right up to our own day, is now in true decline
—either because of the lack of devotion or for some other
reason.

But, to return to Verrocchio, besides all the works men-
tioned, he also executed wooden crucifixes and various other
things in clay, in which he excelled, as we can see in the
models of scenes he created for the altar of San Giovanni, in a
number of extremely beautiful putti, and in a head of Saint
Jerome, which is considered quite marvcllous. Andrea also
made the putto on the clock at the New Market with movable
arms that, when raised, strike the hours with a hammer he
holds in his hand. It was considered in those days to be a very
beautiful and inventive work. And let this conclude the life of
Andrea del Verrocchio, a most excellent sculptor.... *

THE END OF THE LIFE OF ANDREA DEL VERROCCHIO



The Life of Andrea Mantegna,
Painter of Mantua

[c.1431-1506]

What an inspiration it can be to have one’s talent recognized is
known by anyone who works skilfully and has been, in some
measure, rewarded, for such a man feels no discomfort, in-
convenience, or fatiguc when he can look forward to honour
and compensation. And what is more, each day such talent
becomes more evident and more illustrious. Of course, it is
true that one does not always find someone who recognizes,
values, and rewards such skill, as was thc case with Andrea
Mantegna, who was born of the most humble stock in the ter-
ritory of Mantua. And although as a young boy he used to
lcad the flocks to pasture, he was raised so high by fate and his
skill that he earned the rank of noble knight, as I shall relate in
the proper place. When he was older, he was brought into the
city, where he worked at painting under the tutelage of
Jacopo Squarcione, a Paduan painter; Jacopo took him into his
home and shortly afterwards, when he recognized his talent,
adopted him as his son, according to what Messer Girolamo
Campagnuola wrote to Messer Leonico Timeo, a Greek philo-
sopher, in a Latin letter in which he provides information
concerning older painters who served the Carrara, the Lords
of Padua.*

Squarcione realized he was not the most talented painter in
the world, and so that Andrea might lcarn more than he him-
self knew, he had him carefully study plaster casts taken from
ancient statues and paintings on canvas which he had brought
in from various places, but especially from Tuscany and
Rome. In these and other ways, Andrea learned a great deal
in his youth. Also, the competition with Marco Zoppo of
Bologna, Dario da Treviso, and Niccolo Pizzolo of Padua—
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pupils of his adoptive father and master—also gave him no
small amount of assistance and incentive in learning.* When
he was no more than seventeen years old, Andrea executed the
panel painting for the main altar of Santa Sofia in Padua,* a
work which seemed done by an older and more expcrienced
man rather than a young boy; shortly afterwards Squarcione
was commissioned to do the Chapel of Saint Christopher
in the Eremitani Church of Sant’Agostino in Padua, and he
thercfore entrusted the project to Niccold Pizzolo and to
Andrea.* Niccolo depicted a God the Father sitting in majesty
among the Doctors of the Church, which was later considerced
to be no less excellent than the paintings Andrea did there.
To tell the truth, Niccolo did few paintings, all of which were
very good, and if he had taken as much delight in painting as
he did in arms, he would have become an excellent painter
and, perhaps, he would also have lived much longer, but, since
he always went about armed and had a great many enemies,
he was attacked and treacherously murdered one day when he
was returning from work. As far as [ know, he did not leave
any other works, except for another God the Father in the city
prefect’s Chapel.

Left alone, Andrea then did the Four Evangelists in the same
chapel, which were considered very beautiful. Because of this
and other works, people began to have great expectations of
Andrea and to consider it highly probable that he would suc-
ceed, as he later did; Jacopo Bellini, the Venetian painter (the
father of Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, and Squarcione’s rival),
arranged things so that Andrea would marry a daughter of his
who was Gentile’s sister.* When Squarcione learned of this, he
was so infuriated with Andrca that they became enemies from
that time on. And whereas Squarcione had formerly always
praised Andrea’s works, he criticized them after that in equal
measure and always in public. And above all else he merci-
lessly attacked the paintings Andrea had done in the Chapel of
Saint Christopher, declaring that they were poorly done
because Andrea had imitated ancient marbles; he claimed that
one cannot learn to paint perfectly by imitating sculpture,
since stone always possesses a hardness and never the tender
sweetness which flesh and other natural objects that bend and
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move possess, adding that Andrea would have painted thosc
figures better and more perfectly if he had given them the
colour of marble rather than such a variety of colours, since his
pictures resembled ancient marble statues rather than living
creatures, and other like remarks.

Such reproaches stung Andrea to the quick, but on the
other hand they were of great value to him, for he recognized
that what Squarcione said was, in large measure, true, and,
devoting himself to drawing portraits from life, he became so
skilled in this that in one of the scenes in the chapel which
remained to be completed, Andrea demonstrated that he was
no less capable of learning from Nature and from living things
than he was from those produced by art. But despite all that,
Andrea always held the opinion that good ancient statues werc
more perfect and more beautiful in their particulars than any-
thing in the natural world. He maintained that, according to
what he judged and observed in such statues, those excellent
masters had selected out from many living people all the per-
fection of Nature, which seldom brings together and joins all
forms of beauty in a single body, making it necessary to sclect
one clement from one body and another element from yet
another body; and besides this, he found ancient statues to be
better finished and more exact in depicting muscles, veins,
nerves, and other particulars than natural figurcs, in which cer-
tain defects are concealed and covered by soft, pliable flesh,
except in the case of certain old or emaciated individuals
whose bodies, however, are avoided by artisans for other
reasons. His works make it obvious that Andrea was very
convinced of this opinion, for in them one can truly discern a
style which is just a little bit sharp and sometimes seems to
suggest stone more than living flesh.

At any rate, in this last scene, which pleased everyone
enormously, Andrea depicted Squarcione as an ugly, paunchy
figure carrying a lance, with a sword in his hand. He also
included portraits of Noferi, son of Messer Palla Strozzi, the
Florentine; Messer Girolamo dalla Valle, an excellent doctor;
Messer Bonifazio Frigimelica, a doctor of law; Niccolo, Pope
Innocent VII’s goldsmith; and Baldassarre da Leccio—all
good friends of his. He dressed all of them in white armour



MANTEGNA 245

which was polished and glistening as if real, executing every-
thing in a beautiful style. He also painted portraits of Messer
Borromeo, a knight, and a certain bishop from Hungary, a
very foolish man who used to wander around Rome all day
like a vagabond and then at night would go off to sleep in the
stables like the animals. He portrayed Marsilio Pazzo in the
figure of the executioner who is beheading Saint James, and
drew a portrait of himself as well. In short, the excellence of
this work acquired for Andrea a very great reputation.

While he was doing this chapel, Andrea also painted a panel
which was placed on the altar of Saint Luke in Santa Justina.*
And afterwards, he worked in fresco on the arch which is over
the door of Sant’Antonino, where he signed his name.* In
Verona he painted a panel for the altar of Saint Christopher
and Saint Anthony, and at the corner of the Piazza della Paglia
he did several figures. For the friars of Monte Oliveto, Andrea
painted the very beautiful panel for the main altar in Santa
Maria in Organo, and he also did the one in San Zeno.* And
among the other works which Andrea worked on and sent to
various places while he was in Verona was a painting owned
by his friend and relative, an abbot of the Badia in Fiesolc,
which contained a half-length Madonna with Child and the
heads of some singing angels that are executed with exquisite
grace. Today, this painting is in the library of that monastery
and was considered then, just as it is now, to be a work of rarc
beauty.

Because Andrea had served Ludovico Gonzaga, the mar-
quis, extremely well when he lived in Mantua, that ruler
always held Andrea in great estcem and favourced his talent;
thus, he had him paint a little panel for his chapel inside the
castle which contained scenes with some rather small but very
beautiful figures.* In the same place, therc are many figures
which are foreshortened from the bottom up that have been
widely praised, for although his method of arranging the
draperics was a bit crude and overworked and his style some-
what dry, it is neverthcless obvious that cvery detail was
executed with great skill and care.*

For the same marquis Andrea painted the Triumph of
Caesar in a hall of the Palazzo di San Sebastiano in Mantua,
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which is the best work he ever did* In this clegantly organized
trinmph, we see the beautiful and ornate chariot, the figure
of the man who vituperates the victor, the relatives, the
perfumes, the incenses, the sacrifices, the priests, the sacrificial
bulls with their crowns, the prisoners, the booty taken by the
soldiers, the ranks of the squadrons, the elephants, the spoils,
the victories, the cities and the fortresses represented in various
chariots with countless trophies on spears, as well as various
types of armour for the head and the body, headgcear, orna-
ments, and countless vases, and among the multitude of
spectators there is a woman who holds the hand of a young
boy whose foot has been pierced by a thorn and who is crying
and showing it to his mother in a most graceful and natural
fashion. As I may have indicated elsewhere, Andrea had a
wonderful inspiration in this scene, for having situated the
plane upon which his figures stand above cye-level, he placed
the feet of the figures in the foreground upon the outer edge
of the plane, while making the others farther back gradually
recede, so that their legs and feet eventually disappear, as
demanded by the rules of point of view, and in like manner he
showed only the lower portions of the spoils, vases, and other
devices or decorations, allowing the upper portions to be lost
from view, as required by the rules of perspective. Andrea
degli Impiccati [del Castagno] observed these same rules with
great care in the Last Supper he painted for the refectory of
Santa Maria Novella. Thus, we observe that in this age, those
worthy men were closely investigating and zealously imitating
the true properties of natural objects. To express it in a word,
this entire project could not be more beautiful nor any better
executed.

As a result, if the marquis esteemed Andrea before, he after-
wards loved him even more and honoured him much more
highly, and in addition, Andrea’s fame became so widespread
that Pope Innocent VIII, hearing of his excellence in painting
and the other good qualities with which he was marvellously
endowed, sent for him so that when he had completed build-
ing the walls of the Belvedere, Andrea would decorate them
with his paintings, just as many other artists had been com-
missioned to do.* Therefore, Andrea went to Rome with the
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highest regard and the most favourable recommendation of
the marquis who, in order to honour him even further, made
him a knight, and he was lovingly received by that pontiff and
was immediately asked to paint a small chapcl in that place.*
Andrea worked on every detail with such love and precision
that the vault and walls seem more like illuminations in
manuscripts than paintings, and the largest figures in the work
are over the altar, which he did like the other parts in fresco;
while Saint John the Baptist is baptizing Christ, people stand-
ing around him are removing their clothes and making signs
that they wish to be baptized. Among the figures there is a
man who wishes to pull off a stocking clinging to his leg with
the sweat and who, crossing one leg over the other, pulls it
off inside out with such a violent effort that both pain and
discomfort clearly appear in the expression on his face: this
ingenious detail amazed everyone who saw it in those days.

It is said that because of the many commitments he had, this
pope did not give Mantegna the money he needed often
enough, and that because of this, when he painted some
Virtues in monochrome, Andrea included among them the
figurc of Prudence. When the pope came to see the work one
day, he asked what that figure represented, and Andrea
replied: ‘That is Prudence.” Then the pontift added: ‘If you
wish her to have a proper companion, paint Patience beside
her.” The painter understood what the Holy Father wished to
say, and never again uttered another word. When the project
was completed, the pope sent him back to the duke with his
favour and very honourable rewards.* While Andrea was
working in Rome on this chapel, he also painted a small pic-
ture of the Madonna and Her Child slecping in Her arms,
while in the background on a mountain, he showed some
stone-cutters quartying stones in some caves for various kinds
of work—a scenc so subtle and done with such patience that it
does not seem possible for such exquisite work to be done
with the tip of a fine brush.* This painting 1s today owned by
the Ilustrious Lord Don Francesco Medici, the Prince of
Florence, who counts it among his most cherished possessions.
In our book there is half a folio sheet with a drawing by
Andrea* finished in chiaroscuro which contains a Judith who
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places the head of Holofernes in a sack held by one of her
Moorish slaves; it is done in a style of chiaroscuro no longer
used, for Andrea left the folio shect white, which takes the
place of the light created with white lead so perfectly that the
dishevelled hair and other delicate dctails can be seen no less
well than if they had been very carcfully executed with a
brush. Therefore, in a certain scnse, one could call this piece a
work in colour rather than a paper drawing. Like Pollaiuolo,
Andrea liked to do copper engravings, and among other
things he reproduced his Triumphs, which were highly
esteemed since none better had ever been seen. Among the last
works he executed was a panel painting at Santa Maria della
Vittoria, a church built according to Andrea’s plans and
designs by the Marquis Francesco to commemorate his victory
on the River Taro when he was the commander of the
Venetians against the French.* This painting, which was done
in tempera and placed upon the high altar, depicts the
Madonna and Child seated on a pedestal; below are Saint
Michael the Archangel, Saint Anne, and Saint Joachim, who
arc presenting the marquis, whose portrait is painted so well
that he seems alive, to the Virgin, Who holds out Her hand to
him. This work, which gives pleasurc to everyone who sees it,
so satisfied the marquis that he most generously rewarded
Andrea’s talent and diligence, and since Andrea was recog-
nized by princes for all his works, he was able to rctain most
honourably the rank of knight until his death. .. .*

In Mantua, Andrea built and painted for his own use a very
lovely home in which he enjoyed living. Finally, in 1517, at
the age of sixty-six, he died.* He was buried in Sant’Andrea
with honour, and upon his tomb, where he is depicted in
bronze, there was placed this epitaph:

Whocver beholds the bronze statue of Mantegna
Will know that he is Apelles’ peer, if not more.

Andrea was so kind and in all his actions so praiseworthy
that his memory will always endure, not only in his native city
but in the entire world, for he deserved to be celebrated
by Ariosto no less for his cxtremely kind habits than for
the excellence of his painting. Hence, in the beginning of
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Canto XXXIII, Ariosto lists him among the most illustrious
painters of his times:

Leonardo, Andrea Mantegna, Gian Bellino.*

Andrea discovered a better method for foreshortening
figures in painting from the bottom up, which was certainly a
difficult and ingenious invention, and, as we said, he enjoyed
engraving the prints of figures in copper, which is truly a most
singular convenience through which the world has been able
to see not only the Bacchanals, the battle of the sea-monsters,
the Deposition from the Cross, the Entombment of Christ and
His Resurrection along with Longinus and Saint Andrew (all
works by Mantegna himself), but also the individual styles of
all the artisans who have ever lived. *

THE END OF THE LIFE OF ANDREA MANTEGNA



The Life of Bernardino Pinturicchio,
Painter from Perugia

[c.1454-1513]

Just as there are many aided by Fortune who have not been
endowed with much talent, so, on the contrary, there are
countless talented men persecuted by adversc and hostile For-
tune. Thus, it is common knowledge that Fortune adopts as
her children those who depend upon her without the help
of any talent, for she likes to raisc up some with her own fa-
vour who would never have been recognized through their
own worth. This is what happened with Pinturicchio from
Perugia,* who, even though he executed many works and was
assisted by various people, none the less enjoyed a much
greater reputation than his works descrved. Just the same, he
was a man with great experience in works of a large scale,
and he kept many workers continuously employed upon his
projects.

After working in his early youth upon many projects with
Pietro da Perugia, his teacher,* earning a third of the profit
that was made, he was summoned by Cardinal Francesco
Piccolomini to Siena to paint the library constructed by Pope
Pius II in the Duomo of that city.* But it is truc that the
sketches and the cartoons for all of the scenes that he executed
there were done by Raphael of Urbino, then a young man,
who had been his companion and a fellow pupil of the
above-mentioned Pietro, whosc style Raphael had learned
very well; today one of these cartoons can be seen in Siena, as
well as some of the sketches by Raphael, which are in our
book. The scenes of this work, in which Pinturicchio was
assisted by many apprentices and workers, all from Pietro’s
school, were divided into ten panels. The first depicts the birth
of Pope Pius II to Silvio and Vittoria Piccolomini, who named
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him Aeneas, in the year 1405 in Valdorcia in the township
of Corsignano, which today is called Pienza from the
pope’s name, since it was he who later built it and made it
into a city.* The painting contains actual portraits of both
Silvio and Vittoria. The same painting also shows Aeneas
passing over the Alps covered with ice and snow with
Domenico, the Cardinal of Capranica, in order to go to the
Council at Basle. In the second panel, Pinturicchio shows
the council sending Aeneas on many missions—that is, three
times to Strasbourg; to Trent; to Constance; to Frankfurt; and
to Savoy.

The third panel shows Aeneas being sent as orator by the
antipope Felix to the Emperor Frederick III, at whose court
Aeneas’s quick wit, eloquence, and grace were so meritorious
that he was crowned by Frederick as poet laurcate, made a
protonotary, accepted among the emperor’s friends, and
appointed First Sccretary.* The fourth panel shows when
Aeneas was sent by Frederick to Pope Eugenius IV, by whom
he was named Bishop of Tricste and later Archbishop of his
native city of Siena. In the fifth scene, the emperor, wishing to
come to Italy to take the imperial crown, scnds Aeneas to
Telamone, the Sienese port, to meet his wife Leonora, who
is coming from Portugal. In the sixth panel, Aeneas is sent
by the emperor to Pope Calixtus IV to persuade him to make
war on the Turks, and in this section of the work we see
this pontiff (while Siena is being harassed by the Count
of Pitigliano and other soldiers at the instigation of King Al-
fonso of Naples) sending Aencas to negotiate the peace. Once
peace is achieved, a war against the Orientals is planned, and
after Aeneas returns to Rome, he is made a cardinal by the
pope.

In the seventh pancl, after the death of Calixtus, Aeneas is
elected supreme pontiff and takes the name of Pius II. In the
cighth scene, the new pope goes to Mantua to a council
organizing an expedition against the Turks, where Marquis
Ludovico receives him with the most splendid display and
incredible magnificence. In the ninth scene, Aeneas places in
the catalogue of the saints (or canonizes, as is said) Catherine,
the Sienese nun and holy woman of the order of Preaching
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Friars.* In the tenth and last scene the pope, while preparing
an enormous army against the Turks with the aid and support
of all Christian princes, dies in Ancona, and a hermit from the
hermitage at Camaldoli, a holy man, sees the soul of the pope
at the instant of his death, as we can also rcad, just as it is being
carried up into Heaven by angels. Then, in the same scene, his
body is being transported from Ancona to Rome, with a
distinguished company of countless lords and priests who are
mourning the death of so great a man and so rare and holy a
pontift. The entire work is full of the portraits of actual people
(so that recounting their names would be a long story); it is all
painted with delicate and very lively colours and executed
with various decorations in gold and very well thought out
compartments in the ceiling. Under each scene is a Latin
epitaph which describes what it contains.

The Three Graces in marble located there (which are
ancient and extremely beautiful) were brought to this library
by Cardinal Francesco Piccolomini, the pope’s nephew, and
were placed in the middle of the room; at the time, they were
the first ancient monuments to be held in great estecm.* Be-
fore the library (which contains all the books that Pius II left
behind) was even completed, Cardinal Francesco, nephew of
the pontiff Pius II, was clected to the papacy, and in memory
of his uncle he wished to be called Pius III. Over the door of
the library which leads into the Duomo, Pinturicchio depicted
in an enormous scene—so large that it covers the entire fagade
—the coronation of Pius III with many portraits of real
people, and below the scenc these words can be read:

Pius III of Siena, nephew of Pius II, was crowned on 8 October after
having been elected on 21 September 1503.

Having worked in Rome in the time of Pope Sixtus when
he was an assistant of Pietro Perugino, Pinturicchio had
entered the service of Domenico della Rovere, Cardinal of
San Clemente, who after constructing in Borgo Vecchio a
very handsome palace, wanted Pinturicchio to paint it all and
to erect the arms of Pope Sixtus on the facade held by two
putti. Pinturicchio also did several things for Sciarra Colonna
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in the Palazzo of Santi Apostoli. And not long afterwards—
that is, in the year 1484—Pope Innocent VII of Genoa had
him paint several rooms and loggias in the Belvedere Palace,
where among other things, as the pope wished, he painted a
loggia entirely with landscapes, in which he depicted Rome,
Milan, Genoa, Florence, Venice, and Naples in the Flemish
style, something which was rarely employed until that time
and which was very pleasing. In the same place he painted a
Madonna in fresco at the entrance of the main door. At Saint
Peter’s, in the chapel containing the lance that pierced Christ’s
side, he painted a panel in tempera with a Madonna larger
than life-size for Pope Innocent VIII. And in the church of
Santa Maria del Popolo, he did two chapels, one for the same
Cardinal of San Clemente, Domenico della Rovere, in which
he was later buried, and the other for Cardinal Innocent
Cybo, in which the donor was also later buried, and in each of
the two chapels he painted the portraits of the cardinals who
had commissioned the work. In the pope’s palace, he painted
scveral rooms overlooking the courtyard of Saint Peter’s,
where a few years ago the ceilings and paintings were restored
by Pope Pius IV. In the same palace, Alexander VI com-
missioned him to paint all the rooms in which he lived as well
as the entire Borgia Tower, where in one room he executed
scenes of the Liberal Arts and decorated all the vaults with
stucco and gold. But since they lacked the method of
executing stucco in the way it is done today, these decorations
have been, for the most part, ruined. There, over the door of
one of the chambers, he also painted the portrait of Signora
Giulia Farnese in the face of a Madonna, while in the same
painting he drew the head of Pope Alexander who is adoring
her.*

In his paintings, Bernardino frequently employed golden
ornaments in relief to satisfy those who understood very little
about this craft, so that they would be more gaudy and lus-
trous, something which is an extremely crude device in paint-
ing. Then, after executing in these rooms a scene from the
life of Saint Catherine, he depicted the arches of Rome in
relief with the figurcs represented in such a way that while
the figures are in the foreground and the buildings in the
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background, thc receding objects scem nearer than those
which should be larger to the eye—the most tremendous
heresy in our craft.

He decorated countless rooms in the Castel Sant’Angelo
with grotesques, while inside the large tower in the garden
below he painted scenes from the life of Pope Alexander VI,
and there he painted portraits of the Catholic Queen Isabella,
Niccold Orsini, Count of Pitigliano; Giangiacomo Trivulzio,
along with other relatives and friends of the same pope—in
particular, Cesare Borgia, his brother and sisters, and many
talented men of those times.* In the chapel of Paolo Tolosa at
Monte Oliveto in Naples, there is a panel painting of the
Assumption by Pinturicchio.* He painted countless other
works, all over Italy, and since they are skilful but not very
remarkable, I shall pass over them in silence.

Pinturicchio used to say that to give the highest relief poss-
ible to his figures, a painter should himself stand out without
owing anything to princes or to others. He also worked in
Perugia, but on few projects. In Araceli he painted the chapel
of Saint Bernardino, while in Santa Maria del Popolo (where
we have already said that he decorated two chapels), he did the
Four Doctors of the Church on the vault of the main chapel.*
When he reached the age of fifty-nine, he was commissioned
to paint a panel of the Birth of the Virgin for San Francesco
in Siena, where, after he had begun, the friars assigned him
a room to live in which was, as he requested, empty and
cleared of everything, except for an enormous old chest which
seemed to them too bothersome to take somewhere clse. But
Pinturicchio, like the strange and eccentric man that he was,
made such a fuss about this and on so many occasions that, in
desperation, the friars finally decided to take it away. And
their fortune was so great that, as they carried it away, they
broke one of its planks and found five hundred golden ducats
inside. Pinturicchio took such displeasure in this and was
so heart-broken that, thinking of nothing else, he died as a
result. ... *

Let this be the end of the life of Pinturicchio, who, among
other things, greatly satisfied many princes and lords, since
he quickly delivered his finished works, as they desired, even
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though such works perhaps lack the quality of those done
slowly and with greater deliberation.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF BERNARDINO
PINTURICCHIO, PAINTER FROM PERUGIA



The Life of Pietro Perugino,* Painter
[c.1450-1523]

How beneficial poverty may sometimes be to those with
talent, and how it may serve as a powerful goad to make
them perfect or exccllent in whatever occupation they might
choose, can be scen very clearly in the actions of Pietro
Perugino. Wishing by means of his ability to attain some
respectable rank, after leaving disastrous calamities behind in
Perugia and coming to Florence, he remained there many
months in poverty, sleeping in a chest, since he had no other
bed; he turned night into day, and with the greatest zeal con-
tinually applied himself to the study of his profession. After
painting had become second nature to him, Pietro’s only
pleasure was always to be working in his craft and constantly
to be painting. And because he always had the dread of pov-
erty before his eyes, he did things to make money which he
probably would not have bothered to do had he not been
forced to support himself. Perhaps wealth would have closed
to him and his talent the path to excellence just as poverty had
opened it up to him, but need spurred him on since he desired
to rise from such a miserable and lowly position—if not per-
haps to the summit and supreme height of excellence, then at
least to a point where he would have enough to live on. For
this reason, he took no notice of cold, hunger, discomfort,
inconvenience, toil, or shame if he could only live one day in
case and repose; and he would always say—and as if it were a
proverb—that after bad weather, good weather must follow,
and that during the good weather houses must be built for
shelter in times of need.

But in order to make this artisan’s progress better under-
stood, let me begin from his origins and say that according to
common knowledge, there was born in the city of Perugia to
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a poor man from Castello della Pieve named Cristofano a son
who, at his baptism, was given the name of Pietro. Raised
in misery and privation, he was given by his father as an
errand-boy to a painter from Perugia who was not very
skilled in this trade but who held in great veneration this pro-
fession and the men who excelled in it. He never did anything
with Pietro but talk about how profitable and honourable
painting was to anyone who did it wecll. And by telling of
the rewards already earned by ancient and modern painters,
he encouraged Pietro to study it. Thus, he sparked the boy’s
imagination in such a way that he was inspired to become one
of these men, if only Fortune would help him.

And so Pietro often used to ask anyone he knew who had
travelled about the world where the best masters of this pro-
fession were produced; in particular, he asked this of his own
teacher, who always replied in the same way, claiming that in
Florence, more than anywhere else, men came to be perfect in
all the arts, and especially in the art of painting, because the
people of this city are spurred on by three things. For one
thing, they were motivated by the constant criticism expressed
by many people, since the air in Florence naturally produces
free spirits who are gencrally discontent with mediocre works
and who always judge them more on the basis of the good
and the beautiful than with regard to their creator. Secondly,
anyone wishing to live there must be industrious, which
means nothing less than continually exerting onc’s mind and
judgement, being sharp and ready in one’s affairs, and,
finally, knowing how to make money, since Florence lacks a
large and fertile countryside which might easily support its
inhabitants, as in places where good land is abundant. The
third and perhaps no less powerful motivation is a thirst for
glory and honour which that air generates in men of every
profession and which will not permit men of bold spirit to
remain equal, let alone lag behind those they judge to be men
like themselves, even though they acknowledge them as their
masters. Indeed, this thirst often compels them to desire their
own greatness to such an extent that, if they are not kind or
wise by nature, they turn out to be malicious, ungrateful, and
unappreciative of the benefits they received. It is certainly true
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that when a man has learned all he needs to learn in Florence
and, wishing to do more than live from day to day, like the
animals, he wants to make himself rich, he must leave, and sell
the excellence of his works and the reputation of the city in
other places, just as the learned scholars from the university
do. For Florence does to her artisans what time does to its own
creations: after creating them, it destroys them and consumes
them little by little. Moved, therefore, by this advice and the
convictions of many others, Pietro came to Florence with the
desire to excel, and he had considerable success, since in his day
works in his style were held in the greatest esteem.

Pietro studied under Andrea del Verrocchio, and his first
figures were painted outside the Prato gate for the nuns of
San Martino (now in ruins because of the wars), while in
Camaldoli he did a Saint Jerome on a wall which was then
highly valued by the Florentines and particularly praised for
having depicted that saintly old man as a lean and wizened
figure with his eyes fixed upon the cross and so emaciated that
he looks like a skeleton, as we can see in a drawing based on
the painting owned by the previously mentioned Bartolomeo
Gondi. In a few years, therefore, Pietro’s reputation had
grown to such an extent that not only Florence and Italy were
filled with his works but also France, Spain, and many other
countries, where they were sent. Since his works were highly
regarded and greatly prized, merchants began to corner the
market in them and to send them abroad to various countries,
to their own considerable profit and gain.

Pietro worked for the nuns of Santa Chiara on a panel of
the dead Christ* with such delightful and novel colouring that
he made all the artisans believe he had the ability to become
marvellous and pre-eminent. In this work, some very hand-
some heads of old men are seen along with figures of the two
Maries who, having ceased to weep, are contemplating the
dead man with admiration and extraordinary love; besides
this, he painted a landscape that was then considered cxtremely
beautiful, since the true method of painting them had not yet
been seen as it has been since that time. It is said that Francesco
del Pugliese wanted to give the nuns three times the amount
they had paid Pietro and to have Pietro himself paint them
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another similar panel, but they did not agree to this, since
Pietro said he did not believe he could equal that one. There
were also many works by Pietro outside the Pinti gate in the
convent of the Jesuate friars, but since this church and convent
are now in ruins, I shall not find it tiresome to say something
about them before going on with this Life. ... *

But, returning to Pietro now, let me say that of the works
he executed in this convent, only the panel paintings have
been preserved, since those finished in fresco were, along with
the entire structure, razed to the ground because of the siege
of Florence, and the panels were transported to the San
Pier Gattolini gate, where the friars were given lodging in the
church and convent of San Giovannino. The two panels, then,
which were on the choir screen mentioned above were by
Pietro. In one of them, there is a Christ in the garden with
the Apostles who are sleeping, a work in which Pietro
demonstrated the power of sleep over trouble and sorrow by
depicting them in very relaxed poses. In the other panel, he
painted a Pieta, that is, the figure of Christ in the Madonna’s
lap, surrounded by four figures that are no less well done than
all the others in his style, and, among other things, he depicted
the dead Christ all stiffened, as if He had been hanging on the
cross so long that time and cold had reduced Him to such a
state; and so Pietro showed Him being supported by Saint
John and Mary Magdalene, who are weeping and full of grief.
On another panel, he did a Crucifixion with Mary Magdalene
and, at the foot of the Cross, Saint Jerome, Saint John the
Baptist, and the Blessed Giovanni Colombini, founder of that
order, with infinite care. These threc panels have deteriorated
a great deal and are full of cracks in dark areas and areas of
shadow; and this happens when the first coat of colour applied
on the primer is not dried well, for there arc three coats of
colour applied on top of each other, and with the passage of
time the different layers of paint contract as they dry and can
eventually cause those cracks. Pietro could not have known
this, since it was only in his own day that they had begun to
paint well in oil.

Then, since Pietro’s works were highly praised by the
Florentines, a prior of the same convent of Jesuates who took
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pleasure in this art had him do a Nativity with the Magi on
a wall of the first cloister showing exquisite detail, which
Pietro completed perfectly with charm and great clegance. It
contained a great number of different heads and not a few
actual portraits, including among them the head of Andrea del
Verrocchio, his teacher. In the same courtyard, he did a frieze
over the arches of the columns with life-size heads that was
very well executed; among thesc was the head of the prior,
which was so lifelike and painted in such a fine style that it was
judged by the most skilful artisans to be the best thing Pietro
ever did. And in the other cloister, above the door which led
into the refectory, he was asked to do a scene depicting the
moment Pope Boniface* confirmed the habit of his order for
the Blessed Giovanni Colombini, in which he portrayed eight
of the friars and executed a very beautiful scene receding in
perspective which was quite deservedly praised, since Pietro
made this technique a speciality of his. In another scene below
this, he began a Nativity of Christ with some angels and
shepherds, executed with the brightest colouring, and over the
door of the oratory he painted three half figures on an arch:
Our Lady, Saint Jerome, and the Blessed Giovanni, all in such
a beautiful style that it was considered to rank among the best
fresco paintings Pietro ever did on a wall.

As I have heard the story told, the prior was very good at
preparing ultramarine blues, and since he had a great abund-
ance of this, he wanted Pictro to employ it lavishly in all the
above-mentioned works, but he was none the less so miserly
and suspicious that he did not trust Pietro and always wanted
to be present when Pietro used this colour in his work. Thus
Pietro, who was by nature good and honest and never desired
anything from others except what he had earned by his own
labours, took the prior’s distrust very badly and thought about
how he could put the prior to shame. And so he took a small
basin of water, and whenever he had to paint either draperies
or other details for which he wanted to use blue and white, he
kept coming back to the prior time after time, who, with
some distress, kept going back to his little bag and putting the
ultramarine into the pot containing the water for mixing. As
he began his work, Pietro rinsed off his brush in the basin after
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every two brush-strokes, so that more ultramarine remained
in the water than was on the wall. And the prior, who saw his
sack being emptied and that the work was not taking shape,
constantly declared:

‘Oh, what a large quantity of ultramarine this plaster is
absorbing?’

“You can see for yourself,” Pietro would reply. After the
prior had left, Pietro would remove the ultramarine that was
left on the bottom of the basin, and when the timc seemed
right to him, he returned it to the prior and said to him:

‘Father, this is yours: now learn to trust honest men who
never deceive those who trust them but who know how very
well, if they wish, to deceive suspicious men such as yourself.’

And so, for these and many other works, Pietro’s fame
grew so widespread that he was almost forced to go to Siena,
where in San Francesco he painted a large panel which was
considered very handsome, while in Sant’Agostino he did
another one containing a Crucifixion with some saints.* And
shortly after this, in the church of San Gallo in Florence, he
executed a panel of Saint Jerome in Penitence which is found
today in San Jacopo tra Fossi, where the previously mentioned
friars live near the corner of the Alberti family. He was
commissioned to do a Dead Christ with Saint John and the
Madonna above the stairway of the side-door to San Pietro
Maggiore, and he did this in such a way that even though
cxposed to rain and wind, it has been preserved with the same
freshness as if Pietro had just now completed it.* Pietro’s mind
certainly knew how to use colours, both in fresco and in oil,
and as a result all skilled artisans are indebted to him, since
through him they have gained knowledge of the use of light,
which can be seen in all his works.

In the same city in Santa Croce, he executed a Pietd with
a Dead Christ in the Madonna’s arms and two other figures
which are marvellous to behold, not just for their excellence
but, rather, for the way in which the colours painted in fresco
have remained so bright and new. He was commissioned
by Bernardino de’ Rossi, a Florentine citizen, to do a Saint
Sebastian to send to France, and they agreed upon a price of
one hundred gold scudi; Bermardino then sold this painting
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to the King of France for four hundred gold ducats. At
Vallombrosa, he painted a panel for the main altar,* and in the
Certosa of Pavia, he did a similar panel for those friars.* For
Cardinal Caraffa of Naples, he painted an Assumption of Qur
Lady, with the Apostles standing in wonder around Her
tomb, for the main altar of the bishop’s palace.* And for
Abbot Simone de’ Graziani of Borgo San Sepolcro, he painted
a large panel in Florence which was then at enormous expense
carried to San Gilio in Borgo on the shoulders of porters.* He
sent a panel with some standing figures and a Madonna in
Glory to the church of San Giovanni in Bologna *

Thus, Pietro’s fame spread throughout Italy and abroad to
such an extent that, to his great honour, he was brought to
Rome by Pope Sixtus IV to work on the [Sistine] chapel
along with other skilled artisans; there in the company of
Don Bartolomeo dclla Gatta, the abbot of San Clemente in
Arezzo,* he painted the scene showing Christ giving the keys
to Saint Peter, as well as the Birth and Baptism of Christ* and
the Birth of Moses, when he is discovered in the little basket
by Pharaoh’s daughter. And on the same wall where the altar
is, he painted a mural painting depicting the Assumption of
the Virgin with a portrait of Pope Sixtus kneeling. But these
works were torn down* to executc the wall of the divine
Michelangelo’s Last Judgement in the time of Pope Paul I1I. In
a vault in the Borgia Tower of the pope’s palace, he painted
several scenes from the life of Christ with some foliage in
chiaroscuro which in his time gained extraordinary renown
for its excellence.* Likewise, for the church of San Marco in
Rome, he painted a scene of two martyrs next to the Sacra-
ment, one of the better works he executed in that city.* For
Sciarra Colonna he also painted a loggia and other rooms in
the Palace of the Sant’Apostolo.

These works put an enormous amount of money into his
hands; as a result, he decided to remain no longer in Rome,
and, departing with the blessing of the entire court, he
returned to his native city of Perugia. There, he completed
panel paintings and frescos for many locations in the city,
most particularly an oil painting for the chapel in the palace of
the Signori containing Our Lady and other saints.* At San
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Francesco del Monte, he painted two chapels in fresco: one
contained the story of the Magi who are going to present gifts
to Christ, and the other the martyrdom of some Franciscan
friars who were murdered as they were going to visit the
sultan of Babylon. In the convent of San Francesco, he also
painted two panels in oil, one representing the Resurrection of
Christ,* and the other Saint John the Baptist and other saints.*
Likewise, in the Servite church, he completed two panels, one
containing the Transfiguration of Our Lord and the other,
which is next to the sacristy, the story of the Magi, but since
these paintings are not of the same good quality as other
works by Pietro, it is certain that they are among the first
works he executed.* In San Lorenzo, the Duomo of Perugia,
there are pictures by Pietro of Our Lady, Saint John, the other
Maries, Saint Laurence, Saint James, and other saints in the
Chapel of the Crucifixion. He also painted a Marriage of the
Virgin for the Altar of the Holy Sacrament, wherc the ring
with which the Virgin Mary was married is preserved.*

Afterwards, he frescoed the entirc audience chamber of
the Cambio—that is: in the compartments of the vaulting,
the seven planets drawn upon chariots by various kinds of
animals, according to the old style; on the wall facing the
entrance, the Nativity and Resurrection of Christ; and in a
panel painting, a Saint John the Baptist surrounded by other
saints. Then on the side walls, he painted in his own style
the figures of Fabius Maximus, Socratcs, Numa Pompilius,
Fulvius Camillus, Pythagoras, Trajan, L. Sicinius, Leonidas
the Spartan, Horatius Cocles, Fabius Sempronius, Pericles the
Athenian, and Cincinnatus. On the other wall, the portrayed
the prophets Isaiah, Moses, Daniel, David, Jeremiah, and
Solomon, as well as the Erythrean, Libyan, Tiburtine,
Delphic, and other sibyls. And under each of these figures, in
lieu of a motto, he painted in writing something they uttered
which was appropriate to that place. On the decoration,
he drew a self-portrait (which appears very lifelike), writing
these lines under his name:

Even if the craft of painting had been lost, here by the distinguished
Pietro of Perugia it was restored; had it been invented nowhere else,
Pietro would have done so. In the year of Our Lord 1500.

L.0.T.A. - 13
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This work, which was extremely beautiful and praised more
lavishly than any other Pietro had completed in Perugia, is
today held in esteem by the citizens of that town in memory
of this praiseworthy artisan from their native city.*

Later, Pietro executed a large, free-standing panel sur-
rounded by a rich decorative frame for the main chapel of
the church of Sant’Agostino with Saint John baptizing Christ
on the front, and, on the back, that is, on the side facing the
choir, the Nativity of Christ with some saints in the upper
parts; the predella contained many scenes with small figures
painted with great care.* And in the same church, for
Messer Benedetto Calera, he did a panel in the Chapel of San
Niccold.* After returning to Florence, he did a panel depicting
Saint Bernard for the monks of Cestello, and in the chapter
house he painted the Crucifixion, OQur Lady, Saint Benedict,
Saint Bernard, and Saint John.* And for San Domenico in
Fiesole, in the second chapel on the right-hand side, he
completed a panel containing Our Lady and three figures,
among them a Saint Sebastian which has been very highly
praised.*

Pietro had worked so hard and always had such an abund-
ance of paintings to complete that he quite often placed the
same details in his pictures. He thus reduced the theory of his
craft to such a fixed style that he executed all his figures with
the same expression. And since Michelangelo had already
arisen in his day, Pietro had a strong desire to see his figures
because of their fame among the other artisans. And seeing
that the greatness of his own reputation, which he had
acquired entirely because of his very promising beginnings,
was being overshadowed, he constantly tried to use sarcastic
remarks to insult those who were working [in this manner].
Because of this, he richly deserved it not only when the
other artisans made ugly remarks to him, but also when
Michelangelo said to him in public that he was clumsy in his
trade. Since Pietro was unable to tolerate such slander, both
men appeared before the Tribunal of Eight, where Pietro
came away with very little honour left.

In the meanwhile, the Servite friars in Florence wished to
have the panel of their main altar executed by some famous
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person, and since Leonardo da Vinci had left for France, they
gave the project to Filippino [Lippi] who, after doing half of
one of the two panels for this altar, passed away to another
life. As a result, the friars commissioned the entire project to
Pietro because of their faith in him.* In the pancl where he
had been painting the Deposition of Christ from the Cross,
Filippino had completed the figure of Nicodemus who is
taking Him down, and Pietro continued below with the
swooning of Our Lady and some other figures. Since this
work included two panels—one turned toward the friars’
choir and the other towards the body of the church—the
Deposition was supposed to face towards the choir and the
Assumption of Our Lady towards the front, but Pietro
painted it in such a commonplace fashion that the Deposition
was placed in front and the Assumption on the side facing the
choir. In order to erect the tabernacle of the Holy Sacrament,
both these two panels have now been taken away and placed
upon certain other altars in the church, and, from the entire
work, there remain only six pictures containing some saints
that Pietro painted inside certain niches. It is said that when
this work was uncovered, it was very harshly attacked by all
the young artisans, most especially because Pietro had re-used
figures which he had placed in his works on other occasions,
and even his own friends, questioning him, said that he had
not taken sufficient pains and had ncglected the good method
of working, either out of avarice or out of a desire to save
time. To these remarks, Pietro responded:

‘In this picture, I have put figures which on other occasions
were praised by all of you and which pleased you beyond
measure. If now you don’t like them and don’t praise them,
what can I do?’

But these harsh people kept on bombarding Pietro with
sonnets and public abuse. As a result, Pictro, already an old
man, left Florence and returned to Perugia where he executed

several works in fresco for the church of San Severo, a monas-
tery of the Camaldolite Order, where Raphacl of Urbmo (asI
shall discuss in his life), while still a2 young man and Pietro’s
pupil, had executed some of the figures.* Pietro also worked
at Montone, at La Fratta, and in many other places in the



266 PERUGINO

Perugian countryside, and especially in Assisi at Santa Maria
degli Angeli where, on the wall at the back of the Chapel of
the Madonna facing the monks’ choir, he painted a Christ on
the Cross with numerous figures. And in the church of San
Piero, the abbey of the Black Friars in Perugia, he painted an
Ascension with the Apostles below looking towards Heaven
on a large panel for the main altar.* The predella of this panel
contains three scenes worked with great care: that is, the story
of the Magi, the Baptism of Christ, and the Resurrection.*
The entire work is obviously filled with such fine efforts that it
is the best of the paintings done in oil by Pietro in Perugia. He
also began a work in fresco of no little importance at Castello
della Pieve but did not finish it.

Since Pietro trusted no one, he used to come and go
between Castello and Perugia, always carrying on his person
all the money he possessed; and so some men waited for him
at a pass and robbed him, but, after much pleading, they
spared his life for the sake of God. Afterwards, employing
various means and friends, of which he had a great many, he
recovered a large part of the money which had been taken
from him. But, he was, none the less, close to death out of
grief.

Pietro was a person of very little religion, and no one could
ever make him believe in the immortality of the soul. On the
contrary, with words suitable to that rock-hard brain of his,
he most obstinately rejected every good reason. He placed
all his hopes in the gifts of Fortune, and he would have struck
any cvil bargain for money. He earned great wealth, and in
Florence he built and bought houses, while in Perugia and
Castello della Pieve, he acquired a great deal of real estate. He
took as his wife a very beautiful young woman and had a
number of children by her, and he took great delight in the
fact that she wore, both inside and outside the home, charming
head-dresses which, it is said, Pietro himself often arranged
for her. Having finally reached old age, he finished his life’s
journey at the age of seventy-cight in Castello della Pieve,
where he was honourably buried in the year 1524.*

Pietro trained many masters in his style, and one of them
was truly most excellent, who, after devoting himself com-
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pletely to the honourable study of painting, surpassed his
master by far. This man was the miraculous Raphael Sanzio
of Urbino, who worked with Pietro for many years in the
company of Giovanni de’ Santi, his father. Pinturicchio, the
painter from Perugia, as is related in his life, was also his
student and always adhered to Pietro’s style. ... *

But none of his many pupils ever equalled cither Pietro’s
diligence or the grace with which he used colours in his own
personal style, which was so pleasing during his day that many
artisans from France, Spain, Germany, and other countries
came to learn it. And, as we mentioned, many people traded
in his works and sent them to various places before the appear-
ance of the style of Michelangelo, who demonstrated the true
and good path to these arts and has brought them to the per-
fection which will be observed in the following third part [of
these lives]. In that section, we shall discuss the excellence and
the perfection of art and shall prove to artisans that whoever
works constantly, without indulging in fantasies or caprices,
will leave behind works and acquire a good name, wealth, and
friends.

THE END OF THE LIFE OF PIETRO PERUGINO,
PAINTER



The Life of Luca Signorelli of Cortona, Painter
[c.1441-1523]

Luca Signorelli, an excellent painter about whom, following
chronological order, we must now speak, was more famous
in his day, and his works were held in higher estccm, than
any other previous artist no matter the period, because in the
pictures he painted, he demonstrated how to execute nude
figures and how, although only with skill and great difficulty,
they could be made to seem alive. He was the dependant and
pupil of Piero della Francesca,* and in his youth he tried very
hard to imitate his master and even to surpass him. While he
worked in Arczzo with Piero, Luca went to live with his uncle
Lazzaro Vasari* and, as was mentioned, he imitated the said
Piero’s manner in such a way that it was almost impossible to
distinguish one from the other.

Luca’s first works were in San Lorenzo d’Arezzo where,
in the year 1472, he painted the Chapel of Saint Barbara in
fresco, while for the Confraternity of Saint Catherine he
painted in oil on canvas the sign carried in processions, along
with a similar banner for the Confraternity of the Trinity,
which seems more like a work by Piero than one by Luca. For
Sant’Agostino, he did a panel depicting Saint Nicholas of
Tolentino, containing beautiful little scenes, executed by him
with good design and invention. And in the same town, for
the Chapel of the Holy Sacrament, he painted two angels in
fresco.

In the church of San Francesco for the Chapel of the Accolt,
he executed a panel painting for Messer Francesco,* a doctor
of law, in which he portrayed this Messer Francesco and some
of his relatives; the work contains a remarkable Saint Michael
who is weighing souls, and the splendour of the armour, the
reflections of the light, and indeed the whole work, particu-
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larly demonstrates Luca’s understanding of his art. In Saint
Michael’s hands Luca placed a pair of scales with beautifully
foreshortened nude figures, one of which goes up while the
other goes down. Among the other ingenious details in this
picture is a nude figure most cleverly transformed into a devil
while a green lizard licks the blood flowing from his wound.
Besides this, there is also a Madonna and Child, along with
Saint Stephen, Saint Laurence, Saint Catherine, and two
angels playing respectively a lute and a small rebec, and all
these figures are so well dressed and adorned that it 1s amazing,
but what is even more astonishing is the predella full of little
figures treating the deeds of Saint Catherine.

Luca painted many works in Perugia, and among them he
did a panel in the Duomo for Messer Jacopo Vannucci, a
citizen of Cortona and bishop of that city; in it, he represented
Our Lady, Saint Onuphrius, Saint Hercullan, Saint John the
Baptist, and Saint Stephen, as well as a very beautiful angel
tuning a lute.* At Volterra, he painted a fresco over the altar
of a confraternity in the church of San Francesco representing
the Circumcision of Our Lord, which is considered beautiful
and a marvel, although the child in the painting has suffered
from the humidity and the restoration by II Sodoma is much
less beautiful than the original.* To tell the truth, it would
sometimes be better to leave the works done by excellent men
half ruined rather than to have them retouched by those who
are less knowledgeable. In Sant’Agostino in the same city,
Luca executed in tempera a panel painting along with a
predella containing small figures and scenes from the Passion
of Christ, a work that is considered extraordinarily beautiful.*
For the rulers at Monte a Santa Maria, he painted a pancl of a
Dead Christ, while in Citta di Castello in San Francesco, he
did a Nativity;* and in San Domenico he did another panel
with a Saint Sebastian.* For the Franciscans in his home town
of Cortona, he completed a Dead Christ at Santa Margherita,
one of his most unusual paintings.* And for the Confraternity
of Jesus in the same city, he did three panels, including the
marvellous one upon the main altar which shows Christ
taking Communion with the Apostles while Judas places
the Host in his purse.* And in the parish church, today the
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bishop’s palace, he painted in fresco several life-size prophets
in the Chapel of the Holy Sacrament; around the tabernacle
there are some angels who are opening a pavilion, with a Saint
Jerome and a Saint Thomas Aquinas on each side. For the
main altar of this same church, he painted a very beautiful
panel of the Assumption;* he also designed its main window,
which was later executed by Stagio Sassoli d’Arezzo.*

In Castiglione Aretino, Luca did a Dead Christ with the
two Maries above the Chapel of the Holy Sacrament.* And in
San Francesco di Lucignano, he painted the doors of a cabinet
inside which there is a coral tree with a cross at its summit. For
Sant’Agostino in Siena, he completed a panel in the Chapel
of San Cristofano containing several saints which surround a
figure of Saint Christopher in relief. Having gone to Florence
from Siena to see works by masters then alive, as well as those
of the past, he painted a number of nudes upon a canvas for
Lorenzo de” Medici which were highly praised,* and a picture
of Our Lady with two small prophets done in ferretta which
is now to be found at Duke Cosimo’s villa in Castello;*
and he gave both works to Lorenzo, who never wanted to be
surpassed by anyonc in generosity or magnificence. Then he
painted a very beautiful tondo of Our Lady which is located in
the audience chamber of the leaders of the Guelph party.*
At Chiusuri in the Sienese countryside, the main location
of the monks of Monte Oliveto, he painted eleven stories
from the life and deeds of Saint Benedict around one sidc of
the cloister.* And from Cortona he sent some of his works to
Montepulciano, to Foiano (the panel on the main altar of the
parish church*), and to other places in the Valdichiana. In the
main church of the Madonna in Orvieto, he himself painted
the chapel which Fra Giovanni da Fiesole had already begun;
there he executed all the scencs of the end of the world with
bizarre and fanciful inventions—angels, demons, ruins, earth-
quakes, fires, miracles of the Antichrist, and many other sim-
ilar details besides these, including nudes, foreshortenings,
and many beautiful figures—imagining to himself the terror
which will exist on that last dreadful day.* With this work,
Luca encouraged all those painters following him who came
to find the difficulties of his style more manageable. And so, [
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am not amazed that Luca’s works were always highly praised
by Michelangelo, who, in his own Last Judgement for the
[Sistine] chapel, kindly borrowed some of Luca’s inventions,
such as angels, demons, the order of the hcavens, and other
details in which Michelangelo imitated Luca’s approach, as
everyone can see.* In this work, Luca drew his own por-
trait and those of many of his friends: Niccolo, Paolo, and
Vitellozzo Vitelli; Giovan Paolo and Orazio Baglioni; and
many others whose names are not known.*

In the sacristy of Santa Maria di Loreto, Luca painted in
fresco figures of the Four Evangelists, the Four Doctors of the
Church, and other saints, which are very beautiful, and he was
very generously rewarded for this work by Pope Sixtus IV.* It
is said that when his much beloved son, who was cxtremely
handsome in face and figure, was killed in Cortona, even as he
grieved, Luca had the body stripped, and with the greatest
constancy of heart, without crying or shedding a tear, he drew
his portrait so that he could always see whenever he desired,
through the work of his own hands, what Nature had given
him and inimical Fortune had taken away. Then Luca was
summoned by the same Pope Sixtus to work in the [Sistine]
chapel of his palace, and in competition with many other
painters, he painted two scenes there which were considered
the best among many. One represents the testament of Moscs
to the Hebrew people after seeing the Promised Land, and the
other his death.* Finally, after having complcted paintings for
almost all the rulers of Italy and having already grown old,
Luca returned to Cortona, where during his last years he
worked more for pleasure than for any other reason like a man
who, accustomed to toil, is unable or unwilling to remain idle.
Thus, in his old age he executed a panel for the nuns of Santa
Margherita d’Arezzo and another for the Confraternity of
Saint Jerome, part of which was paid for by Messer Niccolo
Gamurrini—doctor of law and judge in the Rota.* An actual
portrait of Messer Gamurrini is drawn in this latter panel
and shows him kneeling before the Madonna, to Whom he
is presented by a figurc of Saint Nicholas who appears in
this panel. Also included are figures of Saints Donatus and
Stephen, with a nude Saint Jerome below them, and a David
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singing from a Psalter. There are also two prophets who,
judging by the papal letters they hold in their hands, are
discussing the Conception. This work was carried from
Cortona to Arezzo on the shoulders of the members of this
confraternity, and Luca, old as he was, wanted to come to set
it up as well as to see his friends and relatives again. He stayed
in the Vasari home, and since I was a child of eight years of
age, I still remember this good old man, who was gracious and
refined in every way. When he learned from the master who
taught me my first letters that in school I applied myself to
nothing but drawing figures, I remember, let me say, that
Luca turned to my father Antonio and said to him:

‘Antonio, have little Giorgio learn to draw at any rate so
that he will not get even worse, since this art, even if he
applied himself to his literary studies, cannot fail to provide
him with the same profit, honour, and delight it has provided
to all worthy men.’

Then, tuming to me as I stood before him, he said: ‘Learn,
little cousin, learn.’

He said many other things about me which I shall not men-
tion, since I recognize that I have not fully confirmed the
opinion this good old man had of me. Since he understood
{which was the case) that I lost a great deal of blood at that age
from nosebleeds, which sometimes left me half dead, he him-
self placed a jasper on my neck with the greatest tenderness.
This memory of Luca will be forever fixed in my mind.

After he had set up this panel painting, he returned to
Cortona, accompanied much of the way by many citizens,
friends, and relatives, since, as his talent deserved, he always
lived more like a lord or an honoured gentleman than as a
painter. During the same period, Benedetto Caporali, the
painter from Perugia, had built a palace half a mile outside the
city for Silvio Passerini, the Cardinal of Cortona; the cardinal
wanted Caporali, who took great pleasure in architecture and
had just written a commentary on Vitruvius, to decorate
almost the entire palace. Thus Benedetto set to work with the
help of Maso Papacello of Cortona, a pupil of his who had
also learned a great deal from Giulio Romano (as will be dis-
cussed later) and from Tommaso and other pupils and appren-
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tices, and Benedetto never stopped until he had decorated
practically the entire palace in fresco. But since the cardinal
also wanted to have some paintings by Luca there, Luca—so
old and hindered by paralysis—painted in fresco upon the wall
of the altar in the chapel of this palace the occasion when Saint
John the Baptist baptizes the Saviour, but he was unable
to finish it completely, for while he was working he died at
the advanced age of eighty-two.*

Luca was a person of the most admirable habits, sincere and
loving with his friends, amiable and plcasant in conversation
with everyone, and, above all, courteous to anyone who
needed his work and kind in teaching his pupils. He lived
splendidly and enjoyed dressing well. Because of these good
qualities, he was always greatly revered in his native town and
abroad.

Thus, with the end of this man’s life, which came in 1521, *
we bring to an end the second part of these lives, concluding
with Luca as the man who, by mecans of the fundamentals
of design, especially those of his nudes, and by means of his
graceful invention and the composition of his scenes, opened
the way to the ultimate perfection of art for the majority of
the artisans whom we shall discuss from here on, and who, in
following, were able to give it the finishing touches.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF LUCA SIGNORELLI, PAINTER

THE END OF THE SECOND PART OF THE WORK
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Preface to Part Three

Those excellent masters we have described up to this point in
the Second Part of these Lives truly made great advances in
the arts of architecture, painting, and sculpture, adding to the
accomplishments of the early artists rule, order, proportion,
design, and style, and if they were not perfect in cvery way,
they drew so near to the truth that artists in the third group,
whom we shall now discuss, were able, through that illu-
mination, to rise up and reach complete perfection, the proof
of which we have in the finest and most cclebrated modern
works. But to clarify the quality of the improvements that
these artists made, it will not be out of place to explain briefly
the five qualities I mentioned above and to discuss succinctly
the origins of that true goodness which has surpassed that
of the ancient world and rendered the modern age so glorious.

In architecture, rule is, then, the method of measuring an-
cient monuments and following the plans of ancient structures
in modern buildings. Order is the distinction between one
type and another, so that each body has the appropriate parts
and there is no confusion between Doric, Ionic, Corinthian,
and Tuscan orders. Proportion in architecture as well as sculp-
ture is universally considered to be the making of bodies with
straight, properly aligned figures, and similarly arranged parts,
and the same is true in painting. Design is the imitation of the
most beautiful things in Nature in all forms, both in sculpture
and in painting, and this quality depends upon having the
hand and the skill to transfer with great accuracy and precision
everything the eye sees to a plan or drawing or to a sheet of
paper, a panel, or another flat surface, and the same is true for
relief in sculpture. And then the most beautiful style comes
from constantly copying the most beautiful things, combining
the most beautiful hands, heads, bodies, or legs together to
create from all these beautiful qualities the most perfect figure
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possible, and using it as a model for all the figures in cach of
one’s works; and on account of this, it is said to be beautiful
style.

Neither Giotto nor those early artisans did this, even though
they had discovered the principles underlying all such diffi-
culties and had resolved them superficially, as in the case of
drawing, which became more lifelike than it had been before
and more true to Nature, and in the blending of colours and
the composition of the figures in scenes, and in many other
things, about which enough has already been said. And
although the artists of the second period made extraordinary
efforts in these crafts in all the areas mentioned above, they
were not, however, sufficient to achieve complete perfection.
They still lacked, within the boundaries of the rules, a free-
dom which—not being part of the rules—was nevertheless
ordained by the rules and which could coexist with order
without causing confusion or spoiling it; and this freedom
required copious invention in every particular and a certain
beauty even in the smallest details which could demonstrate all
of this order with more decoration. In proportion, they lacked
good judgement which, without measuring the figures, would
bestow upon them, no matter what their dimensions, a grace
that goes beyond proportion. In design they did not reach the
ultimate goal, for even when they made a rounded arm or a
straight leg, they had not fully examined how to depict the
muscles with that soft and graceful facility which is partially
seen and partially concealed in the flesh of living things, and
their figures were crude and clumsy, offensive to the eye and
harsh in style. Moreover, they lacked a lightness in touch in
making all their figures slender and graceful, especially those
of women and children, whose bodies should be as natural as
those of men but yet possess a volume and softness which are
produced by design and good judgement rather than by the
awkward example of real bodies. They also lacked an abund-
ance of beautiful costumes, variety in imaginative details,
charm in their colours, diversity in their buildings, and dis-
tance and variety in their landscapes.

And although many of these men, like Andrea Verrocchio,
Antonio del Pollaiuolo, and many other more recent artists,
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began by seeking to make their figures more studied and to
display in them a greater sense of design along with the kind
of imitation that would achieve a greater similarity to natural
objects, they did not attain that level of perfection which
displays even greater confidence. However, they were moving
in the right direction, and their works might well have been
praised in comparison with the works of the ancients. This
was evident in Verrocchio’s efforts to repair the legs and arms
of the marble Marsyas at the home of the Medici in Florence,
which still lacks a refined and absolute perfection in its feet,
hands, hair, and beard, even if everything was done according
to antique style and possessed a certain proper proportion in
its measurcments. If these artisans had mastered the details of
refinement which constitute the perfection and the flower of
art, they would have created a robust boldness in their works
and would have achieved the delicacy, polish, and extreme
grace they do not possess, despite the diligent efforts which
endow beautiful figures, either in relief or in painting, with
the essential clements of art. They could not quickly achieve
the finish and certainty they lacked, since study produces a
dryness of style when it is pursued in this way as an end in
itself.

The artisans who followed them succeeded after seeing the
excavation of some of the most famous antiquities mentioned
by Pliny: the Laocoon, the Hercules, the great torso of Bel-
vedere, the Venus, the Cleopatra, the Apollo, and countless
others, which cxhibit in their softness and harshness the
expressions of real flesh copied from the most beautiful details
of living models and endowed with certain movements which
do not distort them but lend them motion and the utmost
grace. And these statues caused the disappearance of a certain
dry, crude, and clear-cut style which was bequeathed to this
craft through excessive study by 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. All these artisans made every effort, secking to
achieve the impossible in art with their labours, and especially
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in their displeasing foreshortenings and perspectives, which
were as difficult to cxecute as they are unpleasant to look at.
And while the majority of them were well drawn and free
from error, they were nevertheless completely lacking in any
hint of the liveliness and softness of the harmonious colours
that Francia of Bologna and Pietro Perugino first began to
display in their works. And the people ran like madmen to sec
this new and more realistic beauty, absolutely convinced that
it could never be improved upon.

But their mistakes were later clearly demonstrated by the
works of Leonardo de Vinci, who initiated the third style
which we call modern; besides his bold and powerful design
and his extremely subtle imitation of all the details of Nature,
exactly as they are, his work displayed a good understanding
of rule, better order, correct proportion, perfect design, and
divine grace. Abounding in resources and most knowledge-
able in the arts, Leonardo truly made his figures move and
breathe. Following after him somewhat later was Giorgione of
Castelfranco, whose pictures possessed a delicacy of shading
and a formidable sense of motion through his use of the depth
of shadows, which he well understood. Fra Bartolomeo of
San Marco was by no means less skilful in giving to his own
paintings a strength, relief, softness, and grace in colour. But
the most graceful of all was Raphael of Urbino, who studied
the efforts of both ancient and modern masters, taking the
best elements from them all; and, by assimilating them, he
enriched the art of painting with the kind of complete perfec-
tion reflected in the ancient works of Apelles and Zeuxis and
perhaps even surpassed them, if it were possible to claim that
his work equalled theirs. His colours trtumphed over those of
Nature herself, and anyone who looks at his works can see that
invention was effortless and natural to him, because his scenes,
which resemble stories in writing, show us similar sites and
buildings, and the faces and clothing of our own peoples as
well as those of foreigners, just as Raphael wished to depict
them. Besides the graceful quality of the heads in his young
men, old men, and women, he carcfully represented the mod-
est with modesty, the wanton with lustfulness, and his chil-
dren now with mischief in their eyes and now in playful poses.
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And in the same way, the folds of his draperies were ncither
too simple nor too elaborate but had a very realistic appearance.

Andrea del Sarto followed his use of this style, but with
a softer and less bold colouring; it can be said of him that he
was a rare artisan, since his works were without mistakes. It
is impossible to describe the extremely delicate vitality that
Antonio da Correggio achieved in his works, for he painted
hair in a new style which, unlike the refined one used by
the artisans before him, was exacting, well-defined, and un-
adorned rather than soft and downy; the ease with which he
painted enabled him to distinguish the strands of hair so that
they seemed like gold and even more beautiful than natural
hair, which was surpassed by his use of colour.

Francesco Mazzola Parmigiano created similar effects and
in many details the grace, decoration, and beauty of his style
surpassed even Corrcggio, as is evident in many of his paint-
ings, which are full of smiling faces, the most expressive eyes,
and even the beatings of the pulse, all depicted in whatever
way it suited him. But anyone who will examine the wall
paintings of Polidoro [da Caravaggio] and Muturino will see
figures performing incredible exploits and will be amazed by
their ability to create with the brush rather than the tongue
(which is easy) formidably inventive scenes in their works
which reveal their great knowledge and skill and represent the
deeds of the Romans as they actually were. And how many
artisans, now dead, were therc who brought their figures to
life with their colours? Like Rosso [Fiorentino], Fra Sebastiano
[del Piombo], Giulio Romano, Perin del Vaga, not to men-
tion numerous living artisans who arc themselves well known.

But what matters most* is that the artisans of today
have made their craft so perfect and so easy for anyonc who
possesses a proper sense of design, invention, and colouring
that whereas previously our older masters could produce onc
panel in six years, the masters of today can produce six of
them in a year. And I bear witness to this both from personal
observation and from practice; and these works are obviously
much more finished and perfect than those of the other reput-
able masters who worked before them.

But the man who wins the palm among artists both living
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and dead, who transcends and surpasses them all, is the divine
Michelangelo Buonarroti, who reigns supreme not merely in
one of these arts but in all three at once. This man surpasscs
and triumphs over not only all those artists who have almost
surpassed Nature but even those most celebrated ancient artists
themselves, who beyond all doubt surpassed Nature: and alone
he has triumphed over ancient artists, modern artists, and even
Nature herself, without ever imagining anything so strange or
so difficult that he could not surpass it by far with the power
of his most divine genius through his diligence, sense of
design, artistry, judgement, and grace. And not only in paint-
ing and colouring, categories which include all the shapes and
bodies, straight and curved, tangible and intangible, visible
and invisible, but also in bodics completely in the round; and
through the point of his chisel and his untiring labour, this
beautiful and fruitful plant has already spread so many hon-
ourable branches that they have not only filled the entire
world in such an unaccustomed fashion with the most luscious
fruits possible, but they have also brought these three most
noble arts to their final stage of development with such won-
drous perfection that one might well and safely declare that his
statues are, in every rcspect, much more beautiful than those
of the ancients. When the heads, hands, arms, and feet they
created are compared to those he fashioned, it is obvious his
works contain a more solid foundation, a more complete
grace, and a much more absolute perfection, executed at a cer-
tain level of difficulty rendered so easily in his style that it
would never be possible to sce anything better. The samc
things can be said of his paintings. If it were possible to place
any of them beside the most famous Greek or Roman paint-
ings, they would be held in even greater esteem and more
highly honoured than his sculptures, which appear superior to
all those of the ancients.

But if we have admired those most celebrated artists who,
inspired by excessive rewards and great happiness, have given
life to their works, how much more should we admire and
praise to the skies those even rarer geniuses who, living not
only without rewards but in a miserable state of poverty,
produced such precious fruits? It may be believed and there-
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forc affirmed that, if just remuneration existed in our century,
even greater and better works than the ancients ever executed
would, without a doubt, he created. But being forced to
struggle more with Hunger than with Fame, impoverished
geniuses are buried and unable to earn a reputation (which is a
shame and a disgrace for those who might be able to help
them but take no carc to do so). And that is enough said on
this subject, since it is now time to return to the Lives and to
treat scparately all thosc who have executed celebrated works
in this third style: the first of these was Leonardo da Vindi,

with whom we shall now begin.

THE END OF THE PREFACE

L.0.T.A. - 14



The Life of Leonardo da Vinci,
Florentine Painter and Sculptor

[1452-1519]

The greatest gifts often rain down upon human bodies
through celestial influences as a natural process, and sometimes
in a supernatural fashion a single body is lavishly supplied with
such beauty, grace, and ability that wherever the individual
turns, each of his actions is so divine that he leaves behind
all other men and clearly makes himself known as a genius
endowed by God (which he is) rather than created by human
artifice. Men saw this in Leonardo da Vinci, who displayed
great physical beauty (which has never been sufficiently
praised), a more than infinite grace in every action, and an
ability so fit and so vast that wherever his mind turned to diffi-
cult tasks, he resolved them completely with ease. His great
personal strength was joined to dexterity, and his spirit and
courage were always regal and magnanimous. And the fame
of his name spread so widely that not only was he held in high
esteem in his own times, but his fame increased even more
after his death.*

Truly wondrous and divine was Leonardo, the son of Piero
da Vinci,* and he would have made great progress in his early
studies of literature if he had not been so unpredictable and
unstable. For he set about learning many things and, once
begun, he would then abandon them. Thus, in the few
months he applied himself to arithmetic, Leonardo made such
progress that he raised continuous doubts and difficultics for
the master who taught him and often confounded him. He
turned to music for a while, and soon he decided to learn to
play the lyre, like one to whom nature had given a naturally
elevated and highly refined spirit, and accompanying himself
on this instrument, he sang divinely without any preparation.
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Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that he worked at so many
different things, he never gave up drawing and working in
relief, pursuits which appealed to him more than any others.
When Ser Piero saw this and considered the level of his son’s
intelligence, he one day took some of Leonardo’s drawings
and brought them to Andrca del Verrocchio, who was a very
good friend of his, and urgently begged him to say whether
Leonardo would profit from studying design.*

Andrea was amazed when he saw Leonardo’s extraordinary
beginnings, and he urged Ser Piero to make Leonardo study
this subject; and so Piero arranged for Leonardo to go to
Andrea’s workshop, something Leonardo did very willingly.
And Leonardo practised not only this profession but all those
in which design played a role.

Possessing so divine and wondrous an intelligence, and
being a very fine geometrician, Leonardo not only worked in
sculpture but in architecture. In his youth, he made in clay the
heads of some women laughing, created through the craft of
plaster-casting, as well as the heads of some children, which
scemed to have issued forth from the hand of a master; in
architecture, he made many drawings of both ground-plans
and other structures, and he was the first, even though a
young man, to discuss making the River Arno a canal from
Pisa to Florence.* He drew plans for mills, fulling machines,
and implements that could be driven by water-power; and
since painting was to be his profession, he carefully studied his
craft by drawing from life, and sometimes by tashioning
models or clay figures, which he covered with soft rags dipped
in plaster and then patiently sketched upon very thin canvases
of Rheims linen or used linen, working in black and white
with the tip of his brush—marvellous things indeed, as is
demonstrated by some of the examples I have from his own
hand in our book of drawings. Besides this, he drew so care-
fully and so well on paper that no onc has ever matched the
delicacy of his style, and I have a head from these sketches in
chiaroscuro which is divine. There was infused in this genius
so much divine grace, so formidable and harmonious a com-
bination of intellect and memory to serve it, as well as so great
an ability to express his ideas through the designs of his hands,
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that he won over with arguments and confounded with
reasonings the boldest minds.

And every day he constructed models and designs showing
how to excavate and bore through mountains with ease in
order to pass from one level to the next, and with the use of
levers, winches, and hoists, he showed how to lift and pull
heavy weights, as well as methods for emptying out harbours
and pumps for removing water from great depths; his brain
never stopped imagining such things, and many sketches for
these ideas and projects can be found scattered about among
our profession, a good number of which I myself have seen.*
Besides this, he wasted time in designing a series of knots in a
cord which can be followed from one end to the other, with
the entire cord forming a circular field containing a very diffi-
cult and beautiful engraving with these words in the middle:
Leonardus Vinci Accademia. ¥ Among all these models and de-
signs there was one which on numecrous occasions he showed
to the many intelligent citizens then ruling Florence to demon-
strate how he wanted to raise and place steps under the church
of San Giovanni without destroying it, and he persuaded
them with such sound arguments that they thought it possible,
even though when cach one of them left Leonardo’s company,
each would realize by himself the impossibility of such an
enterprise.

Leonardo was so pleasing in his conversation that he won
everyone’s heart. And although we might say that he owned
nothing and worked very little, he always kept servants and
horses; he took special pleasure in horses as he did in all other
animals, which he treated with the greatest love and patience.
For example, when passing by places where birds were being
sold, he would often take them out of their cages with his own
hands, and after paying the seller the price that was asked of
him, he would set them free in the air, restoring to them the
liberty they had lost. As a result, Nature so favoured him that,
wherever he turned his thought, his mind, and his heart, he
demonstrated such divine inspiration that no one else was ever
equal to him in the perfection, liveliness, vitality, excellence,
and grace of his works.

It is clearly evident that because of Leonardo’s understand-
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ing of art, he began many projects but never finished any of
them, feeling that his hand could not rcach artistic perfection
in the works he conceived, since he cnvisioned such subtle,
marvellous, and difficult problems that his hands, while cx-
tremely skilful, were incapable of ever recalizing them. And his
special interests were so numcrous that his cnquiries into na-
tural phenomena led him to understand the properties of herbs
and to continue his observations of the motions of the heavens,
the course of the moon, and the movements of the sun.*

As mentioned earlier, Leonardo was placed in this pro-
fession by Ser Piero during his youth in the shop of Andrea
del Verrocchio. At the time, Andrea was completing a panel
showing Saint John baptizing Christ in which Leonardo
worked on an angel holding some garments, and although
he was a young boy, he completed the angel in such a way
that Leonardo’s angel was much better than the figures by
Andrea.* This was the rcason why Andrea would never touch
colours again, angered that a young boy understood them
better than he did. Leonardo was then commissioned to do
a cartoon of Adam and Eve as they sinned in the Earthly
Paradise for a door-curtain that was to be made in Flanders of
gold and silken fabric and sent to the King of Portugal; for this
he drew with his brush in chiaroscuro illuminated with white
lead a lush meadow with a number of animals, and it can
truthfully be said that genius could not create anything in the
divine realm equal in precision and naturalness. There is a fig
tree, which besides the foreshortening of its leaves and the
appearance of its branches, is drawn with such love that the
mind is dazzled by the thought that a man could possess such
patience. And there is a date palm the circular crown of which
is worked with a great and marvellous artistry that would be
impossible to achieve without Leonardo’s patience and genius.
The work was carried no further and so, today, the cartoon
1s in Florence in the fortunate house of the Magnificent
Ottaviano de’ Medici, to whom it was presented not long ago
by Leonardo’s uncle.*

It is said that when Ser Piero da Vinci was at his country
villa, he was sought out at home by one of his peasants, who
had with his own hand made a small round shield from the
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wood of a fig tree on the farm which he had cut down, and
who wanted Ser Piero to have it painted in Florence; he was
delighted to do this, since the peasant was very experienced in
catching birds and fish and Ser Piero made great use of him in
these activities. And so he had it taken to Florence, and with-
out saying anything else to Leonardo about whose it was, he
asked him to paint something on it. One day when Leonardo
picked up the shield and saw that it was crooked, badly
worked, and crude, he straightened it over the fire and gave
it—as rough and crude as it was—to a turner who made it
smoother and even. And after he had covered it with gesso
and prepared it in his own manner, he began to think about
what he could paint on it that would terrify anyone who
encountered it and produce the same effect as the head of the
Medusa. Thus, for this purpose, Leonardo carried into a room
of his own, which no one but he himself entered, crawling
reptiles, green lizards, crickets, snakes, butterflies, locusts, bats,
and other strange species of this kind, and by adapting vari-
ous parts of this multitude, he created a most horrible and
frightening monster with poisonous breath that set the air on
fire. And he depicted the monster emerging from a dark and
broken rock, spewing forth poison from its open mouth, fire
from its eyes, and smoke from its nostrils so strangely that it
seemed a monstrous and dreadful thing indeed. And Leonardo
took such pains in creating it that out of the great love he felt
for his profession, he did not smell the overpowering stench
that arose from the dead animals. When the work was finally
completed, it was no longer sought after by either the peasant
or his father, to whom Leonardo announced that as far as he
was concerned, the work was complete, and he could come
to pick it up at his convenience. Therefore, one morning Ser
Piero went to his room for the shield, and when he knocked at
the door, Leonardo opened it to him, asking him to wait for
a moment; and returning inside thc room, he arranged the
shield on his easel in the light and shaded the window to dim
the light, and then he had Ser Picro come inside to see it. At
first glance Ser Piero, who was not thinking about it, was
immediately shaken, not rcalizing that this was the shield, nor
that what he saw drawn there was a painting. And as he
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turned and stepped back, Leonardo stopped him and said:
‘This work has served the purpose for which it was made.
Take it away, then, and carry it home with you, for this was
the intended effect.” Ser Piero thought the work was more
than miraculous, and he lavishly praised Leonardo’s fanciful
invention; later, after quietly purchasing from a pedlar another
shield with a heart pierced by a arrow, he gave that one to the
peasant, who remained grateful to Ser Piero for the rest of his
life. Ser Piero then secretly sold Leonardo’s shield to some
merchants in Florence for onc hundred ducats. And in a short
time the shield fell into the hands of the Duke of Milan, sold
to him by those same merchants for three hundred ducats. .. .*

When Giovan Galeazzo, Duke of Milan, happened to die
and Lodovico Sforza assumed that title, all in the year 1494,*
Leonardo was brought with great ceremony to Milan to play
the lyre for the duke who was very fond of the sound of that
instrument. Leonardo brought with him an instrument he had
made with his own hands largely from silver and shaped in the
form of a horse’s head (a strange and unusual thing) so that the
sound would be more full and resonant, and he thus surpassed
all the other musicians who had gathered there to play.
Besides this, he was the best declaimer of improvised poetry in
his day. When the duke had listened to the admirable argu-
ments of Leonardo, he became so enamoured of his abilities
that it was incredible to behold. And he begged Leonardo to
paint for him an altarpiece containing a Nativity, which was
sent by the duke to the emperor.*

Leonardo then did a Last Supper in Milan for the
Dominican friars at Santa Maria delle Grazie, a most beautiful
and wondrous work in which he depicted the heads of the
Apostles with such majesty and beauty that he left the head of
Christ unfinished, believing that he was incapable of achieving
the celestial divinity the image of Christ required. This work,
left as it was, has always been held in the greatest veneration
by the Milanese and by foreigners as well, for Leonardo had
imagined and succeeded in expressing the suspicion the Apostles
experienced when they sought to discover who would betray
their master. As a result, all their faces show their love, fear,
and indignation, or, rathcr, sorrow, over being unable to
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grasp Christ’s meaning. And this is no less a source of wonder
than the recognition of the contrasting stubbornness, hatred,
and treachery in Judas, without even mentioning the fact that
every small detail in the work reflects incredible care and dili-
gence. Even the fabric of the tablecloth is reproduced so well
that Rheims linen itselt would not appear more rcal.

It is said that the prior of the church entreated Leonardo
with tiresome persistence to complete the work, since it
seemed strange to him to see how Leonardo somctimes passed
half a day at a time lost in thought, and he would have pre-
ferred Leonardo, just like the labourers hoeing in the garden,
never to have laid down his brush.* And as if this was not
enough, he complained to the duke and made such a disturb-
ance that the duke was forced to send for Leonardo and to
question him skilfully about his work, showing with great
civility that he was doing so because of the prior’s insistence.
Leonardo, who knew that the prince possessed a sharp and dis-
cerning intellect, was willing to discuss his work at length
with the duke (something he had never done with the prior);
he talked to him extensively about art and persuaded him that
the greatest geniuses sometimes accomplish more when they
work less, since they are scarching for inventions in their
minds, and forming those perfcct ideas which their hands then
express and reproduce from what they previously conceived
with their intellect. And he added that he still had two heads
to complete: that of Christ, for which he was unwilling to
seek a model on earth and unable to presume that his ima-
gination could conceive of the beauty and celestial grace
required of divinity incarnate. The head of Judas, which caused
him much thought, was also missing, for he did not believe
himself capable of imagining a form to depict the face of a
man who, after receiving so many favours, could have pos-
sessed a mind so wicked that he could have resolved to betray
his Lord and the Creator of the World. Nonc the less, he
would search for a model for this second face, but if in the end
he could not find anything better, there was always the head
of the prior, who was so insistent and indiscreet. This moved
the duke to laughter, and the duke declared that Leonardo was
quite right. And so, the poor confused prior returned to press
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on with the work in the garden and left Leonardo in peace. He
skilfully completed the head of Judas, who seemed the very
image of treachery and inhumanity. That of Christ remained,
as was said, unfinished.

The nobility of this painting, both for its composition and
for the incomparable care with which it was completed,
caused the King of France* to wish to take it back to his king-
dom. As a result, he tried every method to find architects who
might be able to protect it with beams of wood and iron so
that it could safely be carried away, never considering the
expense he might incur, so intensely did he wish to have it.
But since the painting was done on a wall, His Majesty had
to endure his longing for the work, and it was left to the
Milanese. While working on the Last Supper, Leonardo drew
the portrait of Lodovico with his first-born son Massimiliano
on an end wall in the same refectory where there is a Passion
done in the older style, and on the other side, he drew the
Duchess Beatrice with Francesco, his other son (both later
becoming dukes of Milan), and all these portraits are sublime.
While he was attending to this work, Leonardo proposed to
the duke that he should make a bronze horse of astonishing
size to commemorate the image of the duke, his father.* And
Leonardo began the work and carried it out on such a scale
that he could never complete it. There are those who hold
the opinion (human judgements being so various and, often
enough, enviously malicious) that Leonardo (as with some of
his other works) began this project without any intention of
completing it, because its size was so great that casting it all
in one piece obviously involved incredible difficulties, and it
is possible to believe that many people have formed such a
judgement based on the results, since so many of his other
works remained unfinished. But the truth is that Leonardo’s
splendid and exceptional mind was hindered by the fact that
he was too eager and that his constant search to add excellence
to excellence and perfection to perfection was the reason why
his work was slowed by his desire, as our Petrarch declares.*
And to tell the truth, those who saw the large model that
Leonardo fashioned in clay thought they had never seen any-
thing more beautiful or superb, and it lasted until the French,
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who smashed it to pieces, came to Milan with King Louis of
France. Also lost was a small wax model of it which was held
to be perfect, along with a book on the anatomy of horses
drawn by Leonardo for his preparations.* Leonardo then
applied himself, but with even greater care, to the study of hu-
man anatomy, working together with Messer Marc’Antonio
della Torre,* an excellent philosopher, who was then lecturing
in Pavia and writing on the subjcct; he was one of the first (as I
have heard it said) who, with Galen’s teachings, began to
bring honour to medical studies and to shed real light upon
anatomy, which had until that time been shrouded in the
deepest shadows of ignorance. In this work, he was marvel-
lously served by the genius, labour, and hand of Leonardo,
who created a book with red crayon drawings outlined in pen
in which he sketched cadavers he had dissected with his own
hand, depicting them with the greatest care. He drew all the
bony structures, joining them in order to all the nerves and
covering them with the muscles: the first group is attached to
the skeleton, the second holds it firm, and the third makes it
move, and in these drawings he wrote notes in various places
in ugly characters written with the left hand from right to left,
which cannot be understood by anyone who is not used to
reading them, since they cannot be read without a mirror.*
Many of these papers on human anatomy are in the pos-
session of Messer Francesco Melzi, a Milanese gentleman who
in Leonardo’s day was a very handsome boy and much
beloved by him, just as today he is a handsome and courteous
old man who treasures these papers and conserves them along
with a portrait of Leonardo to honour his happy memory.*
And anyone who reads these writings will be amazed by how
clearly this divine spirit discussed art, muscles, nerves, and
veins, taking the greatest pains with every detail. There are
also other writings by Leonardo in the possession of a
Milanese painter,* also written with the left hand from right
to left, which treat painting and methods of drawing and
using colour. Not long ago this man, wishing to print this
work, came to Florence to sec me, and he then took it on to
Rome to do so, but I do not know what happened afterwards.
But to return to Leonardo’s works. During his lifetime the
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king of France came to Milan, and he begged Leonardo to
make something unusual, and so Leonardo made a lion which
walked a few steps before its chest opened, revealing it to be
filled with lilies. In Milan, Leonardo took on as his servant
Salai,* a pleasingly graceful and handsome boy from that
city with beautiful, thick, curly hair which greatly pleased
Leonardo, who taught him many things about painting, and
some of the works attributed to Salai in Milan were retouched
by Leonardo.

After returning to Florence, Leonardo discovercd that the
Servite friars had commissioned Filippino to paint the altar-
piece for the high altar in the Nunziata; this caused Leonardo
to declare that he would have gladly painted a similar work.
Upon hearing this, Filippino, like the gentle-hearted person he
was, withdrew, and so that Leonardo might paint it, the friars
took him into their household, paying the expenses for him
and all his family. And as was his custom, Leonardo kept them
waiting for a long time without ever beginning anything.
Finally he did a cartoon showing Our Lady and Saint Anne
with the figure of Christ, which not only amazed all the
artisans but, once completed and set up in a room, brought
men, women, young and old to see it for two days as if they
were going to a solemn festival in order to gaze upon the
marvels of Leonardo which stupeficd the entire populace. For
in the face of this Madonna all the simplicity and beauty
which can properly shed grace upon Christ’s mother can
be seen, since Leonardo wished to show the modesty and
humility of a virgin delighted to witness the beauty of Her
child, who holds Him tenderly in Her lap, while with a
modest glance downward She notices Saint John as a little
boy who is playing with a lamb, not without a smile from
Saint Anne, overjoyed to see Her earthly progeny become
divine.* Such considerations had their origin in Leonardo’s
intellect and genius. This cartoon, as will be explained, was
subsequently taken to France.

Leonardo made a portrait of Ginevra, the wife of Amerigo
Benci, an extremely beautiful painting, and he abandoned the
work he was doing for the friars, who went back to Filippino,
but Filippino, overcome by decath, was unable to complete it.
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For Francesco del Giocondo, Leonardo undertook the por-
trait of Mona Lisa, his wife, and after working on it for four
years, he left the work unfinished, and it may be found at
Fontainebleau today in the possession of King Francis.* Any-
one wishing to see the degree to which art can imitate Nature
can easily understand this from the head, for here Leonardo
reproduced all the details that can be painted with subtlety.
The eyes have the lustre and moisture always seen in living
people, while around them are the lashes and all the reddish
tones which cannot be produced without the greatest care.
The eyebrows could not be morc natural, for they represent
the way the hair grows in the skin—thicker in some places and
thinner in others, following the pores of the skin. The nose
seems lifelike with its beautiful pink and tender nostrils. The
mouth, with its opening joining the red of the lips to the flesh
of the face, seemed to be real flesh rather than paint. Anyone
who looked very attentively at the hollow of her throat
would see her pulse beating: to tell the truth, it can be said that
portrait was painted in a way that would cause every brave
artist to tremble and fear, whoever he might be. Since Mona
Lisa was very beautiful, Leonardo employed this technique:
while he was painting her portrait, he had musicians who
played or sang and clowns who would always make her
merry in order to drive away her melancholy, which painting
often brings to portraits. And in this portrait by Leonardo,
there is a smile so pleasing that it seems more divine than
human, and it was considered a wondrous thing that it was as
lively as the smile of the living original.

Because of the excellence of his works, the fame of this
divine artisan grew so great that everyone who loved art,
indeed the entire city, wanted him to leave behind some mem-
orial, and they all discussed how to have him do some notable
and great work which would decorate and honour the public
with all the genius, grace, and judgement recognized in
Leonardo’s works. The Gonfaloniere and the most important
citizens carried out the plan, while the Grand Hall of the
Council was being renovated, and its architecture was being
planned with the advice and counsel of Giuliano San Gallo,
Simone Pollaiuolo (called Cronaca), Michclangelo Buonarroti,
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and Baccio d’Agnolo (as will be related in detail in the proper
place).* When this was completed, it was quickly decided by
public decree that Leonardo would be given some beautiful
work to paint, and Lconardo was thus commissioned to do the
hall by Piero Soderini, then Gonfaloniere of Justice. *

Wishing to carry out this task, Leonardo began work on
a cartoon in the Hall of the Pope, a place in Santa Maria
Novella, treating the story of Niccolo Piccinino, a com-
mander of Duke Filippo of Milan, in which he drew a group
of horsemen fighting for a standard, a drawing held to be
most excellent and masterful for its marvellous treatment of
figures in flight. In it, anger, disdain, and vindictiveness are
displayed no less by the horsemen than by their horses, two of
which with forelegs intertwined are battling with their teeth
no less fiercely than their riders are fighting for the standard,
which one of the soldiers has seized. While urging his horse to
flight, using the power of his shoulders, he has turned around
and grasped the staff of the standard, trying to wrench it by
brute force from the hands of four men, while two soldiers
defend it with one hand and try with the other to cut off the
staff with their swords in the air; at the same time, an old
soldier with a red beret, crying out, holds on to the staff with
one hand, and brandishing a curved sword high with the
other, delivers a furious blow to cut off the hands of the two
men who are forcefully gnashing their tceth, attempting to
defend their standard with the most ferocious expressions;
besides all this, there are two foreshortened figures fighting
each other on the ground between the horses’ legs, while a
man lying prone upon the ground has another soldier on top
of him who is raising his arm as high as he can, so that with
even greater force he can plunge his dagger into the throat of
his opponent and end his life, while the man on the ground,
his legs and arms helpless, does everything he can to avoid
death. It would be impossible to express the inventiveness
of Leonardo’s design for the soldiers’ uniforms, which he
sketched in all their variety, or the crests of the helmets and
other ornaments, not to mention the incredible skill he de-
monstrated in the shapes and features of the horses, which
Leonardo, better than any other master, created with their
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boldness, muscles, and graceful beauty. It is said that to draw
the cartoon Leonardo created a most ingenious scaffolding
which rose higher when drawn together and lower when
extended. And imagining that he could paint the walls in oil,
he created a composition so thick for the coating of the walls
that while he continued to paint in the hall, it began to run, so
that he soon abandoned the work, seeing that it was ruined.

Leonardo possessed great courage and was most generous
in every deed. It is said that when he went to the bank for
his salary, which he used to receive every month from
Piero Soderini, the cashier wanted to give him certain rolls of
pennies, and, being unwilling to take them, he remarked: ‘1
am no penny painter!” When he was accused of cheating Piero
Soderini, there arose murmurs about him, and so, with the
assistance of his friends, Leonardo collected the money and
carried it to Piero to pay him back, but Piero did not wish to
accept it.

Leonardo went to Rome with Duke Giuliano de’ Medici
upon the election of Pope Leo X,* who was a great student
of philosophy and most especially of alchemy. In Rome, he
developed a paste out of a certain type of wax and, while he
walked, he made inflatable animals which he blew air into,
making them fly through the air; but when the air ran out,
they fell to the ground. To a very strange lizard, found by the
gardener of the Belvedere, he fastened some wings with a
mixture of quicksilver made from scales scraped from other
lizards, which quivered as it moved by crawling about. After
he had fashioned eyes, a horn, and a beard for it, he tamed the
lizard and kept it in a box, and all the friends to whom he
showed it fled in terror. Often he had the guts of a steer
purged of fat, and they came out so small that they could be
held in the palm of one hand. And he had placed in another
room a pair of smith’s bellows to which he attached one end
of these guts so that by blowing them up he filled the entire
room, which was enormous, so that anyone standing there
would have to move to one corner. Pointing to these trans-
parent forms full of air, Leonardo compared them to talent,
since at first they occupy little space but later come to occupy
a great deal. He created an infinite number of these mad
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inventions and also experiments with mirrors, and he tried out
the strangest methods of discovering oils for painting and
varnishes for preserving the finished works.

At this time, for Messer Baldassarri Turini da Pescia, Leo’s
datary, he painted a small picture of the Madonna with Her
child in Her arms that was done with infinite care and skill.
But either because of a mistake made by whoever prepared
the panel with gesso or because of his many capricious
mixtures of paints and colours, it is now in very bad con-
dition. In another small painting, he did the portrait of a little
boy who is wonderfully beautiful and graceful. And both of
these paintings are now in the hands of Messer Giulio Turini.
It is said of Leonardo that when the pope commissioned a
work from him, he would immediately begin to distil oils and
herbs for the varnish; as a result, the pope exclaimed: ‘Alas,
this man is never going to do anything, for he starts to think
about finishing the work before it is even begun!” There was
great animosity between Leonardo and Michelangelo, and as a
result, Michelangelo left Florence on account of this rivalry,
with Duke Giuliano giving him leave when he was sum-
moned by the pope to discuss the fagade of San Lorenzo.
Hearing of this, Leonardo left Rome and went to France,
where the king, who owned several of his works, was very
fond of him and wanted Leonardo to paint the cartoon of
Saint Anne, but, in his habitual manncr, Leonardo put the
king off with promises.*

When Leonardo finally became old, he lay ill for many
months; and seeing himself near death, he wished to be care-
fully informed about the Catholic faith and about the path of
goodness and the holy Christian religion, and then, with much
lamenting, having confessed and repented, he devoutly desired
to take the most Holy Sacrament out of bed, even though he
could not stand upon his feet and had to be supported by his
friends and servants. The king, who was in the habit of paying
him frequent and affectionate visits, arrived, and, out of re-
spect, Leonardo sat up in bed to tell him about his illness and
its symptoms, declaring, all the same, how much he had
offended God and the men of the world by not having
worked at his art as he should have.* He was then seized by a
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paroxysm, the harbinger of death. Because of this, the king
arose and held his head to help him and to show him favour,
so as to ease his pain, and Leonardo’s most divine spirit, aware
that he could receive no greater honour, expired in the arms of
that king at the age of seventy-five.

The loss of Leonardo saddened beyond all measure every-
one who had known him, for no one ever lived who had
brought such honour to painting. His splendidly handsome
appearance could bring calm to every troubled soul, and his
words could sway the most hardened mind to cither side of a
question. His great physical strength could check any violent
outburst; with his right hand he could bend the iron ring of a
door-knocker or a horseshoe as if it were made of lead. His
generosity was so great that he sheltered and fed all his friends,
rich and poor alike, provided they possessed talent and ability.

By his every action Leonardo adorned and honoured the
meanest and humblest dwelling-place; and with his birth,
Florence truly received the greatest of all gifts, and at his
death, the loss was incalculable. To the art of painting, he
added a kind of shadowing to the method of colouring with
oils which has enabled the moderns to endow their figures
with great energy and relief. He proved himself in sculpture
with the three bronze figures over the north door of San
Giovanni which were executed by Giovan Francesco Rustici
but finished with Leonardo’s advice; they are the most beauti-
ful casts both for their design and for their perfection that have
yet been seen in the modern age. From Leonardo we have a
more perfect understanding of the anatomy of horses and of
men. And because of his many divine qualities, even though
he accomplished more by words than by deeds, his name and
fame will never be extinguished. For this reason, Messer
Giovanbatista Strozzi wrote the following words in his praise:

Alone he vanquished
All others; he vanquished Phidias and Apelles,
And all their victorious band.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF LEONARDO DA VINCI,
FLORENTINE PAINTER AND SCULPTOR



The Life of Giorgione da Castelfranco,
Venetian Painter
[c.1478-1510]

In the same period that Florence was acquiring so much fame
through the works of Leonardo, no small embellishment was
bestowed upon Venice by the talent and excellence of one
of its citizens who surpassed by far the Bellinis,* whom the
Venetians held in such high esteem, as well as every other
artist who had painted in that city up to that time. This was
Giorgio, born in Castelfranco in the province of Treviso in the
year 1478 while the doge was Giovan Mozenigo, the brother
of Doge Piero, and because of his physical features and his
greatness of spirit, he was in time called Giorgione.* Although
Giorgione was a man of the most humble origins, he was,
however, nothing but gentle and well-mannered all his life.
He was brought up in Venice, continuously took delight in
affairs of the heart, and was so greatly pleased by the sound of
the lute that, in his time, he played and sang divinely; he was
for that reason often engaged for various musical events and
gatherings of the nobility.

He studied design and cnjoyed it enormously, and in this
study nature favoured him so strongly that he developed a
passion for beautiful things and did not want to include any-
thing in his work that was not drawn from life. He was so
under nature’s domination and imitated it so well that not
only did he acquire a reputation for having surpassed Gentile
and Giovanni Bellini, but also for rivalling those artists work-
ing in Tuscany who werc the authors of the modern style.
Giorgione had seen some of the things done by Leonardo that,
as has been mentioned, were very subtly shaded off and
darkened, as has been said, through the use of deep shadows.
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And this style pleased him so much that, while he lived, he
always went back to it, imitating it most especially in his oil
paintings. Since he appreciated the good qualities of crafts-
manship, Giorgione always used to pick out the most beautiful
and varied subjects he could find to put in his works. And
nature gave him such a gracious spirit that, in either oil or
fresco, he created living forms and other images so soft, so
harmonious, and so carefully shaded off into the shadows that
many of the most skilful artists of those times agrecd he had
been born to infuse life into his figures and to reproduce the
freshness of living flesh more than any other artist who had
ever painted, not only in Venice but anywhere.

In the beginning Giorgione worked in Venice, where he
painted many Madonnas as well as other living portraits,
which are both very lifelike and beautiful, as can still be seen
in three very beautiful heads he did in oil which arc in the
study of the Most Reverend Grimani, the Patriarch of
Aquileia. One represents David with his hair falling down to
his shoulders, as was customary in those days (and is said to be
Giorgione’s self-portrait), which 1s so animated and full of
colour that it seems to be made of real flesh; the arm in which
David is holding the severed head of Goliath, and his chest,
are covered in armour. The second contains a much larger
portrait, drawn from life, the portrait of a man who is holding
in his hand the red beret of a commander and wearing a
leather collar, with one of thosc cloaks in the antique style
below; this picture is thought to have been painted for an
army general. The third portrait is that of a child, as beauti~
fully cxecuted as it could be, with hair as soft as fleece, which
bears witness to Giorgione’s pre-eminence no less than to the
admiration which the Patriarch, who quite rightly cherished
these works, always felt for his talent.

In Florence, in the home of the sons of Giovanni Borgherini
is a portrait by Giorgione’s own hand of Giovanni as a young
man in Venice, and the painting also includes his tutor; one
could not see two heads with better flesh tones or more beauti-
ful hues in the shadows. In Anton de’ Nobili’s home is another
head of a captain in armour which is very animated and lively
and is said to be one of the captains that Gonsalvo Ferrante
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brought with him to Venice when he visited Doge Agostino
Barberigo; it is said that Giorgione painted the grcat Gonsalvo
in armour at that time, creating a truly exceptional painting
of incomparable beauty, and that Gonsalvo carried it off with
him.* Giorgione painted many other extremely fine portraits
which are scattered throughout Italy in many places, for
example, the portrait of Lionardo Loredano, which Giorgione
painted when he was doge and which made me think I was
seeing that most serene prince alive when I saw it displayed
during a Feast of the Assumption. Besides this, there is one
in Faenza, in the home of Giovanni da Castel Bolognese (an
engraver of cameos and crystal and so forth) that was done for
his father-in-law, a work truly sublime, for its harmonious
and delicate shading of colours seems to be done in relicf
rather than painted.

Giorgione enjoyed painting in fresco, and among the many
works he did he frescoed the entire facade of the Ca’ Soranzo
on the Piazza di San Polo. On it, besides many pictures, scenes,
and other fanciful inventions of his, a picture worked in oil on
the plaster can be seen which has withstood water, sun, and
wind to remain intact up to our own time. Also, there is a pic-
ture of spring, which I find to be one of the most beautiful
things he ever painted in fresco, and it is a great pity that time
has so cruelly damaged it. In my opinion, nothing harms a
fresco more than the sirocco winds, especially near the ocean
where they always cirry a salty moisture with them.

In the year 1504, a terrible fire broke out in Venice in the
Fondaco dei Tedeschi near the Rialto Bridge which destroyed
everything, including the merchandise, and inflicted great
losses on the merchants. The Signoria of Venice ordcered it to
be rebuilt, and it was done very quickly with morc comfort-
able accommodations, as well as greater magnificence, decora-
tion, and beauty, and, since Giorgione’s fame had grown,
those in charge of the project deliberatecd and arranged for
Giorgione to colour it in fresco according to his own wishes,
provided that he demonstrate his talent by producing an
exemplary work, since it would have the most beautiful
position and location in that city. And so, setting to work,
Giorgione thought of nothing other than to paint figures after
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his own fantasy in order to demonstrate his talent; and in
truth, there are no historical sccnes which have any special
order or which represent the deeds of any distinguished per-
son, either ancient or modern; and, as for me, I have never
understood his figures, nor have I ever, with my questioning,
found anyone who did, for here is a woman, therc a man in
different poses; one figure stands near the head of a lion,
another with an angel in the guise of Cupid, and you cannot
tell what it means.* Directly over the main door opening into
the Merzeria is 2 woman scated who, like a figure of Judith,
has the head of a dead giant at her feet, and who s lifting the
head with her sword and speaking to a German below her.
I have been unable to explain why Giorgione created this
figure, unless he wanted her to represent Germania. None the
less, one can clearly see that his figures are well grouped and
that he always continued to improve his work, for there are
heads and parts of figures that are extremely well executed and
coloured in a most lively fashion. And everything that he did
there, Giorgione took pains to copy only from living things
rather than imitating another style. This building is celebrated
in Venice and famous no less for what Giorgione painted there
than for its convenience to businesses and its usefulness to the
public.

Giorgione worked on a picture of Christ carrying the cross
and a Jew pulling Him along which, with the passage of time,
was placed in the Church of San Rocco, and today, because of
the devotion in which it is held by many people, it performs
miracles, as we can see. Giorgione worked in different places,
such as Castelfranco and in the province of Treviso; he painted
many portraits for various Italian rulers and many of his
works were sent abroad as objects of true worth to bear wit-
ness to the fact that, if Tuscany had an overabundance of
artisans in every period, the region beyond Tuscany near the
mountains had not always been abandoned and forgotten by
heaven.

It is said that during the time Andrea Verrocchio was cre-
ating his bronze horse,* Giorgione got into an argument with
some sculptors who insisted that sculpture was superior to
painting, since sculpture showed in a single figure various
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attitudes and aspects to anyone walking around it, whereas
painting showed only one side of a figure; Giorgione was of
the opinion that in a painted scene one could see at a single
glance, without having to walk about, all the types of attitudes
that a man can express in a number of gestures (something
sculpture is incapable of doing unless the obscrver changes his
location and point of view so that he sees several different
aspects of a picce); and he proposed something further, for he
wanted to represent the front, back, and two profiles with a
single painted figure, a proposal which made them see reason.
And Giorgione accomplished this in the following manner:
he painted a male nude with his back turned; on the ground
there was an extremely limpid fountain of water in which
Giorgione painted the reflection of a front view; on one side
was a burnished breastplate that the man had removed in
which his left profile was reflected, since the polished surface
of that armour revealed everything; on the other side there
was a mirror which contained the other profile of the nude
figure; this was a most beautiful, clever, and fanciful work, by
which he hoped to demonstrate that painting actually requires
more skill and effort and can show more of nature in a single
scene than sculpture. The painting was highly praised and
admired for its ingenuity and beauty.

Giorgione also did a living portrait of Catherine, Queen of
Cyprus, which I once saw in the possession of the renowned
Messer Giovanni Cornaro. And in our sketch-book along
with other sketches and drawings which he did in pen and ink,
there is a head painted in oil, the portrait of a German from
the Fugger family who was then one of the most important
merchants in the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, which is an admirable
work.

While Giorgione was writing diligently to bring honour to
himself and his native city, in the many conversations he had
while entertaining his many friends with his music, he fell in
love with a lady, and they both took great pleasure from their
love affair. It happened that in the year 1511 she was infected
with plague, but without knowing this Giorgione kept on
visiting her as usual and caught the plague himsclf, so that
before long, at the age of thirty-four, he passed on to another

L.0.T.A, - 15
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life,* to the enormous sorrow of his many friends, who loved
him for his talents, and to the detriment of the world, who
lost them. However, the damage and loss was made more
bearable by the two excellent pupils he left behind: Sebastiano
Viniziano (who later became the friar at the Piombo in
Rome) and Titian of Cadore, whose work not only equalled
but far surpassed that of Giorgione, and the honour and the
benefits they brought to the art of painting will be discussed in
full in its proper place.*

THE END OF THE LIFE OF GIORGIONE DA
CASTELFRANCO, VENETIAN PAINTER



The Life of Raphael of Urbino,
Painter and Architect
[1483-1520]

How generous and kind Heaven sometimes proves to be when
it brings together in a single person the boundless riches of its
treasures and all those graces and rare gifts that over a period
of time are usually divided among many individuals can
clearly be seen in the no less excellent than gracious Raphael
Sanzio of Urbino.

He was by nature endowed with all the modesty and kind-
ness that is usually seen in those who, more than others, possess
an innately gentle humanity joined to a beautifully graceful
affabilicy that always showed itself sweet and pleasing with
every kind of person and in cvery kind of circumstance.
Nature created him as a gift to the world: after having been
vanquished by art in the work of Michelangelo Buonarroti,
it wished to be vanquished through Raphael by both art and
moral habits as well.

And truthfully, most of the artisans up to that time had
received from Nature a certain trace of madness and wildness
which, besides making them unmindful and eccentric, had also
caused them, on many occasions, to reveal inside themsclves
the shadow and darkness of vices rather than the clarity and
splendour of those virtues which make men immortal. Hence,
Nature had ample cause, on the other hand, to make clearly
resplendent in Raphael all those rare virtues of mind, accom-
panied by as much grace, study, beauty, modesty, and fine
manners as would have sufficed to cover up any flaw, no
matter how ugly, or any blemish, no matter how large. As a
result, it is safe to say that those who possess as many rare gifts
as were seen in Raphael from Urbino are not simple mortals
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but (if it is permitted to speak in this way) mortal gods, and
that those who by their endeavours lcave behind in this world
an honoured name in the annals of fame can also hope to
enjoy a worthy reward in Heaven for their hard work and
merit.

Now Raphael was born in Urbino, a most famous city in
Italy, in the year 1483, on Good Friday at three o’clock in the
morning, of Giovanni de’ Santi, a painter of no great talent
but truly a man of good intellect, capable of directing his chil-
dren towards the proper path which, through bad fortune,
had not been shown to him in his youth. And Giovanni knew
how important it was for children to be brought up on their
mother’s milk rather than on a nursemaid’s; and so when
Raphael (whom he baptized with this name as a sign of good
luck) was bomn, Giovanni insisted that, since he had no other
children before or afterwards, Raphael’s own mother should
nurse him, and that during his tender years he would be
taught how to behave by his parents rather than by the
peasants and common folk with their rude and unrefined
habits and beliefs. Once he had grown, Giovanni began to
train him in painting, since he saw that he had a great predilec-
tion and a real talent for this art. As a result, not many years
had passed before Raphacl, still a young boy, was of great
assistance to Giovanni in many works that he executed in the
state of Urbino.

Finally, when this good and loving father realized that his
son could learn very little from him, he resolved to take him
to Pietro Perugino who, as he was told, ranked first among
the painters of that time; and so he went to Perugia, but failing
to find Pietro there, he began to work in San Francesco on
scveral paintings in order to await him with greater case. But
once Pietro returned from Rome, Giovanni, who was a well-
mannered and courteous man, became his friend, and, when
the time seemed right, he explained his wish to Pietro in the
most suitable way he knew how. And thus Pietro, who was
very gracious and an admirer of fine talents, accepted
Raphael, whereupon Giovanni joyfully returned to Urbino,
and, taking the young lad, despite many tears from the boy’s
mother who loved him tenderly, he brought him to Perugia
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where Pietro, sceing Raphael’s style of drawing and his beau-
tiful manners and moral habits, formed a judgement about
him which time and his works later proved to be perfectly
accurate. It is remarkable that while Raphael studied Pietro’s
style, he imitated it so exactly and in all its details that his
portraits could not be distinguished from his master’s ori-
ginals, nor could his own paintings be distinguished with
any certainty from those of Pietro, as is still demonstrated at
San Francesco in Pcrugia by some figures that Raphael
worked on in an oil panel for Madonna Madalena degli Oddi,
and these include: the Assumption of Our Lady into heaven;
Her Coronation by Jesus Christ; and, below, the Twelve
Apostles around the tomb contemplating the celestial splen-
dour. At the foot of the panel in a predclla with small figures,
which is divided into three scenes, there is the figure of Our
Lady receiving the Annunciation from the angel; the Ador-
ation of Christ by the Wise Men; and the Presentation in the
Temple with Christ in Simeon’s arms. This work is certainly
done with extreme carc, and anyone unfamiliar with the style
would absolutely believe it to be by Pietro, whereas it is
undoubtedly by Raphael.*

After completing this painting, Pictro went to Florence to
attend to some business of his own, and, after leaving Perugia,
Raphael went off with some friends to Citta del Castello,
where he painted a panel in Pietro’s style for Sant’Agostino
and another of a Crucifixion in a similar style for San
Domenico, which everyone would have believed to be a work
by Pictro rather than by Raphael, had the young painter’s
name not been written on it. Also in San Francesco in the
same city he did a small panel painting of the Marriage of the
Virgin, which clearly reveals the growth of Raphael’s skill as
he refined Pietro’s style and then surpassed it.* In this work, a
temple is drawn in perspective with so much love and atten-
tion that it is amazing to see the difficult problems Raphael
sought to confront in such an exercise.

While Raphael acquired great fame by painting in this
style, Pinturicchio was commissioned by Pope Pius II* to
decorate the Library of the Duomo in Siena, and since
Pinturicchio was a friend of Raphael and knew him to be
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a very fine draughtsman, he brought him to Siena, where
Raphael executed some of the designs and cartoons for that
project; and the reason Raphael did not continue was that
while in Siena he heard several painters extol with the greatest
praise the cartoon that Leonardo da Vinci had executed for the
Hall of the Pope in Florence containing a group of extremely
fine horses projected for the Great Hall of the Palazzo
Vecchio, as well as some nudes Michclangelo did in com-
petition with Leonardo which were much better.* Because of
the love he always bore for excellence in painting, Raphacl
became so eager to sce these cartoons that he set aside his work
and every personal advantage and convenicnce and went to
Florence.*

Upon his arrival, he was as delighted by the city as by the
works of Leonardo and Michelangelo, which he considered
divine, and he decided to live there for a while; and so, having
become friends with somc of the young painters (including
Ridolfo Ghirlandaio, Aristotele San Gallo, and others),*
Raphael was greatly honoured in the city, cspecially by
Taddeo Taddei, who always wanted him in his home and at
his table, since he was a man who loved all men of talent. And
in order not to be outdone in kindness, Raphacl, who was
courtesy itself, painted two pictures for him which reflect both
the initial style of Pietro and the other and much better style
which he learned later through study, as will be recounted.
These pictures are still in the home of Taddeo’s heirs. *

Raphael also became a closc friend of Lorenzo Nasi, who
had recently taken a wife, and he did a painting for him in
which he showed a young boy between the knees of Our
Lady to whom a youthful Saint John joyfully offers a bird,* to
the great delight and pleasure of both children. In the poses of
both, there is a certain childish simplicity which is wholly
charming, and, in addition, they are so carefully coloured,
and carried out with such diligence that they scem more to
be made of living flesh than of painted colours. Likewise,
Raphael’s Madonna possesses an expression that is truly full of
grace and divinity, and, to sum up, the plain, the landscape,
and all the rest of the work are extremely beautiful. This
painting was held by Lorenzo Nasi in the greatest veneration
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while he was alive, as much in memory of Raphael, who had
been his close friend, as for the dignity and excellence of the
work. But in the year 1548 on the seventeenth of August, the
painting met an unfortunate fate when Lorenzo’s house, along
with the extremely ornate and beautiful houses of the heirs
of Marco del Nero and other nearby houses, collapsed during
a landslide on Monte San Giorgio. Nevertheless, after the
fragments of the work were recovered from beneath the
rubble of ruined masonry, they were put back together again
in the best way possible by Battista, son of the aforesaid
Lorenzo, who was a great lover of art.*

After having completed these works, Raphael was forced to
leave Florence and to go to Urbino where, following the
death of his mother and his father Giovanni, all his affairs were
going to ruin.* Thus, while staying there, for Guidobaldo
da Montefeltro, then commander of the Florentine armies, he
painted two small Madonnas in his later style which were
extremely beautiful. Today they are in the possession of the
Most Hlustrious and Excellent Guidobaldo, Duke of Urbino.
He also painted for Guidobaldo a small picture of Christ
praying in the garden while, somewhat off in the distance, the
three Apostles sleep. This painting is so delicately finished
that a miniature could not be any better done. After having
remained for a long time in the possession of Francesco Maria,
Duke of Urbino, it was later given by the Most Hlustrious
Lady Leonora, his consort, to Don Paolo Justiniano and Don
Pietro Quirini, both Venetians and monks in the holy her-
mitage at Camaldoli, and like a relic and a most rare work,
both because it came from the hand of Raphael of Urbino
and because they wished to honour the memory of this most
illustrious lady, they placed it in the chamber of the Superior
of this hermitage, where it is held in the veneration it deserves.
After completing these works and arranging his affairs,
Raphacl returned to Perugia, where in the church of the
Servite Friars he did a panel for the Ansidei Chapel containing
the Madonna, Saint John the Baptist, and Saint Nicholas.*
And in the same city for the Chapel of Our Lady in San
Severo (a small monastery of the Camaldolite Order), he did a
fresco of Christ in glory and a God the Father surrounded by



310 RAPHAEL

some angels and six saints scated, three on either side: Saint
Benedict, Saint Romuald, Saint Laurence, Saint Jerome, Saint
Maur, and Saint Placidus; and on this work, which at the time
was considered very beautiful for a fresco, he wrote his name
in large and very visible letters.* In the same city, the sisters of
Sant’ Antonio of Padua had him paint a panel of the Madonna
holding a clothed Jesus Christ on Her lap (as those simple and
venerable sisters wished), with Saint Peter, Saint Paul, Saint
Cecilia and Saint Catherine on either side of the Madonna.*
For these two holy virgins, Raphael created the most beautiful
and sweet expressions and the most distinctive hair-styles one
might see, which was a rare thing in thosc days. And over the
panel in a half~tondo he painted a God the Father of unusual
beauty, while the predella of the altarpiece containcd three
scenes with tiny figures: Christ praying in the garden; Christ
carrying the cross (where the movements of the soldiers
dragging Him along are most beautiful); and the dead Christ
lying in His mother’s lap. This was certainly a marvellous
and devout work, and it was held by those sisters in great ven-
eration and highly praised by all artists. I should also mention
the widespread opinion that, after having scen so many works
by the great masters while he was in Florence, Raphael
changed and enhanced his style so much that it had nothing
whatsoever to do with his early style, which looks like the
work of a different and less proficient painter. Before he left
Perugia, Madonna Atalanta Baglioni begged him to agree to
paint a panel for her chapel in the church of San Francesco,
but as he could not fulfil her request at that time, he promised
that when he had returned from Florence, where he was then
forced to go to attend to his own business, he would not fail
her. And so, having arrived in Florence, where hc applied
himself with incredible effort to the study of the arts, he drew
the cartoon for this chapel with the intention of completing
the work, as he did as soon as he was able to do so.

Agnolo Doni was then living in Florence, and although
thrifty in other things, Doni gladly spent a good deal (while
economizing as much as he could) on paintings and sculpture
which gave him great pleasure, and he had Raphacl paint his
portrait and that of his wife in this second style, which can be
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seen in the home of Giovanbatista, his son, a fine and com-
modious structure built by Agnolo in the Corso de’ Tintori
near the corner of the Albertis.* For Domenico Canigiani he
also did a picture of Our Lady with the baby Jesus who is
joyfully greeting a young Saint John held out to Him by
Saint Elizabeth, who, while carrying the child, gazes with the
greatest animation at a Saint Joseph who, leaning with both
hands on a staff, inclines his head towards the old woman,
almost marvelling and praising the greatness of God that a
woman so old could have so tiny a son.* And all of the figures
appear to be astonished to sec the wisdom and reverence with
which the two cousins, despite their tender age, greet each
other, not to mention the fact that cvery touch of colour in
the heads, the hands, and the fect is more like the brush-
strokes of living flesh than the painted tints of the masters
of this craft. Today this splendid painting is the property of
Domenico Canigiani’s heirs, who hold it in the esteem that a
work by Raphael of Urbino deserves.

This exceptional painter studied the old works of Masaccio
in the city of Florence, while the things he saw in the works
of Leonardo and Michelangelo made him apply himself
with great intensity to his studies, and, as a result, make
extraordinary improvements in his art and style. While
Raphael stayed in Florence, he was very close friends with Fra
Bartolomeo di San Marco,* among others, whose use of
colour he found extremely pleasing and diligently tried to
imitate, and, in exchange, Raphael taught that good father
the methods of perspective, which the friar had not studied
until that time. But at the height of their relationship Raphael
was recalled to Perugia, where first he completed the painting
in San Francesco for the previously mentioned Madonna
Atalanta Baglioni for whom (as I mentioned) he had drawn
the cartoon in Florence. This sublime painting* contains the
figure of a dead Christ being carried to His burial, executed
with such freshness and mature love that it appears only just
now to have been painted. In composing this painting,
Raphael imagined the pain felt by the closest and dearest
relatives as they lay to rest the body of some loved one on
whom the happiness, honour, and profit of the entire family
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depend; in it, Our Lady can be seen fainting, and the heads of
all the other figures are most graceful in their weeping, par-
ticularly that of Saint John, who, with his hands clasped, bows
his head in a way that would move the hardest heart to pity.
And to tell the truth, anyone who considers the care, love,
skill, and grace in this painting, has good reason to be amazed,
for it would astonish anyone looking at it because of the
expression of its figures, the beauty of its garments, and, in
short, the utmost excellence of all its elements.

When he completed this work and returned to Florence, the
Dei family, Florentine citizens, commissioned him to do a
panel to go in the chapel of their altar in Santo Spirito; he
began this and brought the outline to an excellent state of
completion, and at the same time he painted a picture that he
sent to Siena, which he entrusted to Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio
upon his departure to finish a blue drapery that was incom-
plete.* And this departure occurred because Bramante from
Urbino, who was in the service of Julius II, both because of
the distant kinship he had with Raphael and because he was
from the same town, had written to Raphael, telling him that
he had convinced the pope, who had some rooms built, to
allow Raphacl to demonstrate his worth in decorating them.
This proposal pleased Raphael, for he abandoned the works in
Florence and the unfinished panel for the Dei (but complete
enough so that, later, Messer Baldassarre da Pescia placed it in
the parish church of his city after Raphacl’s death) and moved
to Rome,* where, upon his arrival, he discovered that a large
number of the rooms in the palace had alrcady been painted
and were still being painted by various masters; and so it
happened, as we have seen, that there was one room with a
scene completed by Piero della Francesca; in another, Luca da
Cortona had brought one wall to a good state of completion;
and Don Pietro della Gatta, abbot of San Clemente in Arezzo,
had begun a number of works there. Likewise, Bramantino
from Milan had painted numerous figures, which for the
most part were living portraits and considered exceptionally
beautiful *

Having been greeted very affectionately by Pope Julius
upon his arrival, Raphael began a scene in the Room of the
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Segnatura depicting the theologians reconciling philosophy
and astrology with theology in which he portrayed all the
wise men of the world presenting differcnt arguments.* There
are some astrologers to one side who have drawn geomantic
and astrological figures and characters in various forms on
some tablets, and they send them by means of certain beautiful
angels to the Evangelists, who explain them. Among them is a
figure of Diogenes with his cup lying upon the stairs, a most
preoccupied and thoughtful figure, which for its beauty and
the disorderliness of its garments deserves praise. Likewise,
there are Aristotle and Plato, the latter with the Timaeus in his
hand, the former with the Ethics, while around them a large
school of philosophers form a circle. The beauty of these
astrologers and geometricians drawing numerous figures and
characters on tablets with their compasses cannot be described.
Among them, in the figure of a young man with a beautiful
form who is throwing open his arms in amazement and
bowing his head, is the portrait of Federigo II, Duke of
Mantua, who was in Rome at that time. Likewise, there is a
figure who is bending towards the ground with a pair of
compasses in hand and turning them on a tablet, which is said
to be the architect Bramante, whose portrait is so well done
that he seems no less himsclf than if he were alive. Next to a
figure who turns his back and holds a globe of the heavens in
his hand is the portrait of Zoroaster, and next to him is the
portrait of Raphacl, the master of this work, who painted
himself by looking in a mirror. He has a youthful head and a
very modest appearance coupled with a pleasant and gentle
grace, and he is wearing a black beret. Nor could one describe
the beauty and goodness that can be seen in the heads and
figures of the Evangelists, in whose faces Raphacl has created a
certain caution and attentiveness which 1s very natural, espe-
cially in those who are writing. And behind Saint Matthew,
who is copying characters out of the engraved tablets held by
an angel and writing them down in a book, an old man who
has placed a sheet of paper on his knee copies all the words
Saint Matthew is writing down. And while he remains intent
in that uncomfortable position, it scems as if he is moving his
mouth and his head, following the movements of his pen.
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Besides the small details of the artist’s plan, which are quite
numerous, the composition of the entirc scene is arranged
with such order and mecasure that it truly proved his self-
worth and made it known that, among those who employ the
brush, he wanted to hold his ground without opposition.

Raphael also adomed this painting with perspective and
many figures completed with such a delicate and soft style
that it caused Pope Julius to destroy all the scenes painted by
other masters from the past and present, so that Raphael alone
would be honoured above all those who had laboured on the
paintings which had been done up to that time. Although the
work of Giovan Antonio Sodoma da Vercelli, which was
above Raphael’s scene, was to have been torn down by the
pope’s order, Raphael nevertheless wanted to use its arrange-
ment and grotesques, and in each of the four tondos which
were there he created a figure expressing the meaning of the
scene below, towards which it turns. For the first, where he
had depicted Philosophy and Astrology, Geometry and Poetry
being reconciled with Theology, he painted a female figure
representing Knowledge who is scated upon a chair supported
on cach side by a figure of the goddess Cybele, with the
numerous breasts by which the ancients represented Diana
Polymastes; her garment is composed of four colours repres-
enting the elements—from her head down the colour of fire;
below her waist the colour of air; from her thighs to her knees
the colour of earth; and from there to her feet the colour of
water. And she is accompanied by some extremely beautiful
putti.

In a tondo turned towards the window looking out on
the Belvedere, Raphael depicted Poetry, in the person of
Polyhymnia crowned with laurel, who, with her legs crossed,
is holding an ancient musical instrument in one hand and
a book in the other. With the expression and beauty of a
heavenly face, she is raising her eyes towards heaven, accom-
panied by two lively and animated putti who, with her and the
other figures, form various compositions, and on this side over
the same window he later painted Mount Parnassus. In
another tondo which is painted above the scene in which the
Doctors of the Church are organizing the liturgy of the Mass,
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there is a figure of Theology surrounded by books and other
objects and accompanied by the same putti, no less beautiful
than the others. And above the other window overlooking the
courtyard, in yet another tondo, Raphael painted a figure of
Justice with her scales and raised sword, and with the same
putti of the utmost beauty accompanying the other figurcs,
since in the scene on the wall below he painted the giving of
Civil and Canon Law, as we shall discuss in the proper place.

Likewise, on the same ceiling in the corners of the pen-
dentives, he painted four scenes that are drawn and painted
with great care, although the figures are not very large. In onc
of them, near the figurc of Theology, he depicted Adam’s sin,
the eating of the apple, which is finished in the most light and
graceful style, and in the second corner, near the figure of
Astrology, it is Astrology herself who settles the fixed and
wandering stars.* Then in a third corner near the scene of
Mount Parnassus, Marsyas is bound to a tree and being flayed
alive by Apollo, and near the scene where the Decretals are
being given, he painted the Judgement of Solomon, who has
decided that the child will be cut in two. These four scenes are
all full of meaning and emotion and executed with excellent
draughtsmanship and charming, graceful colours. But now,
having finished with the vaulting (that is, the representation of
heaven on the ceiling in that room), it remains for me to relatc
what Raphael painted on each of the walls below the works
mentioned above.

Now, on the wall facing the Belvedere, where he painted
Mount Parnassus and the fountain of Helicon, Raphael sur-
rounded the mountain with a deep and shadowy laurel wood,
where the trembling of the leaves in the sweet winds can
almost be seen in the greenery, while in the air countless naked
cupids with the most beautiful expressions on their faces are
gathering laurel branches and making garlands of them,
throwing and scattering them about the mountain. With the
beauty of its figures and the nobility of its painting, the work
seems to breathe the breath of divinity, which astonishes any-
one who examines it intently, causing them to wonder how the
human mind working with the imperfect medium of simple
colours could, with the excellence of design, make objects in
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a painting seem alive. Accordingly, those poets we can see
scattered about the mountain are very lifelike—some are
standing, some sitting, and some writing, while others are
arguing, singing or telling tales among themselves, in groups
of four or six, according to how Raphael decided to divide
them. In this picture, there are true portraits of all the most
famous ancient and modern poets who ever lived or were still
alive in Raphael’s day, and some were taken partly from
statues or medals, a good many others from old paintings, and
still others were drawn from life by Raphael himself while
they were still alive. Beginning from one side, there are Ovid,
Virgil, Ennius, Tibullus, Catullus, Propertius, and the blind
Homer, who with his head raised up is reciting verses, while
there is someone at his feet who is writing them down; then
there are the nine Muses in a group with Apollo, with such
beautiful expressions and divine figures that they breathe forth
grace and life. There is the learned Sappho and the sublime
Dante, the graceful Petrarch and the amorous Boccaccio, all
full of life, as well as Tibaldeo and countless other modern
poets. This scene is executed with much grace and finished
with care.

On another wall Raphael painted a heaven with Christ
and Our Lady, Saint John the Baptist, the Apostles, the
Evangelists, and the Martyrs, all in the clouds with God the
Father, who from above them all sends down the Holy Spirit,
most particularly to a countless number of saints who are
below, writing out the form of the Mass and arguing about
the nature of the Host which is on the altar.* Among these
figures are the Four Doctors of the Church, who are sur-
rounded by countless saints. Included are Dominic, Francis,
Thomas of Aquinas, Bonaventure, Scotus, Nicholas of Lyra,
Dante, Fra Girolamo Savonarola from Ferrara, and all the
Christian theologians, countless numbers of which are de-
picted from life; and in the sky there are four children who are
holding open the Gospels. No painter could create figures
with more grace or greater perfection. The saints, who happen
to appear seated in a circle in the air, not only seem truly alive
with colour, but are foreshortened in the usual manner and
recede in just the way they would if they were depicted in
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relief. Moreover, they are dressed differently, with clothing
that falls in the most beautiful folds and with facial expressions
that are more celestial than human, as can be seen in the
expression of Christ, Who shows all the mercy and compas-
sion that divinity depicted in paint can display towards mortal
men. Indeed, Nature bestowed upon Raphael the gift of
painting the sweetest and most gracious expressions on faces,
as is clearly shown in the figure of Our Lady Who, placing
Her hands upon Her breast, while looking at and contemplat-
ing Her Son, seems unable to withhold any favour; without
sparing his truly fine sense of decorum, he shows old age in
the expressions of the Holy Patriarchs, simplicity in the
Apostles, and faith in the Martyrs. But he demonstrated even
more skill and ingenuity in depicting the Holy Doctors of the
Church, who are debating in groups of six, threc, and two,
and whose faces show a certain curiosity and the difficulty of
trying to find out what is true in all that is in doubt; they are
giving some indication of their efforts by gesturing with their
hands during their discussions, making certain movements
with their bodies, bending their ears, and knitting their brows,
expressing astonishment in many different ways, all certainly
different and appropriate. Separatcly, a group of four Doctors
of the Church enlightened by the Holy Spirit untangle and
resolve by means of the Holy Scriptures all the problems of
the Gospels, which arc being held up by putti hovering in the
air. On one side of the other wall, where there is another
window, Raphael painted Justinian giving the laws and the
learned men who arc correcting them, with the figures of
Temperance, Fortitude, and Prudence above. On the other
side, he painted the pope issuing the canonical decretals, and
for this pope he drew Pope Julius from life, attended by
Cardinal Giovanni de” Medici (who later became Pope Leo),
Cardinal Antonio di Monte, and Cardinal Alessandro Farnese
(who later became Pope Paul III), as well as other portraits. .. . *

But, to return to Raphael, his skills improved so greatly
that he was commissioned by the pope to continue with the
second room near the great hall. And since he had made an
illustrious name for himself, he painted a portrait in o1l of Pope
Julius during this time, which was so lifelike and real that it
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made the onlooker shrink from it in fear, as if the pope were
truly alive. Today this work is in Santa Maria del Popolo,*
along with a very beautiful painting of the Madonna, done at
the same time, which contains the Nativity of Jesus Christ
with the Virgin using a veil to cover Her son, whose figure is
of such beauty that the expression on His face and every part
of His body prove that He is the true Son of God. And no less
beautiful are the head and face of the Madonna, displaying
both joy and compassion in addition to the greatest beauty.
There is also a figure of Joseph, who remains leaning with
both hands upon a staff in pensive contemplation of the King
and Queen of Heaven with the wonder of a very holy old
man. Both of these paintings are displayed on important feast
days.

3]’)uring this period, Raphael gained great fame in Rome,
and although his soft and delicate style was considered cx-
tremely beautiful by everyone, and he had studied continu-
ously, examining the many antiquities in the city, he still had
not endowed his figures with the grandeur and majesty that he
gave them from this time on. It was at this same time that
Michelangelo terrified the pope with his outburst in the Sistine
Chapel, which we shall discuss in his Life, and which forced
him to flee to Florence, and, since Bramante held the keys to
the chapel, he showed it to his friend Raphael so that he
would be able to understand Michclangelo’s techniques. And
this spectacle was the reason why after he had already finished
it, Raphael immediately repainted the figure of the prophet
Isaiah* in Rome’s Sant’Agostino above the Saint Anne by
Andrea Sansovino. As a result of having seen the painting by
Michelangelo, Raphael greatly improved and magnified his
style in this work and gave it more noble proportions. When
Michelangelo later saw Raphael’s work, he thought (and
rightly so) that Bramante had done him this bad turn in order
to benefit Raphael and to increase his reputation.

Not long after this, Agostino Chigi, a very rich merchant
from Siena and a true friend of all talented men, com-
missioned Raphael to decorate a chapel; he did so because,
shortly before, Raphael had painted in a loggia of his palace
(today called the Chigi Palace in Trastevere) with the sweetest
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style a Galatea in a chariot on the sea drawn by two dolphins
and surrounded by Tritons and many sca-gods.* After Raph-
ael had completed the cartoon for this chapel (which is near
the entrance of the church of Santa Maria della Pace on the
right-hand side as you go inside the main door), he completed
it in fresco in the new style, which was considerably grander
and more magnificent than the earlier one.* In the painting,
Raphael, who had himself seen Michclangelo’s chapcl before
it was opened to the public, depicted a number of prophets
and sibyls which, in truth, are considered to be the best of his
works and, among his many beautiful paintings, the most
beautiful, for the women and children present display the
greatest liveliness as well as perfect colouring. Since it was the
most exceptional and exquisitc work Raphael ever completed,
it brought him great esteem in his lifetime and after his death.
Then, encouraged by the entreaties of one of Pope Julius’s
chamberlains, Raphael painted the panel for the high altar of
the Aracoeli Church, in which he depicted a Madonna in
the heavens, an extremely beautiful landscape, and Saint John,
Saint Francis, and Saint Jerome portrayed as a cardinal; the
Madonna expresses a humility and modesty truly worthy of
the Mother of Christ; and, besides the Child, who is playing
with His mother’s cloak in a lovely pose, the figure of Saint
John exhibits the air of penitence usually brought on by fast-
ing, while his head reflects the sincerity of heart and the ready
confidence typical of people who, having withdrawn from the
world, despise it, and who, in their associations, hate lies and
speak only the truth. Similarly, the head of Saint Jerome is
raised with his eyes turned, completely in contemplation,
towards Qur Lady, and in them we find signs of all the doc-
trine and learning he displayed in writing his works, as he
holds out his hands to present the chamberlain, and, in this
portrait, the chamberlain is no less lifelike for being painted.
Raphael succeeded in much the same way with the figure of
Saint Francis, who is kneeling upon the ground with one arm
extended and his head raised, gazing above at the Madonna
and burning with love in the emotion of the painting, while
his features and colouring show him consumed with emotion
and drawing comfort and life from the gentle sight of the
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Madonna’s beauty and from the beauty and liveliness of Her
son. Raphael painted a putto standing in the middle of the
panel under Our Lady raising his head towards Her and hold-
ing an epitaph, whose beauty of face and well-proportioned
body could not be finer or more graceful; and there is besides
a landscape which in its complete perfection is singular and
extremely beautiful.

Afterwards, continuing to work on the rooms in the pope’s
palace, he painted the story of the sacramental miracle of the
corporal at Orvicto (or Bolsena, as it is called*). In this scene,
we see in the flushed face of the priest the shame he feels upon
seeing the Host liquefy into blood on his corporal because of
his own lack of faith; with terror in his eyes, he is beside him-
self and lost in the presence of his congregation, seeming as if
he knows not what to do; the trembling and fright typical of
such events can almost be seen in the position of his hands. All
around, Raphael painted many varied and different figures,
some assisting at the Mass, others kneeling upon a flight of
stairs, and all of them, perturbed by the unusual nature of
the event, assume the most handsome poses with different
gestures, expressing in their many faces a single emotion of
guilt as much in the men as in the women, among whom
there is one at the very bottom of the scene seated upon the
ground holding a child in her arms; she is listening to the
explanations another woman is giving her about what has
happened to the priest, and while she does so, she twists
around in a marvellous manner with a womanly grace that is
very animated and appropriate. On the other side Raphael
represented Pope Julius hearing the same Mass, a very aston-
ishing thing to behold, in which he has portrayed the Cardinal
of San Giorgio* and countless others, while inside the opening
in the window he placed a flight of stairs that the scene shows
in its entirety; in fact, it appears that if the space for the
window were not present, the painting itself would not have
been properly finished.

Thus, it can truly be claimed that in creating compositions
for the scenes he painted, no one ever surpassed him in aptness,
clarity, and skill, as he demonstrated once again at this same
location in a scene opposite this one showing Saint Peter in
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Herod’s hands, imprisoned and guarded by armed soldiers. In
this painting, his understanding of architectural drawing and
his discretion in depicting the prison building are such that, in
comparison, the works of other painters are truly as confused
as his are beautiful. Raphael always sought to represent his
scenes as if they were written out and to create within them
elegant and excellent details, as he demonstrates in this work
with the horror of the prison, the sight of that old man in iron
chains between the two armed soldiers, the heavy sleep of the
guards, and the shining splendour of the angel in the dark
shadows of the night that brightly lights up every particular in
the prison and causes the armour of the soldicrs to shine so
resplendently that the lustre seems more burnished than if they
had becn real rather than painted. He displays no less skill and
genius in representing the point in the action when, freed
from his chains, Saint Peter comes out of the prison accom-
panied by the angel, and his face reflects his feeling of being
in a dream rather than alive, just as the faces of the other
armed guards standing outside the prison still reveal their
terror and fright as they hear the noise of the iron door; a sen-
try with a torch in his hand arouses the other guards, and
while he gives them light with his torch, its flame is reflected
in all their armour, and where its light fails to strike, its place is
taken by the light of the moon. Raphael painted this imagin-
ative composition over the window, making this wall cven
darker, and when you look at this painting it reflects the light
into your face, and the natural light contends so well with
what is painted of the various lights of the night that you seem
to see the smoke of the torch and the splendour of the angel
along with the dark shadows of the night, which are so natural
and lifelike that you could never tell they had been painted, so
perfectly had Raphael expressed such a difficult act of the
imagination. Here in the armour we discern the shadows,
flickerings, reflections, and smoky heat of the lights that arc
defined in such dark shadows that it could truthfully be
declared that Raphael is the master of all other painters. And
as a work which reproduces night with greater similitude than
painting had achieved before, this work is absolutely sublime
and considered by everyone to be the most exceptional of all. -
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Then, on one of the bare walls, Raphael also depicted the
holy worship, the ark, and the candelabrum of the Hebrews,
with Pope Julius driving Avarice from the Church,* a scene
similar in beauty and excellence to that of the night described
above. In this scene are the portraits of several papal footmen
then still living, who are carrying a truly lifelike Pope Julius in
his litter. While some of the crowd make way so that he may
pass, the fury of an armed man on horseback, accompanied by
two men on foot, can be secn in his ferocious pose as he strikes
and attacks the arrogant Heliodorus, who, on the orders of
Antiochus, intends to despoil the temple of all the wealth left
there by widows and orphans; and we see the removal of the
goods and treasures which are being carried away, but because
of the fear caused by the misfortunc of Heliodorus, who is
struck down and violently beaten by the three soldiers who
are part of a vision he alone sees and hears, we see everything
being overturned and spilled on the ground, while those who
were carrying these treasures away are falling to the ground
with a sudden feeling of horror and fright that has sprung up
in all of Heliodorus’s men.

Set apart from these men, the most holy Onias, the high
priest, can be seen dressed in his robes, with his hands and eyes
turned towards heaven and praying fervently, moved by his
compassion for the poor creatures who are about to lose their
possessions and rejoicing at the aid he feels has come from
heaven. Besides this, with a beautiful stroke of the imagination,
Raphael shows a great number of people who have climbed
up on the socles at the base of the columns, where they are
clinging to them in extremely uncomfortable positions as they
wait and see, as well as a dumbfounded crowd, depicted in
many and different ways, which awaits the outcome of the
event. This work was so stupendous in all respects that even its
cartoons are held in the greatest veneration. ... *

But, to return to Raphael. On the ceiling above he painted
four scenes: the appearance of God to Abraham as He
promises him the multiplication of his seed; the sacrifice of
Isaac; Jacob’s ladder; and the burning bush of Moses, which
exhibit no less skill, invention, draughtsmanship, and grace
than the other paintings he executed.
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While the happy existence of this artisan was bringing so
many great marvels into the world, envious Fortune took the
life of Julius II, who nurtured such talent and took pleasure
in every good thing. Thus, Leo X, who wanted such good
work to be continued, was then made pope,* and having
encountered such a great prince who had inherited from his
family the capacity to appreciate painting, Raphael earned the
pope’s highest praise with his skill and enjoyed countless
favours from him. And so, Raphael resolved to complete the
work, and on the other wall represented the arrival of Actila in
Rome and his encounter at the foot of Monte Mario with
Pope Leo IlI, who drove him away with nothing more than
his blessings. In this scene Raphael depicted Saint Peter and
Saint Paul in the heavens with their swords in hand as they
arrive to defend the Church. And even if this is not in the
history of Leo III, Raphael ncvertheless may have wanted to
depict it in this manner as an invention of his, for paintings,
like poems, stray from their subjects in order to embellish the
work without departing in an inappropriate way from the
original idea.

In the two Apostles can be seen the fierce pride and celestial
courage that divine judgement often puts in the faces of its
servants in order to defend our most holy rcligion. Attila,
mounted on a black horse with white fetlocks and a white star
on its forehead, as handsome an animal as could be, gives an
indication of this, and, in a fearful posture, he raiscs his head
and turns away in flight. There are other extremely beautiful
horses, especially a dappled Spanish horse ridden by a figure
whose naked body is covered with fish-like scales, which was
copied from Trajan’s Column, where there are men armed in
this fashion. It is thought that this armour was made from
crocodile skins. And then there is Monte Mario ablaze, show-
ing that once soldiers have completed their detail their camp-
grounds are always put to the torch. He also drew the living
portraits of some mace-bearers who are accompanying the
pope and who along with the horses are extremely lifelike,
and equally so are all those in the cardinals’ retinue as well as
the grooms holding the white horse upon which Leo X, in a
living portrait like the others and dressed in his pontifical
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robes, is riding along with numerous courtiers—a most
charming thing to see, appropriate to such a work, and most
useful to our craft, especially for thosc who are in need of such
ideas.

During this same time, Raphael painted a panel in Naples,
which was placed in the church of San Domenico in the
chapel where the crucifix that spoke to Saint Thomas Aquinas
is located; it contains the figure of the Madonna, Saint Jerome
dressed as a cardinal, and the Angel Raphacl accompanying
Tobias.* For Signor Leonello da Carpi, the lord of Meldola,
who is still alive today at an age of over ninety, Raphael
executed a painting which was quite marvellous in its colour-
ing and singular beauty. It was donc with such energy and
charming grace that I cannot imagine it is possible to do any-
thing better; a certain divinity can be seen in Our Lady’s face,
and in her posc a modesty which could not be improved.
Raphael depicted her with joined hands, adoring Her Son
who is seated upon Her lap and caressing a youthful Saint
John, who worships Him along with Saint Elizabeth and
Joseph. This painting was once in the possession of the Most
Reverend Cardinal of Carpi, the son of this Signor Leonello,
who was a great admirer of our arts, and it must now be in the
possession of his heirs.*

After Lorenzo Pucci, Cardinal of Santi Quattro, was named
Grand Penitentiary, he asked of Raphael the favour of paint-
ing a panel in Bologna for San Giovanni in Monte, which is
now located in the chapel containing the body of the Blessed
Elena dall’Olio, a work which demonstrated how much the
grace of Raphael’s extremely delicate hands could achieve
when joined with his skill.* It contains the figure of Saint
Cecilia, who, dazzled by a chorus of angels in heaven, stands
listening to the sound, completcly carried away by its har-
mony, and one can see in her head the sense of total absorption
that can be detected in the living flesh of those who are in
ecstasy; besides this, there are musical instruments scattered on
the ground which seem to be real and true to life rather than
painted, like somc of Cecilia’s veils and garments made of
gold and silken cloth, under which there is a marvellous
hairshirt. And there is a Saint Paul, who has placed his right
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arm on his naked sword and rested his hcad on his hand, in
whom we can see the thoughtfulness of his learning no less
than a look of fierce pride which has been transformed into
weighty dignity; he is barcfooted and dressed like an apostle
with a simple piece of red cloth for a cloak and a green tunic
underneath; then there is Saint Mary Magdalene who 1s hold-
ing in her hands a vase of the finest stone, and who seems joy-
ful about her conversion as she turns her head in a delightful
pose, a figure which for its genre could not, I think, be done
any better; and the heads of Saint Augustine and Saint John
the Baptist are also extremely beautiful.

And in truth, although other paintings may be called
paintings, those of Raphacl are living things: for the flesh in
his figures seems palpable, they breathe, their pulses beat, and
their lifelike animation is conspicuous; and besides the praise
they had already reccived, they earned for Raphael even
greater renown. ... *

While Raphael was working on these paintings, which he
could not fail to complete since he had to serve great and
distinguished persons (not to mention the fact that his own
private interests prevented him from refusing), he still never
ceased pursuing the plan he had begun in the papal apartments
and halls, where he continuously kept people working who,
with his own designs, carried the work forward, while he
oversaw everything, providing the best assistance he could to
such a weighty undertaking. Not much time passed before he
unveiled the apartment in the Borgia Tower, in which on
every wall he had painted a scene—two above the windows
and two others on the walls that were empty. One of them
depicted a fire in the Borgo Vecchio of Rome, which no one
could put out until Saint Leo IV went to the loggia of the
palace and completely extinguished it with his blessing.* In this
scene, various dangers are depicted. On one side are women
whose hair and garments arc blown about by the windstorm
with a tremendous fury while they are carrying water to put
out the fire. Others trying their best to throw water are
blinded by the smoke and confused. On the other side,
depicted in the same way Virgil described Anchises being
carried by Aeneas, is the figurc of a sick old man, beside
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himself from the effects of his infirmity and the flames of the
fire. In the figure of the younger man, we see courage and
strength, as well as the suffering in all his limbs from the
weight of the abandoned old man on his back. He is followed
by a dishevelled, barefooted old woman who is running
from the fire, and a naked young boy in front of them. On the
top of the ruins we can see a naked and frantic woman holding
her son in her arms about to throw him to one of her relatives
who has escaped from the flames and is standing on his tiptocs
in the street with his arms extended to receive the infant boy.
The emotion she feels in trying to save her son from danger
can be seen no less clearly than her own suffering in the
dangerously raging flames which are burning her; nor is the
distress any less conspicuous in the man who takes the child,
who fears for the child’s safety as well as for his own life;
it would be impossible to express the imaginative power of
this most resourceful and admirable artisan in the figure of a
barefooted, dishevelled mother, her clothes unbuttoned and
undone and her hair in disarray, who is holding her children in
front of her and part of her dress in her hands, beating them so
that they will flee from the ruins and the fire’s blaze. Besides
these figures, there are also a few women, knceling before the
pope, who seem to be begging His Holiness to put an end to
the fire.

The other scene depicts the same Saint Leo IV on the occa-
ston when the port of Ostia ended up being occupied by an
army of Turks who had come to take him prisoner.* We can
see the Christians fighting the fleet at sca, while the countless
prisoners who have already come back to port in a boat are
disembarking, dragged by their beards by a number of soldiers
with the most beautiful bearing and boldest poses, and in their
different galley-slave costumes, they arc brought before Saint
Leo, who is depicted by a portrait of Pope Leo X. There
Raphael painted His Holiness in his pontifical robes between
the Cardinal of Santa Maria in Portico, that is, Bernardo
Dovizio da Bibbiena, and Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici, who
later became Pope Clement VII. It would be impossible to
count in exact detail the admirable devices that this most
ingenious artisan employed in the expressions of the prisoners
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who, without the power of speech, convey the emotions of
sorrow, terror, and fear of death.

There are two other scencs: one represents Pope Leo X con-
secrating the Most Christian King Francis I of France, singing
Mass in his pontifical robes and blessing the holy oils to anoint
him along with the royal crown.* Besides a number of
cardinals and bishops in their vestments who are assisting the
pope, Raphael depicted many ambassadors and other people
from life, including certain figures with French-style clothing
according to the fashion of that period. In the other scene he
painted the coronation of this same king,* in which the pope
and Francis are portrayed from life, one in armour and the
other in pontifical garments. Besides this, all the cardinals,
bishops, chamberlains, squires, and papal servants are dressed
in their pontifical vestments and seated in order in the chapel,
as was the custom; all were painted from life—such as
Giannozo Pandolfini, the Bishop of Troyes, a very close friend
of Raphael, and many other prelates who were prominent at
that time. And near the king is a young boy kneeling and
holding the royal crown, the portrait of Ippolito de’ Medici,
who later was a cardinal and vice-chancellor, a man held in
great esteem who admired not only this talent but all others
as well. I know myself to be greatly indebted to his blessed
person, since I owe my own beginnings as an artist, such as
they were, to him.

It would be impossible to describe the minute details of this
artisan’s work, for in truth, his very silence seems to speak; the
bases beneath these scenes are decorated with figures of the
defenders and benefactors of the Church, each surrounded
by a different border and all executed in a single style, so that
every detail reflects wit, emotion, and thought, with such a
harmony and blending of colours that no one could imagine
anything better. And since the vaulting of this room was
painted by his master Pietro Perugino, Raphael did not wish
to destroy it out of respect for his memory and the affection he
bore him, for Perugino had been the prime mover behind the
first step that Raphael took in developing his talent. .. .*

Raphael was a very amorous man who was fond of
women, and he was always quick to serve them. This was the
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reason why, as he continued to pursue his carnal delights,
he was treated with too much consideration and acquiescence
by his friends. When his dear friend Agostino Chigi com-
missioned him to paint the first loggia in his palace,* Raphacl
could not really put his mind to his work because of his love
for one of his mistresses; Agostino became so desperate over
this that, through his own efforts and with the assistance of
others, he worked things out in such a way that he finally
managed to bring this woman of Raphael’s to come and stay
with him on a constant basis in the section of the house where
Raphael was working, and that was the reason why the work
came to be finished. In this work, Raphael executed all the
cartoons and coloured many of the figures in fresco with his
own hand. And on the vault, he painted the council of the
gods in heaven, where we can see on their bodies many
costumes and features copied from classical antiquity and
expressed with the most beautiful grace and draughtsmanship;
and in the same manner he painted the marriage of Psyche,
with Jove’s ministers and the Graces scattering flowers around
the banquet table; and in the pendentives of the vaults he
executed many scenes, including one in which Mercury in
flight with a flute seems to be descending from heaven, while
in another Jove is kissing Ganymede with celestial dignity; and
below this is the chariot of Venus and the Graces who, with
Mercury, are taking Psyche to heaven, as well as many other
poetic scenes in the other pendentives. And in the sections of
the vaults above the arches between the pendentives, there are
many putti beautifully foreshortened, carrying in flight all the
instruments of the gods: the thunderbolts and arrows of Jove;
the helmets, swords, and shiclds of Mars; Vulcan’s hammers;
the club and lion’s skin of Hercules; Mercury’s wand; Pan’s
pipes; and the agricultural rakes of Vertumnus. And all are
accompanied by animals appropriate to their natures—a truly
beautiful painting and poem. Raphael had Giovanni da Udine
paint a border for the scenes with all kinds of flowers and foli-
age and garlands of fruit that could not be more beautiful. He
also organized the architectural design of the Chigi stables and
Agostino’s chapel in the church of Santa Maria del Popolo.
Besides painting this chapel, Raphael ordered a marvellous
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tomb to be built for it, and he had Lorenzetto, a Florentine
sculptor, carve two figures which are still in his home in the
Macello de’ Corbi in Rome. But Raphael’s death and then
Agostino’s caused the project to be given to Sebastiano del
Piombo.

Raphael had risen to such heights that Leo X ordered him
to begin the great upper hall, containing the Victories of
Constantine, and he started it. Likewise, the pope also decided
to have some rich tapestrics woven with gold and floss-silk; so
Raphael with his own hand designed and coloured all the
cartoons in their proper form and size, and they were sent
to be woven in Flanders, and once thcy were completed,
they came back to Rome.* This project was so miraculously
executed that it makes anyone who sees it marvel to think that
it was possible to have woven the hair and beards and to have
given such softness to the flesh with a thread; this was certainly
more the result of a miracle than of human artifice, for in these
tapestries there are bodics of water, animals, and buildings that
are so well madc they seem to be painted with the brush rather
than woven. The work cost seventy thousand scudi and is still
kept in the pope’s chapel.

Raphael painted a Saint John on canvas for Cardinal
Colonna, who bore a great love for the painting becausc of
its beauty, and when he was struck down by an illness, the
doctor who cured him, Messer Jacopo da Carpi, asked for
the painting as a gift, and since Messer Jacopo wanted it,
the cardinal, who felt he was under an endless obligation to
him, gave it up, and it is now in Florence in the possession
of Francesco Benintendi. For Giulio de’ Medici, cardinal and
vice-chancellor, he painted a panel of the Transfiguration of
Christ to send to France which he himself worked on continu-
ously and brought to the height of perfection.* In this scene he
represented Christ’s transfiguration on Mount Tabor with his
eleven disciples waiting for him below; a young boy who is
possessed is brought there so that when Christ has descended
from the mountain he will set him free; while the boy’s body
is stretched out in contortions, he is screaming and rolling his
eyes; his suffering is revealed by his flesh, his veins, and the
beats of his pulse which are all corrupted by the evil spirit, and
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his flesh is pale as he makes unnatural and terrifying gestures.
This figure is held up by an old man who, ecmbracing him and
taking courage, with round eyes which reflect the light,
demonstrates both strength and fear by raising his cycbrows
and wrinkling his forehead. Yct he fixes his gaze upon the
Apostles and seems to draw strength from trusting in them.
There is also one woman among many others, the main figure
in the panel, who is kneeling before the Apostles and turning
her head towards them, and with a gesture of her arms
towards the possessced boy she points out his misery. In
addition, the Apostles—some standing, some scated, others
kneeling—reveal their profound compassion for so great a
misfortune. And in this scene Raphael truly created figures
and heads which were not only extraordinarily beautiful but
were so novel, varted, and striking that it is the common
opinion of artisans that this work, among all the paintings he
completed, is the most famous, the most beautiful, and the
most inspired. Whoever wishes to understand and then rep-
resent in painting the divinely transfigured Christ should
examine Him in this work, where Raphael depicted Him
foreshortened and floating in the shimmering air above the
mountain in the company of Moses and Elijah, who, illumin-
ated by a brilliant splendour, come alive in His light; Pcter,
James, and John are prostrate upon the ground in various
beautiful poses—one has his hcad on the ground, another
protects himself from the rays and the tremendous light from
Christ’s splendour by shading his eyes with his hands. Clothed
in snow-white garments, Christ seems, as he opens his arms
and raises his head, to display the essence and godly naturc of
all three Persons of the Trinity, closely united in the perfection
of Raphael’s art, which the artist seemingly brought together
with all his skill to demonstrate the power and the worth of
his art in the face of Christ, for after Raphael finished this
painting, which was the last thing he undertook, he never
touched another brush and was overtaken by death.

Now that I have recounted the works of this most excellent
artisan, I should like to take some pains in discussing Raphael’s
different styles at some length for the benefit of our artisans
before I come to treat other details of his life and death. In
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“his youth, then, he imitated the style of his master, Pietro
Perugino, and made it much better in terms of design, colour-
ing, and invention, but when he was older, although he
thought he had accomplished a great deal, he recognized that
this style was too far from the truth. For that reason, when he
saw the works of Leonardo da Vincit, who had no equal in
rendering expressions in the heads of men as well as women,
and who in giving grace to his figures and their movements
surpassed all other painters, Raphael was left wholly aston-
ished and amazed; in short, since the style of Leonardo pleased
him more than any other he had ever seen, he set himself to
studying it, and gradually leaving behind Pietro’s style, albeit
with great effort, he sought to imitate the style of Leonardo
to the best of his knowledge and ability. But in spite of his
diligence and the studies he undertook, he was never able to
surpass Leonardo in his approach to certain problems: and
if it may seem to many people that Raphacl had surpassed
Leonardo in his sweetness and in a certain natural facility,
nevertheless he was never superior to Leonardo in the funda-
mental majesty of his concepts or the grandeur of his art, in
which Leonardo had few equals. But Raphael came nearer to
Leonardo than any other painter, especially in the elegance of
his colours.

But to return to Raphael himself: with the passage of time
the style he had adopted from Pictro as a young boy, and
which he had easily taken on because of its precise, sparc
nature and its inadequate sense of design, becamc a great
impediment and burden to him; nevertheless, his inability to
forget it was the reason he experienced great difficulties in
learning the beautiful details of nude figures and the means
of executing difficult foreshortenings from the cartoon that
Michelangelo Buonarroti created for the Council Hall in
Florence. Another man would have lost heart, and, thinking
that he had been wasting time until then, would never, no
matter how great his talent, have done what Raphael did, for
Raphael purified and rid himself of Pietro’s style in order to
learn that of Michelangelo, which was fraught with difficulties
in all its details, and from a master hc almost transformed him-
self into a new pupil; and he strove with incredible intensity to
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achieve in a few months as a grown man what should have
required the tender age of youth, when everything is more
easily learned, and the space of many years. In truth, the artist
who does not learn quite early on the good principles and the
style he wishes to follow, and who does not gradually resolve
the difficulties in the arts with experience, sceking to under-
stand all their details and to put them into practice, will almost
never attain perfection; and if he does, it will take more time
and much greater effort. When Raphael began to want to
change and improve his style, he had never worked upon
nudes with the intensity that this requires but had merely
drawn them from life in the style he had seen his master Pietro
employ, adding to these drawings the grace given him by
Nature. Thercfore, he devoted himself to studying nudes
and to comparing the muscles in anatomical studies and dead
and dissected men with those of the living, sincc they do not
appear as clearly defined under skin as when it is removed; and
then, seeing how soft and fleshy parts are formed in the appro-
priate places, and how by changing the points of view certain
contortions can be gracefully exccuted, as well as the effects of
inflating, lowering, or raising either a limb or the entire body,
and the connections of the bones, nerves, and veins, Raphael
became a master of all the details required of the greatest
painters. But he nevertheless realized that he could not reach
the perfection of Michelangelo in these matters, and, as a man
of the soundest judgement, he considered the fact that painting
docs not consist entirely in creating naked men, since it has
a wide range; that among painters who have reached per-
fection can be numbered those who know how to express the
imaginative composition of their scenes with skill and facility
and their fantasies with sound judgement, and who in com-
posing their scenes know how to avoid confusing them with
too many details or impoverishing them with too few, and
how to organize them in a creative and orderly way; and that
this kind of painter can be called a talented and judicious artist.
To this conclusion, as he continued to think about the prob-
lem, Raphacl added the idea of enriching his works with the
variety and inventiveness of his perspectives, buildings, and
landscapes; a graceful way of dressing his figures, so that some-
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times they disappear in the shadows and sometimes stand out
in the light; a way of creating lively and beautiful heads for
women, children, young men and old alike, and to give these,
as necessary, a sensc of movement and vigour. He also con-
sidered the importance of a painter’s skill in representing the
flight of horses in battle, and the ferocity of soldiers; the
knowledge of how to depict all sorts of animals; and, above
all else, the method of painting portraits which resemble men
who seem so alive that one may recognize the person for
whom they have been painted as well as countless other de-
tails, such as the style of garments, footwear, helmets, armour,
women’s head-dresses, hair, beards, vascs, trees, grottoes,
rocks, fires, overcast or clear skics, clouds, rains, lightning-
bolts, calm weather, night, moonlight, brilliant sunshine, and
numerous other things which are still essential elements in the
art of painting.

Let me say, then, that after having considered all these
things, Raphael decided that since he was unable to match
Michelangelo in the kind of painting to which his rival had
put his hand, he would equal Michelangelo in other respects
and perhaps even surpass him, and thus instead of imitating
Michelangelo’s style, which would have been a vain waste of
time, he began to attain great versatility in all those other
aspects of painting that have been described. If other artisans
of our time had done the same thing instead of studying
nothing but work by Michelangelo, without either imitating
him or being able to reach such a high level of perfection, they
would not have laboured in vain, nor would they have
produced a style which is very harsh, full of problems, lacking
proper charm and colour, and impoverished in inventiveness,
but they would have been able, in seeking to achicve versat-
ility and to imitate other kinds of painting, to benefit them-
selves and the world as well.

After Raphael had made this decision, he realized that Fra
Bartolomeo di San Marco possessed a very good method of
painting, with sound design and a pleasing style of colouring,
although he sometimes used too much shadow to give his
works greater relief, and he took from Fra Bartolomeo what
he thought appropriate according to his needs and fancy—that
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is, a middle way both in design and in colours; and mixing this
style with some other details chosen from the best works of
other masters, he created a single style out of many that was
later always considered his own, for which he was and always
will be endlessly admired by artisans. This style can be seen
perfectly later on in the sibyls and prophets he painted, as we
have alrecady mentioned, in Santa Maria della Pace. Having
seen the work of Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel was a
great help to him in cxccuting this work. And if Raphael had
stopped here with his style and had not sought to enrich it and
vary it, in order to prove that he understood the painting of
nudes as well as Michelangelo, he would not have lost some
part of the reputation he had already acquired, for the nudes
he painted in the chamber of the Borgia Tower, where he did
the Fire in the Borgo Nuovo, while good, are not excellent in
every respect. Likewise, the ones that were executed by him
in a similar style on the ceiling of Agostino Chigi’s palace
in Trastevere are not at all satisfactory, because they lack the
grace and sweetness typical of Raphael; and this was in large
part caused by his having had them painted by others follow-
ing his designs. Once he realized his error, like the judicious
man he was, he then preferred to work by himself and with-
out the assistance of others on the panel for San Pietro a
Montorio showing the Transfiguration of Christ; and this
work contains those elements which, as I have already men-
tioned, a good painting should seek and must possess. And if
Raphael had not almost as a whim made use of printers’
lampblack, which by nature, as I have said more than once,
always becomes darker with the passage of time and damages
the other colours with which it is mixed, I believe that this
work would still be as fresh as when Raphael painted it,
whereas today it scems rather more stained than otherwise.

I wanted to treat this subject near the end of this Life in
order to demonstrate the great cnergy, study, and care with
which this honourable artist always guided himself, especially
for the benefit of other painters, so that they may know how
to defend themselves from those obstacles that Raphael’s
prudence and skill knew how to avoid. I shall also add this
remark: every artist should be content to do willingly those
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things towards which he feels a natural inclination and should
never wish to undertake, in a spirit of competition, those tasks
for which he lacks a natural gift, if he is not to work in vain
and often to his shame and loss. Besides this, when his work
is sufficient, he must not seek to carry it too far in order to
surpass those who, through the assistance of Nature and the
special grace granted to them by God, have created or are
creating miracles in the art of painting. For any artist who is
not fit for a task will never, strive though he may, reach the
level to which another artist may easily progress with the help
of Nature.

And an example of this among the older painters is Paolo
Uccello, who, striving against what he was capable of achiev-
ing in order to move ahead, always slipped backwards. In our
times, and only a brief while ago, Jacopo da Pontormo did the
same thing. And experience has shown the same thing occur-
ring in many other artists, as has already been explained and
will be explained again. Perhaps this happens because Heaven
goes about distributing its favours in such a way that each art-
ist should be content with whatever falls to him.

But now that [ have already discussed these artistic matters,
perhaps more than was required, let me return to the life and
death of Raphael to say that, since Raphael was a close friend
of Bernardo Dovizio, Cardinal of Bibbicna, the cardinal for
many years had begged him to take a wife, and Raphael had
not explicitly refused to follow the cardinal’s wishes but had
delayed the matter by saying that he wanted to wait three or
four years. Once this period passed, and Raphacl was least
expecting it, the cardinal reminded him of his promise, and,
feeling himself obliged, Raphael, as the courteous man he was,
did not want to break his promise, and so he accepted as his
wife a niece of this cardinal. And because he was always very
discontented with this noose, he tried to gain time in such a
way that many months passed beforc the marriage took place.
And Raphael did this for a respectable reason. Since he had
served at the papal court for many years and since Pope Leo
owed him a tidy sum of money, Raphael had been given
some indication that at the end of the work on the hall he was
painting for the pope, the latter, in recognition of his labours
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and his talents, would give him a cardinal’s red hat, having
already decided to name a good number of cardinals, among
whom were men of less merit than Raphael.

Meanwhile, Raphael secretly attended to his love affairs and
pursued his amorous pleasures beyond all moderation, and on
one occasion he happened to be even more immoderate than
usual; having returned home, for that reason, with a very high
fever, his doctors thought he had become overheated, and
since he did not admit to them the excesses he had committed,
his doctors imprudently bled him in such a way that he grew
weak and felt faint, just when he needed a restorative. So he
made his will and first, as a good Christian, sent his mistress
away after giving her the means to live honestly; afterwards
he divided his possessions among his pupils Giulio Romano
(whom he had always loved a great deal), Giovanfrancesco
Fiorentino called II Fattore, and some pricst from Urbino
who was a relative of his. He then gave instructions that some
of his wealth should be used to restore a tabernacle in Santa
Maria Rotonda by replacing old stones with new ones, and to
build an altar with a marble statue of Our Lady, which he
selected as his tomb and place of repose after his death, and he
left all his property to Giulio and Giovanfrancesco, making
Messer Baldassarre da Pescia, then datary of the pope, his
executor. Then, having confessed and repented, Raphael came
to the end of his life’s journey on the same day that he was
born, which was Good Friday of his thirty-seventh year, and
we can believe that just as his talents embellished this world, so
he himself will adorn heaven.

As Raphael lay dead in the hall where he had been work-
ing, the painting of the Transfiguration he had donc for
Cardinal de” Medici was placed at his head, and the sight of his
dead body and this living painting filled the soul of everyone
looking on with grief. Because of Raphael’s death, this paint-
ing was placed by the cardinal on the high altar of San Pietro a
Montorio, and afterwards it was always held in great esteem for
the unusual quality of its every gesture. Raphael’s body was
given the honourable burial that such a noble spirit deserved,
for there was no artisan who did not weep in sorrow and
accompany him to his tomb. His death also deeply grieved the
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entire papal court, first since he had held the office of Groom
of the Chamber while he was alive, and then because he was
so well loved by the pope, who wept bitterly at his death. Oh
happy and blessed soul, for every man gladly speaks of you,
celebrates your deeds, and admires every design you left
behind! When this noble artisan died, painting too might as
well have died, for when he closed his eyes, painting was left
almost blind.

Now for those who have survived him, it remains for us to
imitate the good, or rather the truly excellent style left behind
by him as an example, and, as his talent deserves and our duty
requires, to preserve the most graceful memory of his talent
and always to pay homage to it.

For in truth, because of Raphael, the arts of painting,
colouring, and invention were harmoniously brought to a
stage of completion and perfection that could hardly be hoped
for, nor is it likely that any other soul will ever think of sur-
passing him. And besides the benefits he conferred upon the
art of painting, as a true friend of art, Raphacl while alive
never ceased showing us how to deal with great men, men of
middle station, and those of the lowest rank. And among his
singular gifts [ detect one of such great value that it fills me
with astonishment: heaven gave him the power to achieve
in our profession a result quite contrary to the disposition of
our painters; and what happened quite naturally is that our
artists—and I am speaking not only of the less talented ones
but also of thosc who felt themselves to be great (as the art of
painting produces many men of this humour)—working on
projects in the company of Raphael remained so united and
harmonious that all their evil humours diminished when they
saw him, and every vile and vulgar thought vanished from
their minds. Such harmony never ever existed in any other
time than his. And this came about because these artists were
won over by his courtesy and his skill, but even more by the
genius of his good nature, which was so full of nobility and
kindness that even animals loved him, not to mention other
men. It is said that when other painters who knew him (and
even some who did not) asked Raphael for somce drawing that
they required, he would leave his own work to assist them.
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And he always kept a great number of artisans at work, help-
ing them and teaching them with the kind of love that is morc
appropriately given to one’s own children than to other
artisans. For this reason, he was never seen leaving home to go
to court without fifty painters, all worthy and good men,
accompanying him to pay him honour. In short, Raphael
lived more like a prince than a painter: Oh Art of Painting,
You may well consider Yourself most fortunate in having one
of Your artisans elevate You, by his talent and manners, above
the heavens! And You may truly call Yourself blessed, inas-
much as Your disciples have seen, from following in the
footsteps of such a man, how one ought to live and how
important it is to couple together skill and virtue. Combined
in Raphael, thesc qualities were capable of compelling the
great Julius II and the generous Leo X, in their exalted rank
and dignity, to treat Raphael as their intimate friend and to
show him every kind of generosity, so that with their favour
and the resources with which they provided him, he was able
to honour greatly both himself and the art of painting. All
those who remained in his scrvice and worked under him may
also be called blessed, for anyone who imitated him discovered
that 