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Week III : Set Reading—Primary Source 

 

Giorgio Vasari, Lives of the Artists, ‘Edizione Giuntina’, 2nd ed. (Florence, 1568), preface. 

 
...We will now pass … [to] … the rise of the arts to perfection, their decline and their restoration or, rather, 

rebirth [rinascita]… The practice of the arts began late in Rome …[and though] the arts of painting and 

sculpture continued to flourish until the death of the last of the twelve Caesars, yet they did not maintain that 

perfection and excellence which had characterised them before, as we see by the buildings of the time under 

successive emperors. The arts declined steadily from day to day, until at length by a gradual process they 

entirely lost all perfection of design. Clear testimony to this is afforded by the works in sculpture and 

architecture produced in Rome in 

the time of Constantine [306-337 

AD], notably in the triumphal arch 

made for him by the Roman people 

at the Colosseum, where we see, 

that for lack of good masters not 

only did they make use of marble 

reliefs carved in the time of Trajan 

[98-117 AD], but also of spoils 

brought to Rome from various 

places. Those who recognise the 

excellence of these … ornaments 

which belong to another epoch will 

also appreciate that the portions 

made to fill up gaps by sculptors of 

the day are of the clumsiest sort … 

and so poor that they leave one 

firmly under the impression that the 

art of sculpture had begun to decline 

even before the coming of the Goths 

and other barbarous and foreign 

nations who combined to destroy all 

the superior arts as well as Italy. 

… Architecture … maintained its excellence at a higher though not at the highest level. Nor is this a matter for 

surprise, since large buildings were almost entirely constructed of spoils, so that it was easy for the architects 

in great measure to imitate the old in making the new, since they had the former continually before their eyes. 

This was an easier task for them than for the sculptors, as the art of imitating the good figures of the ancients 

had declined. 

After the departure of Constantine, the Emperors whom he left in Italy were continually building in Rome and 

elsewhere, endeavouring to make their works as good as possible, but as we see, sculpture, painting and 

architecture were steadily going from bad to worse. This arose perhaps from the fact that when human affairs 

begin to decline, they grow steadily worse until the time comes when they can no longer deteriorate any 

further. …As Fortune, when she has brought men to the top of the wheel, either for amusement or because she 

repents, usually turns them to the bottom, it came to pass after these things that almost all the barbarian 

nations rose in divers parts of the world against the Romans, the result being the speedy fall of that great 

empire, and the destruction of everything, notably of Rome herself. That fall involved the complete 

destruction of the most excellent artists, sculptors, painters and architects, burying them and their arts under 

the debris and ruins of that most celebrated city. The first to go were painting and sculpture, as being arts 

which served rather for pleasure than for utility, the other art, namely architecture, being necessary and useful 

for the welfare of the body, continued in use, but not in its perfection and purity. 

 

The majority of [classical sculpture and inscriptions] were destroyed and obliterated by the savage barbarians, 

who had nothing human about them but their shape and name. … Thus true men and every sort of virtue 

perished at the same time: laws, habits, names and tongues suffered change, and these varied misfortunes,  

The Arch of Constantine, originally built for Hadrian (not Trajan as Vasari says) 
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collectively and singly, debased and degraded every fine spirit and every lofty soul. But the most harmful and 

destructive force which operated against these fine arts was the fervent zeal of the new Christian religion, 

which, after long and sanguinary strife, had at length vanquished and abolished the old faith of the heathen, by 

means of a number of miracles and by the sincerity of its acts. Every effort was put forth to remove and utterly 

extirpate the smallest things from which errors might arise, and thus not only were the marvellous statues, 

sculptures, paintings, mosaics and ornaments of the false pagan gods destroyed and thrown down, but also the 

memorials and honours of countless excellent persons, to whose distinguished merits statues and other 

memorials had been set up in public by a most virtuous antiquity. Besides all this, in order to build churches 

for the use of the Christians, 

not only were the most 

honoured temples of the idols 

destroyed, but in order to 

ennoble and decorate St 

Peter’s with more ornaments 

than it then possessed, they 

took away the stone columns 

from the mausoleum of 

Hadrian, now the castle of 

Sant’ Angelo, as well as many 

other things which we now 

see in ruins. 

 

The arts of design having 

arrived at this pitch, both 

before and during the time 

that the Lombards ruled Italy, 

they subsequently grew 

gradually worse and worse, 

until at length they reached 

the lowest depths of baseness. 

An instance of their utter 

tastelessness and crudity may 

be seen in some figures in the Byzantine style over the door in the portico of St Peter’s at Rome... The masters 

of that day produced nothing but shapeless and clumsy things which may still be seen to-day. It was the same 

with architecture, for it was necessary to build, and as form and good methods were lost by the death of good 

artists and the destruction of good buildings, those who devoted themselves to this profession built erections 

devoid of order or measure, and totally deficient in grace, proportion or principle. Then new architects arose 

who created that style of building, for their barbarous nations, which we call Gothic, and produced some 

works which are ridiculous to our modern eyes, but appeared admirable to theirs. This lasted until a better 

form somewhat similar to the good antique manner was discovered by better artists, as is shown by the oldest 

churches in Italy which are not antique, which were built by them… 

Castel Sant’ Angelo, originally built 123-139 AD as the Mausoleum of the Emperor Hadrian 

In Florence the style of architecture improved 

slightly somewhat later, the shafts of the columns, 

although made up of pieces, at the church of Santi 

Apostoli built by Charlemagne, although small, 

being very beautiful, because re very graceful and 

beautifully formed, and the capitals and the arches 

for the vaulting of the side aisles show that some 

good architect was left in Tuscany, or had arisen 

there. In fine, the architecture of this church is such 

that Filippo Brunelleschi did not disdain to make 

use of it as his model in designing the churches of 

Santo Spirito and San Lorenzo in the same city. … 

Interior of Santi Apostoli, Florence, built in 11th century, but 

thought to have been built in 8th century 
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From such beginnings design and a general improvement in the arts began to make headway in Tuscany, as in 

the year 1016 when the Pisans began to erect their Cathedral…  About the same time, namely in 1061, the 

people of Lucca, in emulation of the Pisans, began the 

church of San Martino at Lucca … The facade also contains 

some figures and a number of scenes in half-relief under the 

portico relating to the life of St. Martin executed in marble 

and in the Byzantine style. But the best things there, over 

one of these doors, were done by Nicola Pisano, 170 years 

later, and completed in 1233… The figures by Nicola 

Pisano show to what an extent sculpture was improved by 

him. Most of the buildings erected in Italy from this time 

until the year 1250 were similar in character to these, for architecture made little or no apparent progress in all 

these years, but remained stationary, the same rude style being retained. … 

The admirable sculptures and paintings buried in the ruins of Italy remained hidden or unknown to the men of 

this time who were engrossed in the rude productions of their own age, in which they used no sculptures or 

paintings except such as were produced by the old artists of Greece, who still survived, making images of clay 

or stone, or painting grotesque figures and only colouring the general outline. These artists were invited to 

Italy for they were the best and indeed the only representatives of their profession. With them they brought the 

mosaic, sculpture, and painting as they understood them, and thus they taught their own rough and clumsy 

style to the Italians… 

 

As the men of the age were not accustomed to see any excellence or greater perfection than the things thus 

produced, they greatly admired them, and considered them to be the type of perfection, barbarous as they 

were. Yet some rising spirits, aided by some quality in the air of certain places, so far purged themselves of 

this crude style that in 1250 Heaven took compassion on the fine minds that the Tuscan soil was producing 

every day, and directed them to the original forms. For although the preceding generations had before them the 

remains of arches, colossi, statues, pillars or carved stone columns which were left after the plunder, ruin and 

fire which Rome had passed through, yet they could never make use of them or derive any profit from them 

until the period named. Those who came after were able to distinguish the good from the bad, and abandoning 

the old style they began to copy the ancients with all ardour and industry. That the distinction I have made 

between old and ancient may be better understood, I will explain that I call ancient the things produced before 

Constantine at Corinth, Athens, Rome and other renowned cities, until the days of Nero, Vespasian, Trajan, 

Hadrian and Antoninus; the old works are those which are due to the surviving Greeks from the days of St. 

Silvester, whose art consisted rather of tinting than of painting. For the original artists of excellence had 

perished in the wars, as I have said, and the surviving Greeks, of the old and not the ancient manner, could 

only trace profiles on a ground of colour. Countless mosaics done by these Greeks in every part of Italy bear 

testimony to this…  
Translation of Gaston du  C. de Vere revised by David Rundle, © David Rundle 2014.  

Below: The Cathedral of San Martino, Lucca 

Below right: portal by Nicola Pisano 

 


