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From the Vite or the Ritratti? 

Previously Unknown Portraits from Vasari’s Libro de’ Disegni 

 

The process of producing woodcut portraits to illustrate the second edition of Giorgio 

Vasari’s Vite, published in Florence by the Giunti in 1568, was laborious, long, and 

complicated.1 From his correspondence with the historian and collector Paolo Giovio, it 

is possible to gather that the Aretine harbored ambitions for such illustrations for the 

publication in 1550 of the first edition of his book by Lorenzo Torrentino, and was 

already considering prototypes for such portraits at that time.2 Cutting of the blocks – 

the works of an artisan identified only as “maestro Cristofano” in the life of 

Marcantonio Raimondi3 – began in Venice in 15604 and continued until at least the 

autumn of 1567.5 The diplomat and humanist Cosimo Bartoli, who served as Cosimo I 

de Medici’s agent in Venice, acted as an intermediary and oversaw the blocks’ 

production.6 

From a few surviving letters it is possible to gain some understanding of how the 

operation proceeded. Vasari and his collaborators, reliant on a variety of iconographic 

sources, produced the preparatory drawings in Florence.7 The work progressed 

gradually over a period of years: Bartoli repeatedly solicited new drawings from Vasari, 

as is indicated in letters of 1563, 1564, and 1567.8 Vasari’s self-portrait, which appears 

last in the series within the printed edition, was only completed on the 20th of 

September, 1567.9 A few examples of the preparatory drawings, presumably by 

Vasari’s own hand, are preserved today in the Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi 

(hereafter GDSU) (Fig. 1).10 The drawings were transferred onto the wood blocks in 

Florence, a process for which Vasari took personal credit, on at least one occasion.11 

Though this must have made their shipment to Venice significantly more cumbersome, 
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it is clear that Vasari and his workshop left nothing to chance. Thus prepared, the blocks 

were next sent to Bartoli in Venice, who passed them on to Cristofano to cut.12 Having 

checked the quality of the finished work and having paid the cutter, Bartoli then sent the 

blocks back to Florence,13 where they were delivered to the publisher. Proofs of the 

portraits were printed by the Giunti and sent for inspection to Vasari, along with – at 

least in some cases – Vincenzo Borghini.14 With these test images approved, the 

assembled blocks were integrated with the letterpress text in the form (or chase) of the 

press and the pages of the Vite were printed (Fig. 2). 

The Giuntina edition included a total of 144 such portraits. Each is rendered bust-length 

in an oval format, enclosed within an elaborate, classicizing architectural frame 

including allegorical figures indicating the particular artistic abilities of the sitter. Six 

distinct types of frames were produced to embellish these illustrious faces. Three of 

these correspond respectively to the arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture, two 

provide combinations of two of those arts, and the last refers to the three arts of disegno. 

Surviving preparatory drawings attributed to Vasari’s hand demonstrate his personal 

concern for these framing devices.15 One of the frames, the oval portrait of the artist, 

and the name of the sitter were combined at the time of their printing to produce each 

finished image. An additional eight empty frames were printed without portraits for 

Pietro Cavallini, Giovanni da Ponte, Barna da Siena, Duccio, Taddeo di Bartolo, 

Antonio da Correggio, Pietro Torrigiano and Marco Calavrese. It is clear that he took 

the search for prototypical portraits of his artists with great seriousness. Though in some 

the cases the portrait is missing entirely, in at least these eight examples, Vasari 

considered a blank frame superior to a fictive or generic portrait.16  

Expensive and labor intensive, the production of these portraits must have represented a 

significant investment on the part of Vasari and his printer. The Giunti press, for its 
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part, sought inventive ways to capitalize on the blocks.17 Apart from their obvious 

inclusion within the Vite, the complete series of portraits – without the corresponding 

biographies – was issued by the Giunti in 1568 as the Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, 

scultori et architetti. Contenuti nelle vite di M. Giorgio Vasari Pittore, & Architetto 

Aretino (Fig. 3).18 The same printing house, recognizing a potential commercial 

opportunity, also published in that year Vasari’s Vita di Michelangelo as a slim, 

standalone booklet, reusing the Vite’s portrait of the artist.19 Moreover, the success of 

the Vite lent these images an authority that kept them commercially viable for 

successive generations of readers and viewers. When the Giunti printed Vasari’s 

Trattato della pittura in 1619, it was from these same blocks – now showing signs of 

wear and tear – that his portrait was pulled.20 

Nor did the life of the blocks come to an end with the closure of their original 

publishing house in 1625.21 Instead, the complete series of the oval portraits, under the 

title Effigie di celebri pittori, scultori et architetti la cui vita fu descritta dal signor 

Giorgio Vasari, was published in 1629, again in Florence but this time by Simone 

Ciotti, who states in the dedicatory letter that he had come into possession of the blocks 

(Fig. 4).22 As with the Ritratti, the publication contained no text, except in the Effigie a 

brief introductory dedication. Over the next two decades, the blocks made their way 

some sixty miles to the north, to Bologna. For in 1647 the heirs of Evangelista Dozza 

published a new edition of the Vite in that city, with a commentary by Carlo 

Manolessi.23 Once more, the full series of portraits was included, albeit with a few 

variations, necessitated by damage and loss to the now ninety-year old wood. Judging 

by the quality of these prints, the blocks must have been in quite poor condition by this 

point, and this was, in all likelihood, the last time they were used (Fig. 5). 
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Yet a further purpose to which some of these woodcuts were used can be observed on 

the pages of the so-called Libro de’ disegni, the collection of drawings which Vasari 

was starting to assemble at least by 152824 and which continued to expand until his 

death.25 Though he referred to the project as a “libro” – first of all in the pages of the 

Vite – it was rather a set of albums, and while some scholars estimate that around 1000 

to 2000 individual drawings were included, no contemporary inventory of the collection 

was made, and even the number of albums remains a matter of conjecture.26 Partially 

dispersed at the time of Vasari’s death, the remnants of this collection survive in several 

institutions today and include many of the most significant extant Renaissance 

drawings, especially of the Florentine school. In Vasari’s day, these drawings were 

situated within elaborate architectural frames executed in pen and watercolor on 

oversized sheets.27 Each of these folia gathered drawings that were attributed to a single 

draughtsman and in many cases he took care to identify the artist with a hand-written 

label within these frames. While most of the pages have been disarticulated by 

subsequent collectors and conservators, often eager to substitute their own up-to-date 

attributions for those of Vasari, a handful of the sheets remain intact today.  

Woodcut portraits are affixed to nine integral sheets recognised as deriving from the 

Libro, today held in the British Museum, Christ Church College, Oxford (Fig. 6), the 

École des Beaux-Arts, Paris, Louvre, and at Chatsworth.28 Cropped quite closely, but 

irregularly, around the architectural frames, these prints are generally integrated near the 

top center of each of the pages. They are harmoniously incorporated into the sheet’s 

elaborate framing devices both with pen and through the addition of watercolor for 

shading and modeling. Often these additions serve to continue the architectural 

elements of the drawn frames onto the print. The upper left and right edges of Filippino 

Lippi’s portrait (Fig. 7), for instance, include extensions of the gently arched pediment 
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rendered in pen and wash above the print.29 The woodcut portraits employed on these 

pages are usually referred to as having been cut from copies of the Vite or – more 

recently – the Ritratti.30  

In what follows here, new analysis is provided – and a significant new discovery in the 

collections of the Uffizi is introduced – regarding the use and function of these 

woodcuts in the Ritratti, the Vite and the Libro de’ disegni. In the process, new light 

will be shed too on the complex and still misunderstood relationship between these 

interconnected projects. 

 

The Ritratti 

If the Giuntina edition of the Vite is one of the best known and most studied books of 

the Renaissance, the Ritratti has attracted only modest attention.31 This is due, in part, to 

the fact that only three copies are known today. These are held at the Biblioteca 

Berenson at Villa I Tatti, Harvard University’s Houghton Library, and at the New York 

Public Library.32 Each book presents all 152 woodcuts – including the eight empty 

frames – appearing in the Giuntina Vite. Each leaf is dedicated to a single woodcut, and 

in all cases these are printed on only one side of the sheet. The volume is initiated with a 

title page and concluded with a final woodcut, variants of those employed within the 

Vite. An index of each of the included portraits completes the book. 

This operation can be seen as part of a larger trend – that of collections of portraits of 

illustrious men and women, almost always based on collections of paintings, coins and 

medals, and other iconographic material – which flourished in the second half of the 

1560s and saw numerous publications, particularly in Rome and Venice. To name but a 

few, Antoine Lafréry published in Rome an Illustrium iureconsultorum imagines from 

the Paduan portrait collection of the jurist Marco Mantova Benavides (1566), the 
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Pontificorum maximorum elogia et imagines (1568), and the Imagines et elogia virorum 

illustrium et eruditor, from the library of Fulvio Orsini (1570). Venice, meanwhile, saw 

the publications of the Immagini delle donne auguste intagliate in rame of Enea Vico 

(1557) and a bit later, another edition of the Illustrium iureconsultorum imagines (1569) 

from Benavides collection.33 Like the Ritratti, these publications are generally known 

today in a small number of copies. 

In all three extant copies of the Ritratti, the portraits are printed on paper of varying 

thickness and weight, without apparent rationale. Likewise, the images appear at 

various heights on the page, again without clear reason since the positions do not 

necessarily correspond to those within the Giuntina edition of the Vite where their 

position relative to the text was a limiting factor. Each portrait is numbered – just below 

the frame – and in some cases those numbers have been corrected by hand in pen. 

Clearly these numerals were inserted after the portraits were put in order, a process 

made simple thanks to the index. Though included in a 1604 list of books published by 

the Giunti shop and present in their archive, the Ritratti was composed using neither the 

structure nor the techniques often employed for a commercial quarto edition.34 A certain 

degree of variation must be expected in sixteenth-century editions. Nonetheless, most 

such books were organized and collated at the printer’s shop with the aid of printed 

page numbers and quire signatures. A project like the 1568 Vite would have involved 

printing four pages, combining letterpress text and image, on each side of folio for a 

total of eight pages per sheet.35 In contrast, the individual pages of the Ritratti were not 

produced through such systematic folding, but were rather printed on a single side of the 

sheet and cut apart. They were then glued together, one by one, and gathered in a very 

simple binding. 
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Though the extant copies of the Ritratti share a great deal of technical characteristics in 

common, they also present some minor variations. The New York Public Library and 

Houghton copies are a bit more cohesive in their organization than the example in 

Florence. The Biblioteca Berenson’s Ritratti was gathered and bound with the portraits 

haphazardly occupying either side of the page (Fig. 3). Opening that copy at random, 

the viewer might encounter a spread of two portraits, a single portrait on a recto or 

verso, or simply a blank recto and verso. The binders of the other two examples, in 

contrast, glued each of the pages together such that the printed portraits appear on the 

recto of each page. All three examples employ the same type of binding, with four laces 

attached for closure. The binding techniques varied slightly, particularly in the New 

York copy, but no significant differences can be found in their structure. 

A few differences can be observed between these portraits and those included in the 

Giuntina Vite. While the oval portraits proper are, in all cases identical, their 

combination within the available frames and especially the composition of their labels 

sometimes varies from their counterparts in the Vite. For example, while Lorenzo 

Ghiberti appears within the frame reserved for painters in the Vite, the Ritratti, more 

accurately, employs that used for sculptors.36 Variations in the labels include differences 

in the alignment and registration of the artists’ names, inclusion or exclusion of 

punctuation, and different forms of abbreviation. Specific examples of these 

discrepancies are discussed in greater detail below. For the moment, it is sufficient to 

note that variations between the Vite and Ritratti are such that it is impossible to clearly 

establish an exact chronology for the two editions. Though it would be tempting to 

imagine the Ritratti simply as bound collections of proofs for the Vite’s portraits 

(augmented with a title page, an endpiece and an index) this seems highly unlikely for a 
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number reasons. Rather than the Ritratti simply correcting mistakes present in the Vite, 

as we have seen from the example of Ghiberti above, errors flow in both directions. 

Significantly, however, these variations are – in almost all cases – uniform among the 

three extant copies of the Ritratti. Moreover, the text of the Vite was – at least in some 

cases – already set in type when the Ritratti was printed. Thus, while proofs were 

probably pulled from the assembled frames, portrait ovals, and possibly labels, the 

pages of the Ritratti were assembled with the text in chase of the press before printing. 

At this point, the blocks would have been inked and the type masked using an oiled 

frisket sheet since even the most careful application of ink could not guarantee that none 

would be deposited on the text.37 While this prevented the unwanted letters from 

printing on the finished sheet, the tell-tale embossing of that text often nonetheless 

appears on the pages of the Ritratti, as in the Berenson’s portrait of Nanni di Banco, 

where opening lines of his life are plainly visible.38 So too, a few of these portraits 

include the printed text of the Vite’s running head. Those of Cimabue and Arnolfo di 

Cambio, for instance, prominently display “PRIMA PARTE” above their frames.39  

The relationship between the Vite and Ritratti was thus a fluid one. Whether the impetus 

for a collection of the portraits originated with Vasari or the Giunti, the Ritratti 

represents a consciously planned separate edition and its simultaneous printing with the 

Vite would have been the most efficient and economical means of realizing the project. 

Nothing, unfortunately, is known about the original (or even early) owners of the 

Houghton and Berenson copies, and the books themselves offer no further clues. An 

annotation on the New York Public Library example, however, offers relevant evidence 

regarding one of his early owners. Written in brown ink on the title page (Fig. 8) is the 

name of Giovanni Battista Clarici (1542–1602), an engineer, cartographer, and 

architect. Born and trained in Urbino, Clarici enjoyed success especially as a designer of 
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fortifications throughout Italy. He rose to prominence as a favored military engineer of 

the peninsula’s Hapsburg overlords, working on behalf of Spanish interests in 

expanding the walls of Cremona and as an integral player in the renovation of Milan’s 

Castello Sforzesco.40 By 1587 Clarici’s ingenuity was widely praised. The Milanese 

chronicler Gasparo Bugatti singled him out as the “great surveyor of waterways, rivers 

and lakes, of fortresses, of mountains and landscape,” – an estimation shared by 

Giovanni Paolo Lomazzo.41 Clarici’s putative ownership of this copy is made all the 

more plausible by the fact that he was personally acquainted with Vasari. He had, in 

fact, met the Aretine during a month-long sojourn in Florence in 1565, at roughly the 

same moment that the Vite was rolling off the Giunti’s presses. A letter dated 24 June of 

that year, written on the verso of a drawing today in the GDSU, attests that Clarici, on 

this occasion, visited Vasari’s workshop and was acquainted with Marco da Faenza 

(known as Marchetti), one of the most trusted assistants within the shop.42 The 

engineer’s interest in the project that would become that Ritratti might have been 

kindled at this time. Whether he later purchased his copy from the Giunti or perhaps 

even received it as a gift from Vasari, we might ask what someone like Clarici have 

done with this collection of famed artists? 

It is possible that copies of the Ritratti, as well as being bound as books – as is 

demonstrated by the three known examples – could have been used within collections of 

prints or drawings and later dismembered.43 Likewise, pages that comprised these books 

could have been used as individual prints rather than as part of the complete set. Such 

diverse patterns of book use were common even when considering a single edition of a 

printed book throughout the later fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The usual practice of 

buying books unbound (though collated) meant that many such decisions were left to 

the discretion of book buyers rather than printers or sellers, in ways quite foreign to 
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modern conceptions of standardized editions.44 The Giunti’s decision to print the 

Ritratti on only one side of each sheet was crucial to the modular nature of the project, 

and facilitated its flexibility for varied uses by divergent buyers. 

It is entirely possible, then, that these might be considered a relatively inexpensive – 

and infinitely more portable – version of a portrait gallery.45 This developing typology 

became increasingly more prominent at this point in the sixteenth century by the time of 

the Ritratti’s printing already existed in a number of important examples. These 

included both ‘real’ galleries (comprised of paintings) as well as imaginative ones, 

given, as we have seen, standardized form through their translation by printmakers into 

books and prints. These latter could have been hung on walls, gathered in albums, or 

possibly used in a host of other ways. It is perhaps in anticipation of the dismemberment 

and mounting of these images that so little care was taken by the Giunti in selecting 

paper stock for this edition. The variations in the thickness of these pages would have 

made little difference once they were affixed to some other support. Whether Clarici 

possessed any such collection is unknown. His map of Milan, created for the Spanish 

survey of 1587, is the work of a consummate draughtsman and the wide range of 

surviving plans for fortifications and studies of topography suggest an artist equally at 

home with pictorial and mathematical demands.46 That his surviving letter appears on a 

sheet of studies attributed to Federico Barocci is one strong indication of his interest in 

artists’ drawings. Likewise, his observation that Marco da Faenza’s “seemed to me to 

work very skillfully in creating grotesques,” and his judgement that Florence was so 

pleasing to him that a month was not nearly enough time adequately acquaint himself 

with “all of its beautiful works, as many paintings as sculptures,” all suggests that the 

most plausible first owner for a copy of the Ritratti might well have been a man deeply 

interested in the study and display of works of art.47 
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Previously Unknown Portraits 

One problem confronting research on such fictive collections is that these kinds of 

materials were not generally thought of as especially precious – like ‘true’ artists’ prints 

– and as such were often not even catalogued in their later repositories. Even when they 

have been catalogued, it is often inaccurately or incompletely. For example, within the 

University College London Art Museum’s collection there are two portraits cut from a 

copy of the Vite (they include text printed on their reverse) and mounted on cardboard, 

which are errantly catalogued as individual portraits.48 The existence of such fugitive 

impressions from the Vite, suggested that examples from the Ritratti might likewise 

have found their way into collections, classified either as single portraits or as cut from 

the Vite. The more modular nature of the book – the capacity for its images to be re-

sequenced or individually displayed – hinted that such a fate might well have befallen 

some copies of the Ritratti. Clarici’s volume had remained intact, but it is likely that 

others had not fared as well. With such possibilities in mind, the location for this 

continuing research shifted away from the library and toward the prints and drawings 

department of the museum. 

Conserved among the print collection of the GDSU are eight portraits of artists which 

can be traced back to the Giuntina edition of the Vite, or more accurately – as we shall 

see in what follows – to the production of the prints used for both the Vite and Ritratti. 

Considered by the compiler of the card catalog to be “proofs of the woodcuts used for 

the portraits of the artists in the Giuntina edition of Vasari’s Vite” they are gathered 

together in a medium sized envelope. Included are the portraits of Bramante (cat. no. 

12399, Fig. 9), Benedetto da Rovezzano (12400, Fig. 10), Andrea Contucci known as 

Sansovino (12401, Fig. 11), Desiderio da Settignano (12402, Fig. 12), Baldassare 
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Peruzzi (12403, Fig. 13), along with Giuliano (12404, Fig. 14), Bastiano called 

Aristotile (12405, Fig. 15), and Antonio da Sangallo (12406, Fig. 16). Each is trimmed 

around the edge of the frame, with the exception of that of Andrea Contucci (Fig. 11), 

which is instead cut around the oval of the portrait. Each of the images has been 

mounted on a square of light-brown cardboard. The majority are water-colored, and 

several also include pen strokes in brown ink. For example, on the portrait of Benedetto 

da Rovezzano (Fig. 10), these lines accentuate the decorative details of the frame. In 

many cases, both the watercolor and pen lines seem to have continued beyond the 

cropped edges. None exhibit printed text on their verso, demonstrating that they were 

certainly not cut from one or more copies of the Giuntina Vite and suggesting, initially, 

that they might more closely correspond to those used in the Ritratti. Yet 

inconsistencies between these images and those of the Vite and Ritratti alike 

necessitated a closer look. 

It is perhaps best to examine these images in detail, one by one, to better place them in 

relation to the different versions of the published portraits. The portrait of Bramante in 

this group (Fig. 9) appears within the frame usually reserved for those artists who 

excelled in the fields of painting and architecture, the same used in both the Ritratti 

(Fig. 17) and the Vite (Fig. 18).49 The images used in both publications do not differ 

substantially between themselves, and the portrait here is similarly indistinguishable. 

There are a few similar but not perfectly identical errors in the registration of the letters 

of the artist’s name between the three versions. The portrait of Benedetto da Rovezzano 

(Fig. 10) is paired with the frame dedicated to sculptors in both the Ritratti (Fig. 19) and 

Vite (Fig. 20).50 The GDSU’s woodcut is identical to that which appears in the Ritratti, 

and presents a few minor variations compared to that of the Vite. For example, those 

printed in the Vite are missing the period after the word ‘SCVLTORE’, which is present in 



 13 

both those of the GDSU and the Ritratti. The registration of the letters is identical in 

these latter two versions and differs slightly from that of the Vite.  

The portrait of Desiderio da Settignano (Fig. 12), inserted into the frame used for 

sculptors, however, exhibits a few variations in comparison to that of the Ritratti (Fig. 

21) as well as that which appears in the Vite (Fig. 22). These are principally, once again, 

in the details of the letters’ registration for the name and expertise of the sitter.51 In 

another respect, however, this version can be definitively linked with the Ritratti rather 

than the Vite. The index number used for Desiderio da Settignano in the former 

publication is 61. As previously noted, while the portraits in the Ritratti are individually 

numbered beneath each frame, these numbers are absent in the Vite. Significantly then, 

at the bottom of Desiderio’s portrait we can clearly see a fragment of the number 6. This 

is placed in exactly the same position used for the 6 of the 61 under the frame in the 

Ritratti version and was preserved when this portrait was cut from the paper on which it 

was printed. Considering the slight difference in the label’s registration between this 

image and those in the extant copies, we can assume that this image was taken from a 

page or proof sheet intended for the Ritratti.  

The portrait of Giuliano da Sangallo (Fig. 14), placed in the frame reserved for 

architects, is analogous in every way to that appearing in the Ritratti (Fig. 23).52 The 

version used in the Vite (Fig. 24), in contrast, presents variations in both the artist’s 

name and qualifications: “VITA DI GIULIANO ET ANTONIO DA S. GALLO ARCHIT. FIOR.” 

That of Bastiano detto Aristotile da Sangallo (Fig. 15) is placed in the frame used for 

artists working in the fields of both painting and architecture and is identical with the 

image included in the Ritratti (Fig. 25), which differs from that of the Vite (Fig. 26) in 

several respects.53 In particular, the frame used for the GDSU example and for the 

Ritratti both include horizontal breaks on each side – presumably an unintended 
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indication of the process by which the two halves of the frame were fitted around the 

oval portrait. The version published in the Vite, includes only the break on the left. 

Further, the text within the label is slightly different, and a defect in the printing of the 

ornament at the bottom edge of the image is found in both the versions of the GDSU 

and the Ritratti. Likely this occurred when the index number was inserted just below the 

frame, since, as we have already described, these numbers are absent in the Vite.  

The variations present in these five woodcuts demonstrate the complexities inherent in 

printing two different editions simultaneously. Such relatively subtle differences, 

however, pale when we examine the remaining three images of this group. For though 

the portraits of Andrea Contucci (Fig. 11), Baldassarre Peruzzi (Fig. 13), and Antonio 

da Sangallo (Fig. 16) appear at first glance superficially similar to these prints, closer 

examination reveals that each of these is, at least in part, a drawing. The image of 

Contucci (Fig. 11) is a pen drawing which closely follows the version of the Vite. We 

can see that central figure above the frame corresponds to the type usually employed for 

artists known principally as sculptors and architects, the same which is used for 

Contucci in both the Ritratti (Fig. 27) and the Vite (Fig. 28).54 The handwritten label 

imitates closely the one in the Vite, which differs from that of the Ritratti. The portrait 

of Baldassare Peruzzi (Fig. 13) is a hybrid image, consisting of a pen portrait oval 

drawn within one of the eight blank woodcut frames. The frame does not correspond 

with that used for that artist in either the Ritratti (Fig. 29) or the Vite (Fig. 30),55 where 

– in agreement with the label beneath the portrait – the type reserved for painters and 

architects is employed. Here instead the frame usually corresponding to artists known 

for architecture and sculpture has been used, and the original artist’s label has been cut 

away. Peruzzi’s name and profession have been substituted by hand in the label’s place, 

copying the version appearing in the Vite rather than from that of the Ritratti. The final 
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portrait in the series, that of Antonio da Sangallo (Fig. 16), is a drawing and departs 

from the woodcut published in both the Ritratti (Fig. 31) and the Vite (Fig. 32).56 

Antonio’s forehead is more pronounced in the drawing and his nose is slightly more 

crooked. The artist, in all three versions, is portrayed within the frame used for 

architects, but the GDSU drawing seems calculated to emphasize, or even exaggerate, a 

few distinctive characteristic of the woodcuts: the draughtsman has included two 

horizontal breaks at the edges of the frame, in imitation of the defects mentioned in the 

portrait of Bastiano detto Aristotile (Fig. 15), which are instead absent in the printed 

versions of Antonio da Sangallo’s portrait. The drawing was calculated, in other words, 

to seem more like a print than the print its author used as his model.  

It is difficult, if not impossible, to trace the authorship of these drawings with certainty. 

Though they were executed by an undoubtedly talented artist, their author’s dedication 

to imitating his woodcut models makes their attribution a daunting task. But we will 

return to this question in greater detail toward the end of the article, with some 

additional considerations. 

 

The Libro de’ Disegni 

The treatment of these portraits is, in all ways, comparable to that seen on the nine 

pages deriving from Vasari’s Libro de’ disegni previously mentioned.  

An album of drawings traditionally regarded as derived from Giorgio Vasari’s 

collection was acquired in 1798 from Grand Duke Ferdinando III for the Florentine 

state collections. Then director Tommaso Puccini penned a lengthy report, in which he 

described the contents of the album.57 According to this document, the volume 

contained 107 large architectural drawings and other of smaller dimensions, along with 

twenty-one figure drawings, which were gathered on both the recto and verso of the 
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pages. Among the authors of these drawings mentioned by Puccini “omitting those of 

lesser reputation” were Francesco di Giorgio (1 drawing), Baldassare Peruzzi (2), 

Bramante (10), Fra Giocondo (1), Andrea Contucci detto il Sansovino (7), Benedetto da 

Rovezzano (2), Desiderio da Settignano (1), Antonio Labacco (2), Giuliano (17), 

Antonio (24), Francesco (6), and Aristotile (1) da Sangallo, and Vincenzo Scamozzi (3). 

The subjects of these drawings included proposed projects for Saint Peter’s by 

Bramante and Giuliano da Sangallo, capitals and moldings drawn from the antique, the 

plan for the Procuratie Nuove of Venice, as well as one for Giuliano da Sangallo’s 

never realized Medici palace on via della Crocetta.58 Puccini harbored no doubts about 

the album’s provenance: “The majority and best of these drawings belonged to Giorgio 

Vasari, who, as he attested at the end of almost all of his lives of the artists, assembled a 

great album, which was, for the most part, destroyed and dispersed [...]. Proof of this is 

found in the watercolor decoration by Giorgio himself executed with great skill around 

each of its sheets, along with the portrait of the artist to whom the drawing was 

assigned. I remember having seen a few such examples in the collection of the Dutch 

Baron Lestewenon,59 which he had acquired at great expense from the Mariette sale and 

which he held as especially precious.”60 

So, when the drawings entered the collection, they were mounted on the album’s pages, 

surrounded by frames and enhanced with watercolor ornaments, along with – at least in 

some cases – a woodcut portrait of the artist to whom they were attributed. It was this 

supporting apparatus that suggested to Puccini the volume’s provenance from Vasari’s 

famed collection.  Though the director provided no more detailed description, we can 

assume that the pages looked quite similar to the sheet today in Oxford (Fig. 6).61 

Though Puccini did not reveal his identity, he included a few details that have provided 

a basis for identifying the album’s former owner. This was Séroux d’Agincourt, who 
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had acquired the volume at the sale of Mariette’s estate in 1775.62 The fact that the 

album contained woodcut portraits of the artists represented is confirmed by the catalog 

from this sale where it is listed as “1408. Another great folio volume of sixty sheets, 

bound in natural calf and containing more than a hundred difference architectural 

drawings and studies of figures, rendered in pen and watercolor, by Antonio and Giulio 

da Sangallo and other Florentine architects and sculptors, along with their portraits 

mounted at the top.”63  

Nothing more is known about the provenance of these materials. The album was 

dismembered when it entered the Florentine gallery and the individual drawings were 

catalogued according to author by curators at that time. If several scholars have 

attempted to attest the Vasarian provenance of this album and to determine which 

drawings in the GDSU formed part of it, to the best of our knowledge, no one has 

previously shown any interest in these woodcut portraits of the artists originally 

mounted together with the drawings on some of the sheets.64 Along with giving further 

insight into the use of prints connected with the production of the Ritratti and the Vite, 

these newly recognized portraits provide supporting evidence that the drawings forming 

part of the album which entered the GDSU collection in 1798 might indeed have 

belonged – at least in part – to Vasari’s own collection. 

 

The newly discovered portraits in the GDSU, as we discussed above, might be classified 

as proofs, though it is also possible that some were remainder impressions leftover from 

the Ritratti’s production. The fact that several of these images fail to conform – albeit in 

sometimes apparently minor details – to those of either the Vite or the Ritratti, all but 

insure that this must have been the case. Access to such proofs would have been limited 

to Vasari and a few of his closest collaborators. That these trial impressions, rather than 
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examples cut from the commercially available editions, were integrated into the fabric 

of the Libro, and in the sheets which reached the GDSU in 1798 – evident from the 

fragmentary pen and watercolor embellishments present on these images – provides 

compelling confirmation of the personal role Vasari, rather than later owners like 

Niccolò Gaddi,65 played in creating the decorative apparatus and structure of the Libro’s 

pages. So too, the fact that the woodcuts employed in the GDSU group conform so 

closely to those employed on the extant sheets derived from Vasari’s own collection 

provides significant reinforcement for Puccini’s judgement of their provenance. Their 

incorporation suggests, moreover, the ways in which the Vite, Ritratti, and Vasari’s 

collection of drawings evolved together over a period of almost two decades. When the 

Vite were published in 1550, their author made no mention of his collection of 

drawings. By 1568, however the Libro, clearly a coherent project in Vasari’s mind, is 

everywhere apparent. The production of the woodcut portraits for the revised Vite was 

only one part of a lengthy process that gave Vasari ample time to ruminate on the shape 

of his growing collection of drawings and its relationship to his planned publications. 

This fecund period witnessed the conception and development of his Libro and it may 

even have been this use of some of these proofs within his albums, and the possibility 

that other collectors might find portraits similarly useful, that gave him the idea for the 

Ritratti in the first place.66  

If these portraits accord, in many ways, with previous conceptions of the relationship 

between prints and drawings within Vasari’s collection, they also present unique 

characteristics that offer new insights into the complexity of these arrangements.  

First and foremost, the presence of drawn portraits imitating those of the Ritratti and the 

Vite have no parallel in other extant pages from the albums. Likely, the drawings of 

Andrea Contucci, Baldassarre Peruzzi, and Antonio da Sangallo were created in lieu of 
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available proofs at the moment of their incorporation into the Libro. Their often careful 

imitation of the graphic conventions of woodcut, then, provided a level of uniformity 

that might otherwise have been absent from the collection. The addition of more 

traditional drawings might have disrupted the composition of the page, leading to the 

misinterpretation that the portrait was by the hand of the artist whose works were 

collected there. Perhaps, most significantly, it seems likely that Vasari – or an artist so 

close as to be indistinguishable from the master’s own hand – drew these fascinating 

and playful mock prints. By his own account in the Vite, Vasari owned drawings by at 

least six of the eight artists of the GDSU group by 1568.67 The sheets to which these 

portraits were attached might have been in his possession over the course of the years 

during which the images for the Vite and Ritratti were being cut, printed, and approved.  

Likewise, the drawn portraits of the GDSU compare favorably with closely 

contemporary drawings associated with Vasari’s hand in the collection.68 An exhaustive 

stylistic comparison is beyond the scope of the present study, but a favorable parallel 

might be drawn with a study for a frontispiece by the master’s hand, today GDSU, 394 

O (Fig. 33).69 To use but one example, the morphology of the feet of the figures perched 

atop the curving pediment here – the angular foreshortening of the whole form, the 

high, almost twisted arch of the rear foot, combined with discrete, curvilinear toes – 

accords closely with that of the figure of Architecture drawn above the frame for 

Antonio da Sangallo’s portrait. There is here too a softness in Architecture’s facial 

features, a gentle swelling and fullness of her lips, which stands in contrast to her 

necessarily more schematic, and hard edged companion above the printed frame, seen in 

this group’s portrait of Giuliano da Sangallo (Fig. 14). Far from a second-rate copy of 

the woodcut original, this sophisticated imitation of a print, is every bit the equal of 

Vasari’s known drawings. Like the use of the variant woodcut portraits, the high quality 
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of this draftsmanship provides further evidence that the sheets incorporated into the 

Uffizi’s collection in 1798 might have been assembled with Vasari’s personal 

involvement.   

 

A more direct comparison is provided by the drawn portrait of Peruzzi (Fig. 13) and the 

woodcut version that appeared in the Vite (Fig. 30). The close correspondence between 

the swelling, tapered lines that serve both to create a sense of depth in fictive space of 

the oval and to model the folds of the artist’s shirt is striking. These are not the product 

of tracing but rather signs of the same draughtsman at home in his chosen graphic 

idiom. These similarities suggest that the artist responsible for this drawing – whether 

Vasari or a very talented assistant – might well be the same individual who transferred 

Peruzzi’s portrait to the woodblock.  

Vasari’s project of accumulation grew from a small nucleus of drawings to encompass, 

by the end of his life, a massive corpus. The Libro – and this was Vasari’s name for this 

undertaking even when it came to fill several such volumes – came to serve as a kind of 

visual parallel to his written biographies. The integration of woodcut portraits onto these 

pages represents perhaps the most direct means by which he signaled the 

interconnectedness of these joint endeavors which occupied so much of his energy. The 

eight previously unknown portraits from these volumes discussed here – drawings, 

woodcuts, and hybrid combinations of these – both expand our knowledge of one of the 

most pivotal of early modern collections, and provide a fascinating glimpse into the 

once unsuspected sophistication of Vasari’s negotiation of prints and drawing, singular 

and multiple, within his practice. 
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Cosimo I,” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorichen Institutes in Florenz 24 (1980): 127-202.  
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Figure 1. Giorgio Vasari, Portraits of Lorenzo di Bicci and Andrea Orcagna. (Florence, 

Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 638 F.) 

Figure 2. Portrait of Andrea Orcagna. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu eccellenti 

pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 3. Portraits of Taddeo Gaddi and Andrea Orcagna. From Giorgio Vasari, 

Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 4. Portraits of Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Simone Martini, Taddeo Gaddi, and Andrea 

Orcagna. From Effigie di celebri pittori, scultori et architetti la cui vita fu descritta dal 

signor Giorgio Vasari (Florence, 1629). 

Figure 5. Portrait of Andrea Orcagna. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu eccellenti 

pittori, scultori, e architettori (Bologna, 1647). 

Figure 6. Filippino Lippi and Assistants, Various Studies. (Oxford, Christ Church, no. 

1338 recto.) 

Figure 7. Portrait of Filippo Lippi (called Filippino). Detail of Figure 6 (Oxford, Christ 

Church, no. 1338 recto.) 

Figure 8. Title page. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori et 

architetti (Florence, 1568), with detail of Giovanni Battista Clarici’s signature (New 

York, New York Public Library). 

Figure 9. Portrait of Bramante. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 

12399.) 

Figure 10. Portrait of Benedetto da Rovezzano. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe 

degli Uffizi, 12400.) 

Figure 11. Portrait of Andrea Contucci (known as Sansovino). (Florence, Gabinetto 
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Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 12401.) 

Figure 12. Portrait of Desiderio di Settignano. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe 

degli Uffizi, 12402.) 

Figure 13. Portrait of Baldassarre Peruzzi. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli 

Uffizi, 12403.) 

Figure 14. Portrait of Giuliano da Sangallo. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe 

degli Uffizi, 12404.) 

Figure 15. Portrait of Bastiano (called Aristotile) da Sangallo. (Florence, Gabinetto 

Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 12405.) 

Figure 16. Portrait of Antonio da Sangallo. (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe 

degli Uffizi, 12406.) 

Figure 17. Portrait of Bramante. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, 

scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 18. Portrait of Bramante. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu eccellenti pittori, 

scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 19. Portrait of Benedetto da Rovezzano. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più 

eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 20. Portrait of Benedetto da Rovezzano. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu 

eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 21. Portrait of Desiderio da Settignano. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più 

eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 22. Portrait of Desiderio da Settignano. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu 

eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 23. Portrait of Giuliano da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più 

eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 
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Figure 24. Portrait of Giuliano da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu 

eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 25. Portrait of Bastiano (called Aristotile) da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, 

Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 26. Portrait of Bastiano (called Aristotile) da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, Le 

vite de’ piu eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 27. Portrait of Andrea Contucci (known as Sansovino). From Giorgio Vasari, 

Ritratti de’ più eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 28. Portrait of Andrea Contucci (known as Sansovino). From Giorgio Vasari, Le 

vite de’ piu eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 29. Portrait of Baldassarre Peruzzi. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più 

eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 30. Portrait of Baldassarre Peruzzi. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu 

eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 31. Portrait of Antonio da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, Ritratti de’ più 

eccellenti pittori, scultori et architetti (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 32. Portrait of Antonio da Sangallo. From Giorgio Vasari, Le vite de’ piu 

eccellenti pittori, scultori, e architettori (Florence, 1568). 

Figure 33. Giorgio Vasari, Study for the frontispiece of Leon Battista Alberti, 

L’Architettura (Florence, 1550). (Florence, Gabinetto Disegni e Stampe degli Uffizi, 

394 O.) 


