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Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, first published in 1550, was constructed according to 

Renaissance conventions for biography, a genre inherited from the ancient Romans.  Biography 

was a form of historical writing that allowed for the representation of lives of famous men as 

exemplary: the reader was meant to examine the deeds of famous men for the lessons they could 

teach him about proper and improper behavior.  Vasari’s great innovation was to apply this 

formula to the lives of visual artists, thus making the practice of art a heroic profession.
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 In the 

second edition of the Lives (1568), Vasari substantially revised many of the biographies, and 

added several new ones, mainly of artists who had died in the intervening years.  Among these 

new biographies was the Life of Jacopo Carucci da Pontormo. 

In his biography of Pontormo, as elsewhere, Vasari employs the rhetorical strategies of 

epideictic to assign the painter both praise and blame.  He has considerable praise for Pontormo’s 

style as a painter, especially in his earliest works.  While he disapproves of some aspects of 

Pontormo’s character (describing him, for example, as solitary and melancholy), the most 

important critical passages in the biography are directed instead at two contrasting stylistic phases 

in his painting career.  The first of these phases began with a fresco cycle of scenes from Christ’s 

Passion that Pontormo painted at the Certosa del Galluzzo, the Carthusian monastery outside 

Florence (1522-5, Figs. 2, 4), which Vasari says was heavily influenced by the German style of 

prints by Albrecht Dürer.  The second comprises Pontormo’s final fresco cycle, painted in the 

choir of the Florentine church of San Lorenzo (c. 1546–57).
 2
  The latter cycle, which included 

scenes from Genesis and the Resurrection of the Dead, was left unfinished at Pontormo’s death, 

and was completed by his pupil Agnolo Bronzino.  It was destroyed in 1742, but many of 

Pontormo’s preparatory drawings survive (Figs. 5, 7), allowing a general reconstruction of the 

cycle’s appearance and iconography.
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Since the early twentieth century, scholars have been intrigued by the painter’s early 

interest in Dürer, and the relationship of the Certosa frescoes to the German’s woodcuts and 

engravings has been examined in some detail.
4
  In recent publications, scholars have begun to 

look more closely and critically at what Vasari had to say in his biography of Pontormo, and have 

tried to assess his reasons for disparaging the artist’s paintings.  These scholars have, in general, 

tended to focus more on Vasari’s vilification of the later San Lorenzo cycle in a passage (which 

will be examined in greater detail below) that one author has described as ‘a crescendo of 

aggressiveness’.
5
 Unfortunately, they have not always examined the underlying themes of 

Vasari’s biography (especially in light of the Lives as a whole), to explain why he criticizes 

Pontormo for certain artistic qualities but praises him for others. 

Some believe that Vasari’s critical remarks stem from his jealous desire to hold onto the 

reins of artistic power in the Florentine court of Duke Cosimo de’ Medici, and to promote the new 

state-oriented artists’ academy, the Accademia del Disegno, which he had helped to found in 

1563.  Thus, as Elizabeth Pilliod sees it, Vasari needed to ‘undermine not only Pontormo’s legacy, 

but also the strength of the independent bottega system’.
6
  Antonio Pinelli similarly ascribes 

Vasari’s negative comments in part to his rancour toward Duke Cosimo’s majordomo 

Pierfrancesco Riccio, a strong supporter of Pontormo, and in part to a clash of personalities 

between what he characterizes as Vasari the conformist and the restlessly inventive Pontormo.
7
 

While Vasari’s agenda for the Accademia del Disegno is pertinent to his explicit criticism of 

Pontormo, I do not think that his professional jealousy played more than a minor role.  By 1568, 

Pontormo had been dead for eleven years, and Vasari’s leading position as artist and artistic 

coordinator at the Medici court was well-established.   

David Franklin has provided a more sympathetic explanation that is also closer to 

understanding Vasari’s criteria for judgement: that Vasari was trying to promote in Florence a 

rapid workshop practice like that of Raphael in Rome.  Hence he wanted the artists who worked 

with him, and those being trained in the Accademia del Disegno, to design and execute paintings 

without the painstaking graphic preparation evident in Pontormo’s personal practice and that of 

the artists connected with him.  Franklin argues that Vasari promoted Raphael as a stylistic 
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exemplar, on the basis of the gracefulness and variety in Raphael’s work.
 8
  He notes that Vasari’s 

criticism of Pontormo is primarily levelled at two phases of his career – his work at the Certosa 

and his later work for the Medici including the frescoes at San Lorenzo – but does not discuss the 

close thematic parallels that can be found in these sections of the biography.  

In his monograph on Pontormo, Philippe Costamagna does note the parallel nature of 

Vasari’s criticisms of the two fresco cycles.  He believes these passages are connected by Vasari’s 

post-Tridentine aversion to the potentially heretical content of both cycles.  In Costamagna’s 

interpretation, Vasari criticizes Pontormo’s style as a tactic to divert the reader’s attention from 

the problematic content of the works.
9
  

The problem of the iconography of the San Lorenzo cycle is a complex one, and while it 

is not my intention to revisit it for long, it may help to provide a brief summary of recent 

interpretations.  In 1950, Charles de Tolnay discovered an engraving of the church’s choir that 

contained sketchy outlines of Pontormo’s frescoes, which, together with Vasari’s description of 

the choir, aided him in reconstructing the overall scheme.  The unusual treatment of the subject 

matter (for example, the absence of any figures of the damned in the scene of the resurrection of 

the dead with Christ in judgement) led him to conclude that the cycle was indebted to the reform 

theology of Juan de Valdés.  Massimo Firpo has recently provided an exhaustive study of the 

possible Valdesian content of the frescoes in the context of Cosimo’s court, and he, like 

Costamagna, thinks Vasari must have been aware of their heterodoxy.  But Firpo realizes that the 

same argument cannot be applied to the Certosa Passion cycle, which contains nothing 

theologically out of the ordinary.
10

  

In what follows, I would like to leave aside the question of the meaning of Pontormo’s 

frescoes, as well his supposed religious heresy.  Instead, I will examine what Vasari actually 

wrote about Pontormo’s frescoes, to determine his purposes in censuring these two cycles.  I 

believe that his criticisms must be understood in light of contemporary debates about literary and 

artistic imitation, whose themes pervade the Lives.
11

  For Vasari, Pontormo’s heresy, if such it 

was, was more a matter of his choice of artistic exemplar than his choice of spiritual path.
12

 To 

elucidate this, it will be necessary first to outline the literary debates and Vasari’s knowledge of 
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them, then to show how Vasari incorporates the theme of imitation into the Lives (especially in 

1568). Finally, the Life of Pontormo will be examined in light of the polemic surrounding 

imitation and Vasari’s response to it. 

 

Vasari and the Imitation Debates 

The nature of suitable stylistic exemplars and ideal methods of imitation were topics of 

hot debate in sixteenth-century Italy. In the late Quattrocento and early Cinquecento, a series of 

epistolary exchanges between scholars centered around the issue of whether it was better, when 

developing one’s own style in Latin, to imitate many different authors, or only one.  This question 

had already been broached by ancient authors whose works formed the basis for the Latin revival, 

such as Seneca, Cicero and Quintilian.
13

  An exchange of letters at the end of the Quattrocento 

between Angelo Poliziano and Paolo Cortesi set up the terms of the sixteenth-century debates.  

Cortesi advocated strict imitation of a single exemplar, Cicero; Poliziano instead encouraged the 

absorption into one’s own personality of writings by a variety of authors.
14

  In the second decade 

of the sixteenth century, Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola and Pietro Bembo debated the issue 

in a series of letters written in Rome.
15

  Pico favoured studying the work of many masters, and 

from them forming a congenial personal style.  Bembo’s letter promoted a paradigm for imitation 

consisting of the selection of the best single model for copying (Virgil for poetry, Cicero for 

prose), imitation of that model as a means of attaining stylistic excellence, and finally, surpassing 

the model to define one’s own uniqueness. 

Bembo’s publication of the Prose della volgar lingua in 1525 shifted the debate to the 

vernacular language.  He proposed that the ideal models for an Italian vernacular were Trecento 

Tuscan texts by Petrarch (for poetry) and Boccaccio (for prose).  Bembo thought that perfect 

literary style and skill in imitation were not given to everyone.  Rather, very few men in each 

century were able to act as guides who should be followed by the multitude.
16

  Literary figures 

throughout Italy took up the new debate in a twofold manner: some advocated instead a language 

based on that used in Italian courts; and some, while supporting use of the Tuscan dialect, 

objected to Bembo’s narrow range of exemplars.
17

  Several of the scholars participating in the 
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debates became close associates of Vasari. Comments he made on imitation in the two editions of 

the Lives reveal his interest in the debates and the influence they had upon him. 

Vasari’s early education and experiences, which included training in Latin grammar by 

Giovanni Lappoli (called Pollastra), and acting as court companion to Ippolito and Alessandro de’ 

Medici, prepared him to be receptive to the discussions about imitation that he would later 

encounter.
18

  In 1532, when Vasari left Florence and joined the household of Ippolito de’ Medici 

in Rome, he found friends and advocates in Paolo Giovio and Claudio Tolomei.
19

  He was 

therefore exposed to their interest in the question of imitation and related issues about the nature 

of style and expression.  Both Giovio and Tolomei, who, like Bembo, had been members of the 

court of Leo X, were involved in the imitation debates from early in their careers.  In De viris 

illustribus, Giovio took a position close to Pico’s, recommending that students hoping to acquire a 

good style undergo a prolonged period of study, imitating the best masters ‘with each following 

his own inclination, according to his own nature’.
20

  He suggests that there are many potential 

great models, just as there are many praiseworthy styles in contemporary painting.  Tolomei’s 

dialogue Il Cesano condemns those who would impoverish the vernacular by restricting writers to 

the usage of Petrarch and Boccaccio.
21

  In a 1531 letter to Agnolo Firenzuola, Tolomei refers to a 

gathering of literary figures the previous year in Bologna during the coronation festivities for 

Charles V, when the questione della lingua had arisen.  He complains that Bembo had come to be 

considered the sole guide to be followed in writing the vernacular: ‘one loses such a lovely 

opportunity, since there is a great mass of gentle talents – I cite Priolo, Trissino, Molza, 

Guidiccione, Broccardo, and many others – who every day make themselves illustrious with the 

pen’.
22

 

The importance of the imitation debate is evident from its impact upon learned circles in 

which Vasari moved throughout the remainder of his career.  In the 1540s in Florence, the literary 

Accademia Fiorentina instituted a series of public lectures designed to champion Tuscan as the 

vernacular.  Many of the lecturers took issue with Bembo’s exclusive support of Petrarch and 

Boccaccio, and his denigration of Dante as a model.  Bembo had censured Dante for attempting to 

write of too lofty a subject and, in doing so, ‘fall[ing] frequently into writing of the most base and 
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vile things’.  In his opinion, Dante erred by not adhering, as Petrarch had, to a more graceful 

“middle” style between gravity and elegance.
23

  Among the supporters of Dante were Vasari’s 

friends and eventual editors, including Cosimo Bartoli and Pierfrancesco Giambullari, who 

delivered lectures on the Divine Comedy during the 1540s.  In 1544, Vasari painted a panel of Six 

Tuscan Poets for Luca Martini, and in 1546 a variant for Paolo Giovio.  The surviving version in 

Minneapolis, probably created for Martini, who was writing a commentary on Dante, shows 

Dante enthroned in the centre with Petrarch and Boccaccio among the lesser figures surrounding 

him.  That exemplary models were of real importance to these scholars is confirmed by the 

substitution in Giovio’s version of the poets Guittone d’Arezzo and Cino da Pistoia in place of 

Martini’s Marsilio Ficino and Cristoforo Landino.
24

  At the very least, Vasari’s painting indicates 

his awareness of the Florentine debates, and the position of Dante at the center of his friends’ 

interests.  The dialogues and debates dealt with issues, such as imitation and decorum, closely 

related to the theory and practice of the visual arts.  As in ancient texts on rhetoric, the visual arts 

were used by humanists to provide examples analogous to literary practice. 

In 1547 the historian, poet and philologist Benedetto Varchi delivered two lectures to the 

Florentine Academy on the paragone (or, comparison between painting and sculpture to 

determine which was the superior art), an issue previously addressed by Leonardo in his planned 

treatise on painting.
25

  The lectures, attended by artists as well as academicians, were based in part 

on letters Varchi had solicited from artists including Michelangelo, Pontormo, Bronzino and 

Vasari.
26

  In the 1560s, Vasari’s adviser Vincenzo Borghini, as lieutenant of the Accademia del 

Disegno, revisited this debate and discussed it with Vasari.
27

  Thus Vasari was called into the 

arena of public debate while writing the first edition of the Lives, and had even more substantial 

experience of it before the second edition.   

 

Vasari on Imitation 

Vasari was not absolutely systematic in his writing.  However, some generalizations can 

be made about the vocabulary he uses when discussing imitation of various kinds.  The words he 

most frequently uses are ritrarre, contraffare, and imitare.  Vasari often uses ritrarre for direct 
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copies of another artist’s work: Fra Girolamo, for example, ‘in a painting in oils ritratto the 

beautiful Last Supper that Leonardo da Vinci painted at S. Maria delle Grazie in Milan, ritratto so 

well, I say, that it amazed me’.
28

  Even more frequently it is used, as its derivative ritratto 

(portrait) suggests, for the direct copying of nature.  Thus Giotto revived painting by ‘introducing 

the ritrarre of living people from nature’; he also ‘ritraeva a sheep from nature’.
29

  Vasari uses 

contraffare for some of the same purposes, such as indicating a direct depiction of objects, but 

rarely for portrayals of people.  So Leonardo was able to ‘contraffare very subtly all the minutiae 

of nature’; and in the Last Supper, the weave of the tablecloth is ‘contraffato in such a way that 

the linen itself would not look more real’.
30

  This word is sometimes used when a craftsman 

copies another artist’s work, as when Marcantonio Raimondi began in Venice to ‘contrafare those 

engravings of Dürer’s’.
31

  Sometimes, as it may here, contraffare has a pejorative connotation, 

similar to the current usage of ‘counterfeit’. 

Imitare is used extensively by Vasari, and it is almost always tied to issues central to his 

historical vision in the Lives.  In most cases, he uses it to refer to one artist’s imitation, or 

following, of another’s method of working or style.  Pupils are often imitatori of their master’s 

style.
32

  Here imitation forms part of Vasari’s genealogy of art, providing a succession of masters 

imitated by pupils who later become masters in their own right.  Rarely, Vasari applies the word 

to the imitation of nature.  When he does so it is usually to indicate that the artist has broken with 

the practice of constantly imitating his masters, referring to nature as the ultimate model to be 

followed.  Giotto, for example, ‘not only equalled the manner of his master, but became so good 

an imitatore of nature that he completely banished that rude Greek manner’.
33

  Giorgione ‘would 

not put into his work anything that he had not ritraesse from the life; and he was so much the 

slave of nature and imitando her so continuously, that he not only acquired the name of having 

surpassed Gentile and Giovanni Bellini, but also of competing with those who worked in Tuscany 

and who were authors of the modern manner’.
34

  As the Prefaces to Parts Two and Three of the 

Lives explain, the increasingly successful imitation of nature is the means by which art progresses 

over time.
35

 Imitare sometimes implies a process by which an artist competes with another and 

surpasses him, but Vasari usually uses other vocabulary when referring to competition. In a few 
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cases, Vasari refers to emulazione, the manifestation of rivalry between artists, though he uses 

concorrenza in this sense more frequently: ‘emulazione and concorrenza, when men seek by 

honest endeavour to vanquish and surpass those greater than themselves to acquire glory and 

honour, are things worthy to be praised and held in esteem as necessary and useful to the world’.
36

   

Finally, sometimes Vasari refers vaguely to the process of imitation or quotation, using 

imprecise words like tolto (taken), cavato (extracted) or servirsi (to make use of), to describe one 

artist in some way deriving benefit from another’s work.  Thus he says that Brunelleschi ‘made 

doors and windows in a manner cavata from the antique’, that Michelangelo’s Last Judgement 

contained some things ‘tolte in part from the inventions’ of Luca Signorelli at Orvieto and that 

Jacopo Pontormo ‘thought... to servirsi the inventions’ in Dürer’s prints.37 

Vasari’s awareness of the terms of the debates about literary imitation is already apparent 

in the 1550 edition of the Lives.  In the introduction to the Lives of Pesello and Francesco Peselli, 

he outlines a pattern for imitation of master by pupil that resembles Bembo’s dedicated pursuit of 

the single model: 

It rarely tends to happen that the disciples of exceptional masters, if they observe their 

precepts, fail to become very excellent, and, if they do not actually surpass them, they at 

least equal them and make themselves in every way like them, because the eager zeal of 

imitation with application in study has power to make them equal the virtù of those who 

show them the true method of working.  As a result, the disciples become such that they 

then compete with their masters, and easily surpass them, because it is always little 

effort to add to what has been discovered by others.
38

 

But Vasari believed it was necessary, in order to surpass one’s master, to do more than merely 

imitate him.  There were dangers in becoming too closely attached to a single master’s manner.  

In the Life of Mino da Fiesole, he stated that  

it is clearly evident that it rarely happens that one passes ahead who always follows 

behind, because the imitation of nature becomes fixed in the manner of that craftsman 

who has developed the manner out of long practice.  For imitation is a definite art of 

making what you represent directly after the most beautiful things of nature, which you 
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must take openly without the manner of your master or that of others, who also reduce 

the things they take from nature to a manner...If this is so, it follows that only things 

taken from nature make paintings and sculptures perfect, and that if someone studies 

closely only the manner of other craftsmen, and not bodies and natural things, it is 

inevitable that he will make works inferior both to nature and to those of the man whose 

manner he adopts.
39

 

This passage evokes a maxim widely used in the debates on imitation: that ‘he who follows 

others, can never get in front of them’. Vasari also credited this saying to Michelangelo.
40

  The 

adage ultimately derives from the Institutio oratoria of Quintilian, who wrote: ‘For the man 

whose aim is to prove himself better than another, even if he does not surpass him, may hope to 

equal him.  But he can never hope to equal him, if he thinks it his duty merely to tread in his 

footsteps; for the mere follower must always lag behind’.
41

  Vasari knew Quintilian’s handbook 

on rhetoric; John Shearman showed that a passage in the Lives describing the awkwardness of 

Byzantine figures was adapted from it, and other examples of his reliance on Quintilian will be 

discussed below.
42

 

In 1550, Vasari seems to have been of two minds on the central question of the imitation 

debates: whether it was better to imitate one model, or many.  At the end of an adulatory 

description of the the Sistine Ceiling, Vasari exclaimed that all artists should ‘give thanks to 

heaven...and strive to imitate Michelangelo in everything’.
43

  Thus it might seem that he strongly 

advocated imitation of a single model: the greatest practitioner of all three arts, Michelangelo.  

But in the Preface to the Third Part of the Lives, Vasari claimed that Raphael surpassed many 

masters by selecting the best qualities of each for imitation: ‘But the most graceful of all was 

Raphael of Urbino, who, studying the works of both ancient and modern masters, selected from 

all their best qualities, and by this means so enhanced the art of painting that it equalled the 

complete perfection of the figures painted in the ancient world by Apelles and Zeuxis, and might 

be said to surpass them were it possible to compare their works with that of this paragon’.
44

  In 

Raphael’s Life, he further claimed that ‘it remains to those who come after him to imitate the 

good, or rather optimum, method that he left us as an example’.
45

  This paradigm of the imitation 
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of a variety of models was proposed by several ancient authors, including Quintilian and Seneca.
46

  

It had been recently advocated by Poliziano, Pico and Baldassare Castiglione.  In the Courtier, 

Count Ludovico di Canossa, who represents Castiglione’s point of view, asserts that ‘the courtier 

must acquire this grace from those who appear to possess it and take from each one the quality 

that seems most commendable’.
47

  Vasari applied many of the other qualities of Castiglione’s 

ideal courtier to Raphael in his Life, including gracefulness, charm and sweetness. 

The publication of Vasari’s Lives had an immediate impact, and sparked polemical 

responses, including a new biography of Michelangelo published in 1553 by Ascanio Condivi. 

Condivi argued that nature itself concentrates its efforts and endeavours in one man (by 

implication, Michelangelo), ‘who is to be the example and norm in that faculty’, so that that other 

artists should follow the course he sets.
48

  By contrast, Lodovico Dolce’s 1557 dialogue, 

L’Aretino, criticized Michelangelo’s narrow focus on the male nude in difficult poses – an aspect 

of Michelangelo’s paintings which Vasari had praised – and proposed that both Raphael and 

Titian were better exemplars for painters on account of their invention and ability with colour.
49

 

Both authors dealt with the issue of imitation, and Vasari clearly felt the need to respond to them.  

In 1568, he added many new comments on imitation, including a long passage in the Life of 

Raphael fully exploring, ‘for the benefit of our artists’, Raphael’s selective method of imitation.   

According to Vasari, Raphael first closely imitated the style of Perugino, so successfully 

that their work could not be told apart, finally surpassing his master in disegno, colouring and 

invention.  Later he gradually abandoned what he had learned from Perugino, imitating Leonardo 

and surpassing him in sweetness and facility, though not in grandeur or sublimity.  Having seen 

Michelangelo’s works, he took up the study of anatomy, but was forced to realize his limitations: 

he could not surpass Michelangelo’s nudes.  He reflected ‘like a man of very great judgement, 

that painting does not consist only in making nude men, but has a wider field...since he could not 

approach Michelangelo in that branch of art to which he had set his hand, Raphael resolved to 

equal, and perhaps surpass, him in these others’.
50

  At last he turned to the art of Fra 

Bartolommeo, taking from him a ‘middle style’ in drawing and colouring, ‘and to this he added 

various methods chosen from the finest works of other masters, forming from many different 
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styles a single one, which then became peculiarly his own, and which was and always will be 

admired by other artists’.
51

 

Vasari’s new passage combines a number of ideas from previous authors, revealing how 

carefully he had thought about the imitation of models while composing it.  First, Raphael is 

shown to follow the path of Castiglione’s perfect courtier, who ‘must make a constant effort to 

imitate and, if possible, exactly reproduce his master.  And when he feels he has made some 

progress it is very profitable for him to observe different kinds of courtiers and, ruled by the good 

judgement that must always be his guide, take various qualities now from one man and now from 

another’.
52

  Vasari carefully points out the things that Raphael learned from each master, looking 

to others for qualities that could not be found in a single artist’s style.  Here he echoes Quintilian, 

who comments that ‘quite apart from the fact that a wise man should always, if possible, make 

whatever is best in each single author his own, we shall find that...those who fix their eyes on one 

model only will always find some one quality which it is impossible to acquire therefrom.  

Consequently...we shall do well to keep a number of different excellences before our eyes, so that 

different qualities from different authors may impress themselves on our minds, to be adopted for 

use in the place that becomes them best’.
53

  Finally, Raphael combines all of these diverse 

qualities into a style uniquely his own, following a method advocated by Petrarch, that poet of the 

middle style: ‘it is a sign of greater elegance and skill for us, in imitation of the bees, to produce 

in our own words thoughts borrowed from others.  To repeat, let us write neither in the style of 

one or another writer, but in a style uniquely our own though gathered from a variety of 

sources’.
54

   

Vasari concludes the inserted passage with practical advice for the artist, advising that 

‘every man should be content with doing willingly that work to which he feels himself drawn by 

natural inclination, and should not seek, out of competition, to put his hand to that which has not 

been given to him by nature, in order not to labor in vain, and often to his shame and loss’.
55

  This 

admonition too is based upon Quintilian’s prescriptions.
56

  Quintilian’s advice was echoed by 

Pico, Giovio and Castiglione, all of whom stressed the necessity of guiding the pupil to models 

appropriate to his talents and inclinations.
57
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Vasari further warns of the dangers of following a model beyond one’s abilities, 

censuring artists who ‘having determined to pursue the study of Michelangelo’s works alone, 

have failed to imitate him and have not been able to attain such perfection’; had they instead 

followed Raphael’s aim to attend to the other fields of art ‘they would not have laboured in vain 

nor acquired a style that is very dry and full of difficulty, without charm, without colour, and 

weak in invention’.
58

  This warning is also adapted from Quintilian, who counsels that ‘we must 

consider what it is that we should set ourselves to imitate in the authors thus chosen.  For even 

great authors have their blemishes....I only wish that imitators were more likely to improve on the 

good things than to exaggerate the blemishes of the authors they seek to copy....But this is just 

what happens to those who...not only fail absolutely to attain the force of style and invention 

possessed by the original, but as a rule degenerate into something worse, and achieve merely 

those faults which are hardest to distinguish from virtues’.
59

 Vasari’s emphasis in the 1568 Life of 

Raphael on imitation of a variety of masters, and his inclusion of a warning of the dangers of 

misunderstanding the style of a single exemplar and so imitating defects, may well have been 

included as a response to Condivi’s insistence on Michelangelo’s role as ‘the example and norm’, 

whose style was copied even by Raphael.
60

 

Michelangelo cultivated the myth that his own gifts had come naturally, without study 

and without imitation.  In 1568, Vasari insisted on Michelangelo’s training under Ghirlandaio, 

reinforcing what he had said in 1550; he also added allusions to Michelangelo’s imitation of other 

artists, including Fra Filippo Lippi and Luca Signorelli.
61

  One suggestive passage is again a 

response to Condivi, who wrote that ‘Michelangelo has a most retentive memory, so that, 

although he has painted all the thousands of figures that are to be seen, he has never made two 

alike or in the same pose’.
62

  Vasari adapted this to read: ‘Michelangelo was a man of tenacious 

and profound memory, so that, on seeing the works of others only once, he remembered them 

perfectly, and could make use of them in such a manner that hardly anyone ever noticed it, nor did 

he make anything of his own resemble another thing he had made, because he remembered 

everything he had ever done’.
63

  So insistent was Vasari on Michelangelo’s imitation of others 

that he altered Michelangelo’s adage about imitation to reflect it: ‘He who follows others, can 
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never get in front of them, and he who cannot do good work on his own, cannot make good use of 

the work of others’.
64

 

In 1550, Vasari had provided very little advice about what constituted ‘making good use 

of the work of others’.  Rather, he had concentrated on the best way to imitate nature, using the 

commonplace advice, based on Cicero’s story about Zeuxis and the maidens of Croton, to select 

the most beautiful parts from many beautiful things and combine them: ‘Disegno is the imitation 

of the most beautiful things in nature, used in all figures, sculpted as well as painted; this quality 

depends on the ability of the artist’s hand and mind to reproduce all that he sees accurately and 

correctly onto a plane...The artist achieves the highest perfection of style by copying the most 

beautiful things in nature and combining the most perfect members, hands, head, torso and legs, to 

produce the finest possible figure and to use it as a model in every work for all the figures’.
65

 

It was commonly believed that ancient artists had so successfully practiced this selective 

imitation of nature that their works could serve as a shortcut for artists of later generations.  For 

example, Dolce advises in L’Aretino that ‘one should also imitate the lovely marble or bronze 

works by the ancient masters...For antique objects embody complete artistic perfection, and may 

serve as exemplars for the whole of beauty’.
66

  In 1550, Vasari had praised artists like 

Brunelleschi for imitating the antique, and suggested that artists of the Third Age achieved 

perfection after having seen ancient works of sculpture whose exceptional grace enabled them to 

move beyond the dry, hard style of earlier artists.
67

  But in 1568, possibly in response to Dolce, he 

added to the Life of Mantegna a warning about the dangers of imitating ancient statues too 

closely: because he had looked at marble statues and not at real bodies, Mantegna’s manner 

became hardened.
68

 

What Andrea had done was, according to Vasari, what many of Michelangelo’s followers 

did: he imitated his models so closely that he took on their defects.  A related error, as Vasari 

pointed out in a passage added to the Life of Cronaca, was to copy things from other sources 

directly, without adapting them with good judgement to their new purpose. Here he accuses 

Baccio d’Agnolo of copying an ancient cornice with exact measurements and then, through lack 

of judgement, placing it over an inapproriately small façade: ‘It is not enough for craftsmen, when 
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they have executed their works, to excuse themselves, as many do, by saying that they were taken 

with exact measurements from the antique and copied from good masters, seeing that good 

judgement and the eye play a greater part in all such matters than measuring with compasses’.
69

 

The concept of the giudizio dell’occhio was associated with Michelangelo, who was able 

to adapt forms and break the rules of measurement.  In 1568 Vasari recorded that Michelangelo 

used to say ‘it is necessary to have the compasses in the eyes and not in the hand, for the hands 

work but the eye judges’.
70

  This concept is related to ideas of the freedom of the artist to 

embellish nature or a model with judgement (for example, in cases of optical correction), and also 

with his own inventions.
71

  Such judgement enabled an artist to be able to change what he took 

from others ‘so that hardly anyone ever noticed it’.  As we shall see, Vasari’s criticisms of 

Pontormo’s Certosa and San Lorenzo frescoes are unified by the theme of an artist whose 

personal style became so profoundly affected by that of his selected models that it was impossible 

for the viewer not to be painfully aware of what those models had been.   

 

Imitation in Vasari’s Biography of Pontormo 

In his biography of Pontormo, Vasari states that when prints by Albrecht Dürer began to 

arrive in Florence in the 1510s, they caused a sensation among the city’s artists, who ‘all with one 

voice, in the common judgement and consensus, proclaimed the beauty of these prints and the 

excellence of Albrecht’.
72

  It was in this atmosphere that Pontormo, when he came to paint 

frescoes for the Certosa del Galluzzo (Figs. 2, 4), thought that he would make use of the 

inventions in Dürer’s prints. Vasari writes: 

Seeking therefore to imitate that manner [of Dürer], ...he captured it so thoroughly, that 

the charm of his early manner, which had been given to him by nature, all full of 

sweetness and grace, was changed by that new study and labour, and was so impaired 

through his stumbling upon the German manner, that in all these works, though they are 

all beautiful, one recognizes hardly anything of that excellence and grace that he had 

given up to that time to all his figures….Let no one think that Jacopo is to be blamed 

because he imitated Albrecht Dürer in inventions, for that is no error, and many painters 
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have done so and still do, but because he followed the strict German style in everything: 

in the draperies, the expressions of faces and postures, which he should have avoided, 

and made use only of the inventions, since he had with complete grace and beauty the 

modern manner.”
73

 

Vasari is correct to see the influence of Dürer’s prints in the Certosa frescoes. Scholars 

have shown how Pontormo’s designs, and even the graphic language of his preparatory drawings 

for the frescoes, reveal his particular interest in the Small Passion woodcuts.
74

 As he clearly states 

here, Vasari was not opposed to artists borrowing imagery and inventive ideas from Dürer, for 

whose prints he had especially high praise. Andrea del Sarto had borrowed motifs from the 

German artist in his frescoes of the life of John the Baptist at the Chiostro dello Scalzo in 

Florence, but had laudably ‘rendered them in his own style’.
75

  Vasari himself also borrowed 

liberally from Dürer in his own compositions.
76

 Thus it seems unlikely that, as Costamagna 

maintains, Vasari criticized the Certosa frescoes because he associated German prints with 

heresy.
77

 His objection is, instead, about what he saw as the slavish imitation of Dürer’s style.  

If Pontormo abandoned his own early style, then what were the elements, according to 

Vasari, of which it had been composed?  Pontormo’s earliest paintings were praised by Vasari for 

the liveliness and gracefulness of the figures, rendered in ‘great relief and made so well in terms 

of colour and in every other way, that it is not possible to praise them enough’.
78

  Vasari thought 

that the figures in Pontormo’s Visitation at SS. Annunziata (1514-16) had been ‘executed in 

fresco so softly and with such harmonious colours that it is a marvel’.
79

  Vasari’s criticism of 

Pontormo’s later works shows that one of his primary criteria for judging a painting was the 

illusion of relief, or three-dimensionality.  In describing Pontormo’s paintings for the Capponi 

Chapel in Santa Felicita (1525-28), Vasari approved of the ceiling fresco (now destroyed) and the 

tondi of the Four Evangelists, but not the altarpiece, ‘made without shadows and with a colouring 

so bright and harmonious that one can hardly distinguish the light tones from intermediate shades, 

or intermediate shades from darkness’.
80

  Throughout the Lives, artists are praised for rendering 

figures in strong relief, and in the 1568 version of Michelangelo’s Life this is revealed to be the 
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very aim of painting: perfection in the art of disegno is obtained ‘by delineation and by the use of 

contours, shadows and light, to give relief to things in painting’.
81

   

One aspect of giving relief to figures is to render draperies so as to reveal the human form 

beneath.  Donatello had also been praised for the ability to create masterly draperies that reveal 

the nude form, as the ancients had done.
82

  Francesco Salviati, too, ‘understood the nude as well 

as any painter of his time. He had when depicting draperies a very graceful and gentle manner, 

always arranging them, where this was proper, to reveal the nude’.
83

  The only criticism Vasari 

had of Pontormo’s Vertumnus and Pomona lunette at the Medici villa in Poggio a Caiano (1519-

21) was that the female figures were enveloped too fully in draperies; that is, the draperies did not 

articulate their nude form.
84

 

In general, Vasari also liked Pontormo’s figures for their liveliness and the variety of their 

facial expressions.  The Poggio a Caiano lunette is praised in these terms, as is the Adoration of 

the Magi (1519-20; Florence, Pitti).
85

  Vasari considered the Pucci Altarpiece (1518) and Joseph 

in Egypt (1517-18, Fig. 1) the best panel paintings ever created by Pontormo; both are 

commended for liveliness of expression in the faces, and the varied attitudes of the figures.  The 

Joseph panel wins additional praise for the arrangement of the figures in the composition and for 

the beauty of the inventions.
86

  

What Vasari objected to in the Passion frescoes is that Pontormo abandoned the 

gracefulness of his early manner while under the sway of Dürer’s style. Unfortunately for the 

attempt to fully understand what Vasari meant, the frescoes are damaged.  Pontormo painted part 

of them a secco, and, because they were outside in the cloister, the action of weather has eroded 

some of the paint.  However, small copies on panel, now preserved in the museum at the Certosa, 

were made by Florentine painters, probably in the 1560s, and these help to give some idea of the 

original fine finish and detail of the frescoes.
 87

 Small areas of the frescoes have survived 

relatively intact; for example, the face of Christ in the Deposition reveals a careful modelling of 

form, achieved with a delicacy astonishing for fresco.  Vasari is unlikely to have found fault with 

this aspect of the frescoes. 
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The Agony in the Garden was probably the first of the Certosa frescoes to be painted. 

Vasari says that it was done ‘in a manner so similar to that of Dürer that it is a marvel’.
88

  The 

grouping of Pontormo’s foreground figures is loosely derived from Dürer’s Small Passion 

woodcut of the same scene.  But the actual postures of the Apostles are not as constricted as 

Dürer’s, and what remains of their drapery suggests that it was carefully modelled.  However, the 

figure of Christ is thin and insubstantial; his cloak falls in simple straight folds, failing to describe 

form. The frailty and incorporeality of the figures becomes accentuated in the later frescoes, such 

as Christ Before Pilate (Fig. 2). The figures are attenuated, and as in Dürer’s prints (Fig. 3), their 

limbs are disproportionately long. Figures in other frescoes, such as the Deposition (Fig. 4), are of 

the same elongated, long-limbed type. Though Vasari does not expressly say so, it may partly 

have been this tendency in Pontormo’s figures away from more compact masses that he found so 

Germanic. 

Pontormo’s Certosa figures also seem to have been robbed of energy, their poses 

suggesting the inertia of despair.  The female figures in the Deposition make elaborate rhythmic 

gestures but do not seem to move, and there are similar gesturing, swaying male figures in Christ 

before Pilate. When Vasari says that the youth on the stairs in this scene ‘is very beautiful and 

lively, having in him something of Jacopo’s early style’, it is because he displays the purposeful 

action and inherent gracefulness provided by contrapposto.
89

  Similarly, though Vasari says the 

Way to Calvary was painted in the German style, he believes it came out better than the other 

scenes, presumably because the figures display more dramatic action and more potential 

movement than those in the other frescoes. 

Vasari also objected to the Germanic faces of characters in the Passion frescoes.  The 

soldiers in Christ Before Pilate are ‘so characteristically German in the expressions on their faces 

and in their clothes, that someone not knowing by whose hand this work was, would believe it to 

have been done by Northerners’.
90

  Of the Agony in the Garden, Vasari adds, ‘Judas who is 

leading the Jews has a face so strange, just like the faces of all those soldiers in the German style 

with their weird expressions, that it moves anyone who looks at them to compassion for the 

simplicity of that man, who sought with all that patience and effort to learn what others flee and 
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seek to lose, and forsook that style that surpasses all others in quality…Didn’t Pontormo know 

that the Germans and Flemings came to these parts to learn the Italian style, which he with so 

much effort sought to abandon as if it were bad?’
91

  Elsewhere, Vasari praises Dürer’s prints, but 

laments that, being German, Dürer did not know how to draw the human figure.
92

   

So, when Vasari objects to Pontormo’s so-called German style, he is responding to a 

number of diverse elements: first, the figures lack monumentality, mass, and correct proportion; 

second, they lack potential for movement; and third, their details lack elegance and decorum. 

These elements combined with ‘that new study and effort’ caused the loss of ‘the charm of his 

early manner, which he had been given by nature, full of sweetness and grace’. 
93

 

In Vasari’s judgement, Pontormo never returned to the gracefulness of his early style, 

though in time the influence of Dürer’s prints lessened.  In Vasari’s account, Pontormo then fell 

under the influence of Michelangelo.  Between 1530-2 Pontormo was chosen to produce oil 

paintings after two of Michelangelo’s cartoons.  Vasari says that this ‘aroused his spirit and he 

resolved in every way according to his ability to imitate and follow Michelangelo’s style’.
94

  In 

the Ten Thousand Martyrs (c.1530; Florence, Pitti), Pontormo’s figures become bulkier and more 

complex in posture and movement, under the influence of Michelangelo’s sculptures for the New 

Sacristy of San Lorenzo.
95

  For several years afterward, his drawings reveal his attempts to 

assimilate the essence of Michelangelo’s forms.  Even his graphic technique becomes imitative of 

Michelangelo’s – just as his drawings of the 1520s reveal his earlier attempt to recreate the linear 

devices of Dürer’s woodcut prints.
96

   

The final outcome of Pontormo’s efforts to imitate Michelangelo was the fresco cycle in 

the choir of San Lorenzo.  The upper portion of the choir contained a Christ in Glory with the 

Creation of Eve, a study for which is at the Uffizi (Fig. 5).  The compositional scheme for this 

drawing, and the figures of Christ and Adam, are related to a drawing of the Pietà made by 

Michelangelo for Vittoria Colonna (Fig. 6).
97

  Pontormo may have seen this drawing in Rome, 

where it seems he might have traveled in the early 1540s, but engraved copies of the drawing 

were also in circulation.
98

  He was apparently also familiar with Michelangelo’s Last Judgement, 

judging from the surviving drawings for the Deluge and the Resurrection of the Dead, situated 
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below the Christ in Glory on the side walls of the choir.
99

  Our knowledge of the arrangement of 

the Resurrection is largely based on a drawn copy after part of the fresco, which shows it to be 

strikingly similar to Michelangelo’s fresco, especially in the way in which nude figures, gigantic 

and yet powerless, are suspended in mid-air.
100

  In the drawings for the Deluge (Fig. 7), the torsos 

of the nude figures – that aspect so emphasized in Michelangelo’s Last Judgement nudes – 

become swollen, stretched and distended, with heads and limbs shrunken.  Intentionally, 

Pontormo abandons all gracefulness and even all contact with the observer, since the figures are 

presented predominantly in back views.
101

 

That the frescoes at San Lorenzo represented the culmination of Pontormo’s struggle to 

come to terms with the art of Michelangelo was clear to Vasari, who disapprovingly wrote of 

them that 

imagining then that in this work he had to surpass all the other painters, and even, as it has 

been said, Michelangelo, Jacopo painted in the upper part, in a number of scenes, the 

creation of Adam and Eve, their eating of the forbidden fruit and their expulsion from 

Paradise, the tilling of the earth, the sacrifice of Abel, the death of Cain, the blessing of the 

seed of Noah, and Noah designing the plan and the measurements of the ark.  Next, on one 

of the walls below...he painted the inundation of the Flood, in which there is a mass of dead 

and drowned bodies, and Noah speaking with God.  On the other wall is painted the 

universal Resurrection of the dead...with such variety and confusion, that the real 

resurrection will not perhaps be more confused…than Pontormo painted it….It does not 

seem to me that in any place at all did he observe compositional order, or measurement, or 

time, or variety in the heads, or changes in the flesh colours, or, in sum, any rule, 

proportion, or law of perspective; but everything is full of nudes with an order, disegno, 

invention, composition, colouring and painting done in his way, with so much melancholy 

and so little pleasure for whoever looks at this work....And although there may be seen in 

this work some bit of a torso with the back turned or facing forward and some joining of 

flanks, executed with marvellous study and much labour… nevertheless as a whole it is 

alien to his own manner and, as appears to almost everyone, without proper measurement, 
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consisting for the most part of huge torsos and small arms and legs; to say nothing of the 

heads, in which one can see nothing at all of the singular quality and grace he used to give 

to them….In sum, where he had thought in this work to surpass all the paintings in that art, 

he failed by a great measure to equal the things that he himself had made in the past; by 

which it is evident that he who seeks to do too much, and almost force nature, ruins the 

good qualities he may abundantly have been given by her.
102

 

 Vasari’s criticism of the San Lorenzo frescoes has been explained as his attempt, in the 

years following the Council of Trent, to deflect suspicion of heresy away from Pontormo and 

perhaps also his patron, Duke Cosimo I, by professing not to understand them.
103

  But the 

confusion and dismay that Vasari expresses may have been widespread in Florence immediately 

after the unveiling of the frescoes in July of 1558.  The sculptor Baccio Bandinelli maliciously 

noted in a letter to Duke Cosimo that the frescoes had been greeted with ‘lo istrano grido’.
104

  It 

seems to me essential to note the parallels between what Vasari says about the Passion cycle at the 

Certosa and what he says about the frescoes at San Lorenzo – namely, that Pontormo turned to an 

exemplar whose style was unsympathetic to his own talents and inherent style: first Dürer, then 

Michelangelo. 

It has become a commonplace of the scholarship on Vasari that he idolized Michelangelo. 

This is undeniable. The first edition of the Lives began with God creating the universe, and ended 

with the Last Judgement as painted by Michelangelo: the culmination of art coinciding with the 

culmination of Christian history.  Michelangelo’s mastery of all three of the arts of disegno was, 

for Vasari, unsurpassable.  But Michelangelo’s very mastery and his difficultà made him a 

dangerous exemplar. Caroline Elam has recently shown how Michelangelo’s architectural license 

gave rise to debate in Florentine circles, causing Vasari to remark that architects who tried to 

imitate Michelangelo’s license had given rise to ‘new fantasies…that have more of the grotesque 

than of reason or rule in their ornamentation’.
105

  The same hazards lay in wait for artists who too 

closely tried to imitate Michelangelo’s style in painting.  In the passage he inserted into Raphael’s 

Life in 1568, outlining Raphael’s method of imitating the best qualities of other artists and his 

decision to focus on aspects of painting beyond nude figures, Vasari concludes that Raphael’s 
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approach was a wise one, for ‘if the same had been done by many craftsmen of our own age, who, 

having determined to pursue the study of Michelangelo’s works alone, have failed to imitate him 

and have not been able to attain to such perfection, they would not have labored in vain nor 

acquired a manner so hard, so full of difficulty, wanting in beauty and colouring, and poor in 

invention’. 
106

   

This is exactly how Vasari characterises Pontormo’s frescoes at San Lorenzo. As we have 

seen, Vasari further states in Raphael’s Life that artists must create works of art according to the 

skills and the manner that nature accords them.  Only in this way can they avoid the sort of 

disaster that he thought happened to Pontormo, whose imitation of the wrong models forced him 

to work in a manner alien to his own style: 

Every man should be content with doing willingly that work to which he feels himself 

drawn by natural inclination, and should not seek, out of competition, to put his hand to 

that which has not been given to him by nature, in order not to labour in vain, and often 

to his shame and loss. Moreover, when an artist has done enough, he should not seek to 

do too much and surpass those who, with the great help of nature and the particular grace 

given to them by God, have produced or are producing miracles of art, because he who he 

is not suited to a thing, will not ever be able, no matter how he struggles, to arrive where 

another has easily gone.  There was for example among the older painters Paolo Uccello, 

who struggled against his abilities to improve, but only slipped back.  The same was done 

in our own time, and not long ago, by Jacopo Pontormo.
107

 

Though many artists attempted to imitate Michelangelo, they were less than successful because 

they lacked his profound knowledge of disegno.  His works ‘are almost inimitable; he gave to his 

things such art, grace, and a certain vitality...that he surpassed and vanquished the ancients, 

having known how to achieve difficult things so easily that they seem to have been made without 

effort, though anyone who tries to draw from his things discovers much effort in imitating 

them’.
108
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In his own paintings, Vasari tried to avoid the potential pitfalls of imitating Michelangelo 

too closely.  Describing his own composition of the Conversion of St. Paul for the Cappella De 

Monte in San Pietro in Montorio, Rome (1550), he explicitly says that he chose to show the 

young St. Paul before Ananias,  in order ‘to vary it from that which Buonarroti had executed in 

the Pauline Chapel’.
109

  As some scholars have recently argued, in his own practice Vasari 

preferred a form of selective imitation modelled on that of Raphael.  Indeed, his own paintings 

and drawings show considerably more direct influence from Raphael’s works than from 

Michelangelo’s, although, as Franklin says, Vasari ‘for the most part…attempted to integrate his 

source material’ into his own identifiable style.
110

  At least as early as 1540, when he painted an 

altarpiece of the Deposition for the monastery at Camaldoli, Vasari included a pointed quotation 

from Raphael when he introduced his own self-portrait into a figure based on that of St. Paul in 

Raphael’s St. Cecilia Altarpiece (1514, Bologna, Pinacoteca Nazionale), which he had recently 

studied in Bologna.
111

  One has the sense from Vasari’s career that he had determined to pattern 

his very life on that of Raphael: like him, Vasari was sociable and friendly with learned men, he 

created large decorative schemes for learned patrons, and he ran a large shop with many able 

assistants to whom he was willing to allocate important tasks.
112

  And, like Raphael, who realized 

that painting had a wider field than solely the representation of naked men, Vasari sought to 

incorporate the riches of the visual world into his own paintings: ‘all the varieties of bodies, faces, 

vestments, costumes, visors, helmets, cuirasses, various headdresses, horses, caparisons, 

harnesses, artillery of every kind, navigations, tempests, rain and snowstorms’.
113

  

In the first edition of the Lives, Vasari made some important comments about imitation 

but did not commit himself to a paradigm for the imitation of models.  In 1568 he revisited the 

questions surrounding imitation, and came down firmly in favour of the selective imitation of 

many masters.  In the second edition of the Lives, his theoretical statements are more closely 

allied with his own longstanding practice.  There are many possible reasons for the changes to his 

text, including the necessity to reply to other treatises on art, such as those by Condivi and Dolce.  

Other factors included the fact that the artist Vasari most admired but feared to imitate, 
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Michelangelo, had died.  This freed Vasari to criticize artists who by imitating Michelangelo too 

closely had created inferior works, and enabled him to champion Raphael more strongly.   

While Vasari was rewriting the Lives, he came under the influence of Vincenzo Borghini, 

who had tried from the 1540s to mediate between the extreme positions of Bembo and his 

Florentine opponents on the imitation of vernacular exemplars.  Borghini had in 1542 proposed a 

compromise position on the imitation question, suggesting that a writer should take his 

vocabulary from a wide range of authors, but his syntax or form from only one - the best master 

available.
114

  Later, as lieutenant of the Accademia del Disegno, Borghini re-examined debates 

from the 1540s on the paragone, making notes on the letters artists had written to Varchi.  In his 

notes he criticized Michelangelo for his neglect of colour in painting, and admitted his own 

preference for Raphael’s ‘very graceful and divine colorito’ over ‘forced foreshortenings’.
115

 

Vasari’s textual changes concerning imitation were perhaps also a response to artists in 

Florence who persisted in imitating Michelangelo’s example, especially those aspects of his work 

that Vasari saw as most inimitable. Pontormo’s arrangement in the San Lorenzo choir of 

entangled nude figures in difficult postures was an important case in point, and it seems that 

Michelangelo’s figural style was also championed by other artists close to Pontormo. Agnolo 

Bronzino’s own fresco in San Lorenzo, of the Martyrdom of St. Lawrence (completed in 1569), 

replete with muscular nude figures in extravagantly agitated poses, has frequently been 

characterized as an aesthetically unsuccessful manifesto of the artist’s filiation with Michelangelo, 

although Stephen Campbell has recently shown that Bronzino’s imitation of Michelangelo was 

more thoughtful and complex – even more ironic – than is usually supposed.
116

  Bronzino, a poet 

and member of the Accademia Fiorentina, also wrote a satire in terza rima on the subject of 

artists’ excuses, which, as Deborah Parker has argued, offers considerable insight into Bronzino’s 

opinions about the theory and practice of art. In the poem, Bronzino asks: ‘Do you want someone 

to say that Michelangelo’s road is by now too steep, and that no one should think of attaining it? 

That this is bad advice is certain, because his work is a guide and a signpost to our true 

destination’.
117

  Thus the circle of Pontormo may have constituted a pro-Michelangelo faction in 

Florence that Vasari saw as undermining his own championing of the graceful style of Raphael. 
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Finally, many of the changes Vasari made to the Lives in 1568 must have been intended 

as pedagogical advice for the pupils being trained in the Accademia del Disegno.  The comments 

that I have examined here suggest that Vasari’s aim was in part to convince young artists that the 

imitation of multiple exemplars, in pursuit of developing one’s own style, was the correct path to 

follow.  The object lesson that Vasari wished to teach in Pontormo’s Life is that obsessively 

following a single exemplar was a path fraught with danger, and often doomed to failure. In the 

words of Quintilian, whose handbook on rhetoric was paraphrased extensively by Vasari, the 

artist risks ‘failing to obtain the force of style and invention possessed by the original, [achieving] 

merely those faults that are hardest to distinguish from virtues’.
118

 This was especially true when 

the artist was seduced, as Vasari thought Pontormo had been, by an alluring and compelling style, 

but one antithetical to his own talents – the style of an unsympathetic exemplar. 
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