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Art historians who want to explore the complex relationships of Michelangelo and other Renaissance artists 
can use network analysis. These relationships can be used to reconstruct an interdependence between 
collaborations and shared artworks, social practices, or artistic movements. 

However, hermeneutics and context sensitivity are critical to interpreting the results (Novak et al. 2014; Van 
Vugt 2017, 35–36). Knowledge graph (KG) technologies offer new perspectives for historical network 
research. Transcending the limitations of binary relationships, they combine and integrate heterogeneous 
data, define relationships, and enrich the network with numerous contextual insights (Dörpinghaus et al. 
2022). They also address the need for structured modeling of multilayered social networks and their 
publication as linked (open) data (Bornhofen and Düring 2020; Grandjean 2019). 

This project builds directly upon these considerations and introduces a methodological proof-of-concept in 
the form of an interdisciplinary KG. It is based on a social network automatically generated by Santini et al. 
(2022) from an English translation of Giorgio Vasari's The Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, 
and Architects (Vasari 2008) using named entity recognition, coreference resolution, and statistical 
association from the co-occurrence of names in paragraphs. They also extracted further named entities, 
such as places, artworks, motifs, historical events, etc., which this project reuses for additional 
contextualization. 

 

Originally written in Italian, The Lives was published in 1550 and expanded in 1568. The text provides 
biographical descriptions of Renaissance artists, including detailed descriptions of their lives, patronships or 
collaborations, works, and artistic styles. Remaining a valuable resource for scholars and anyone interested 
in the period, Vasari's texts have significantly shaped the modern understanding of Renaissance art and 
artists. Art historical research has established the text in its multitudinous variants and commented on its 
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content (Burioni 2017; Pon 2014). This sheer number of editions and translations of Vasari's work speaks 
volumes about the importance of the text and the necessity to construct a KG as a structural presentation 
of the content, which systematically prepares the biographies for questions such as historical network 
research, the disclosure of dependencies, and visual exploration, but also comparative studies between 
Vasari's work and narratives about Renaissance art through other historical resources or the reappraisal in 
existing research work. 

The KG functions as a renewed gateway to Renaissance art through Vasari's perspective, transforming The 
Lives into a flexible and scalable graph of interconnected resources. Complemented by an interactive web-
based visualization and a SPARQL endpoint, it supports researchers in exploratory searches for artists and 
related concepts by fostering serendipitous findings (Waitelonis and Sack 2012, 2). An ontology functions 
as a baseline data model, covering three conceptual dimensions of the domain: work-level metadata, 
instantiations of this work, and textual/content details (Bornhofen and Düring 2020; Daquino and Tomasi 
2015; Grandjean 2019; Haslhofer, Isaac, and Simon 2018). This ensures efficient encoding of contextual 
information. Extracted data and their relations can be connected to provenance information, facilitating 
context-dependent interpretation through provided evidence (Novak et al. 2014, 244; Kuczera 2022, 15). 
Viewsari enables network analyses of data in the KG within the web application through a social network 
layer that reconstructs direct relations between nodes and edges. This way, scores such as the Eigenvector 
centrality or the weight of connecting edges can be calculated directly from the RDF data (Birkholz, Julie 
M. and Meroño-Peñuela, Albert 2020).  

In the process of modeling our ontology, we face questions of effective alignment: at this point, we consider 
the reuse of existing ontologies like the Historical Context Ontology (HiCO) (Tomasi et al. 2015) to merge 
descriptive metadata about Vasari's work with content (co-occurrences, text snippets, named entities). This 
step contributes to interoperability and adheres to the FAIR principles (Wilkinson et al. 2016). Equally 
relevant are questions concerning multimodality, format options, and data schemas for integrating facsimiles 
and their corresponding textual transcriptions.  

Linked data is crucial for enrichment and contextualization. The connection to other resources enables 
gathering distributed knowledge, e.g. authority data via Wikidata (Vrandečić, Pintscher, and Krötzsch 2023) 
or NFDI4Culture (Sack et al. 2023), facilitating retrieval and discovery through information systems and 
opening the network to external applications. 

With Viewsari, connections between artists, artworks, motifs, and historical events that may be hidden from 
traditional textual analysis will come to light, allowing deeper insights into the construction of, for example, 
artistic movements or the evolution of social practices. Researchers can analyze the co-occurrences of 
Michelangelo in a traditional social network and perform conceptual queries with contextual 
information. Viewsari – as an integrated tool of ontology, KG, and web application – opens up new ways 
of accessing and discovering the many perspectives of the text and allows new dimensions of understanding. 
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