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ABSTRACI' 

'l'his thesis consists uf two parts. The first part is a cntical 

introduction which examines the most important aspects 01 the craft of 

fiction relevant to the creation of my novel, Mona LiSe)' s Lover. This 

introduction indicates the relationship between the use of h\story and that 

of creative imagination in my novel, and demonstrates that tL(~ crE'ation of 

the nove 1 depended on the very deliberate use of various cèJ,wentions and 

techniques. It also stresses that no single, special formula ,as used to 

crea te rny nove 1 , but rather that the various inter-reJ at.ed b~chniques of 

the craft of fiction were used according to the evolving dernands of the 

creative process. 

The second part of this thesis, Mona Lisa's Lover, is an hi8torical 

novel set in Renalssance Florence. Told in the first-person by the 

narrator and protagonist, Francesco, a young apprentice to Leonardo Da 

Vinci, this novel illuscrates the classic thernes of love, loneliness, 

revenge, betrayal and self-discovery. While paying the debt of serious 

scholarship to the facts of the age being recreated, the baclcground of the 

nove 1 is of secondary importance to the creative representation of a group 

of archetypal characters centered around the figure of Francesco. 
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RESUME 

Cette thèse comprend deux parties. La première est une critique dans 

laquelle j'introduis mon roman, Mona Lisa's Lover. Dans cette critique, 

j'analyse les aspects imPlJrtants de la création de mon roman. Je discute 

de l'utilisation de l'histoire et de l'imagination dans le roman historique 

et tente de démontrer que la construction d'un tel écrit dépend seulement 

du choix de l'auteur quant a~x techniques et aux conventions à utiliser. 

Je souligne ici, que pour ce roman, je ne me suis pas tenu à une 

formulation particulière mais plutôt à des techniques variées qui 

répondaient le mieux alIX exigences du moment et du processus créntif. 

La seconde partie est le roman historique, ~ona Lisa's Lover. Cette 

histoire prend forme à Florence durant la Rennaissance et est racontée par 

Francesco, un jeune apprenti de Léonard De Vinci. Tour à tour seront 

abordés des thèmes classiques tel qu'amour, solitude, trahison, revanche et 

découverte de la nature humaine. Notons que dans un tel roman, bien qu'on 

se laisse sottVent prendre par le charme des lieux où se situent l'action, 

ceux-ci demeurent.. secondaires aux personnages qui y prennent place et à 

leur représentation. 
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CRITICAL INTRODUC'l'ION TO MONA LI::'1\. 1 S LOVER 

In this critical introduction, 1 intend to deal with aspects of the 

craft of wri ting appropnate to the creation of Mona Lisa 1 s Lover, 

discussing in general terrns the conventions and techniques which can place 

this work in an intelligible context. l will begin with a discussi0n 0f 

the }-,istorical novel. Here, l wi: l consider the disti llction between the 

historian and the historical fiction writer and define the relation~hip 

betweell history and invention in my novel. HavÎllg discussed the 

conventions of the historical nove~, J will then proceed to examine 

techniques of the craft of fiction as they are used in Mona LisaIs Lover. 

1 intend to examine the following aspects: 1) Structure - including plot, 

uni ty and caherence, and management of the time factor. 2) ~:arrali ve 

method - focusing on the significance of the first-person narraror and use 

of the confessional mode. 3) Characterization - focusing on the use of 

archetypal cbaracters ffidde "real" through parti.cularities. 4) Dialogue 

focusing on its relationship to characterization and ils role in helping to 

ffiâke a novel dramatlc. 5) Setting focusing on tre way in which 

background and atmosphere must be made "expressionistic", and not be a mere 

accreti.on of "realistic" detail. 6) Style 

ambiguous, perhaps all-embracing term, and 

significant about the style in Mona Lisa's 

category, 1 will discuss the ideas in and 

- defining whrlL is meant by this 

defining what is unique and 

Lover. 7) Theme - in this last 

behind the nove l , considering 

briefly the relationship between art and morality in my work. 

THE HISTORlCAL NOVEL 

Defined in perhaps its most inclusive terms, an historical novel can 

be said to be "any novel in which the action takes place before the 
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author' s birth so that he must infGl''ITl himself about iLs perioJ by 

study."l Yet, surely this is tao limiting a definition to indicate 

properly the vast differences between nineteenth century hlstorical novels, 

such as Alessandro Manzoni's The Betrothed (1830), which is concerned to 

port.ray history meticulously, and more modern historical novels, such as 

R.M. Lamming 1 s The Notebook of Glsmondo Cavelletti (1985), WhlCh tends to 

exploit history as a rneans to a more exclusively artistic end. In aU 

likellhood, the central reason for the different attitudes towards the 

hi5torical novel in the nineteenth élnd twentleth centuries is that creative 

historical wri ting now sees "scientIfic" history as a deluslOn. In cur day 

and age, writers are not 50 concerned with the dualism between fa ct and 

fiction as were earlier Hritr>rs such as Manzoni. Contemporary historical 

novelists understand that there is no such thing as ,Jthentic, objective, 

scientific history. This fact ls, of course, also weIl understood by 

contempo1'.:"ary historians. As the historian and historical novelist/critic, 

Lion Feuchtwanger, writes: 

The historicism of the nineleenth century was an illusion, now 
quite generally abandoned even by academic historians. The 
historians of the twentieth century have conc~jed virtually aIl 
of the inadequacies of historicism. Though they use its methods, 
they do not regard tl:e ultimate purpose of their science to be 
the determination of fact, but ralher the intt?rpretation thereof. 2 

50 then, if the hjstorian is concerned not so much with "the 

determination of fact, but rather the Interpretation thereof," the question 

logically arises: i5 this, also, the goal of the hlstorical novelist? The 

answer to this question lS, "no", because, although the contemporary 

historical novelist must certaInl] Interpret the facts of the age which he 

i5 recreating, this i5 not his ultlmate purpcse. HIS ultirnate purpose is 

to create a work of art. As the critIc, ~leanth Brooks, points out, while 

the historian "is cancerned ta di.scover the pattern irnplied by the facts", 

the fiction writer "rnay choos~ or 'create' facts in accordance with the 

pattern of human conduct which he '\dshes ta present. "3 In this manner, 

many facls were created in Mona Lisa's Lover. While the story was 

carefully researched, in order to gain a general awareness of events 
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surrounding the life of Leonardo Da Vinci and Renais~ance Florence, 

historical raw materials were radically transformed through artistic 

imagination. Several exarnples of lhi3 are: 1) The fact that, although 

Leonardo did, indeed, have two apprentices named Fra'-,cesco and Salai, they 

were not under his tutelage at the same tlme, yet, ta meet the demands of 

art (the need for protagonist and foil), l brought them together. 2) The 

central intrigue of the actIon - the love affair between Francesco anè Li3a 

is entirely a fabrication, but wholly necessary if there is '.:.0 1:-2 a plCit 

around WhlCh historical themes can be woven. 3) In the sphPLe of 

historical events, all has passed tlrrough the filter of artistic 

imagination and been compressed into the time span of one year ta meet the 

needs of artistic patterning and heightening or inten~ification of 

interest. These are ~ust three ~xamples of many possible instances of che 

"exploitatlon" of history in Mona Lisa's Lover. While, by thernseives, they 

insufficientIy illustrate the myriad ways in ",hich history was manipulated 

to fuifili the demands of art ln my novel, they adequately show that, while 

the historic1l novelist is obllged ta study sources and reflect seriously 

about the nature of historicai events, he must aiso freely (but with good 

judgement) use intuitive imagination ta create and shape the facts he needs 

ta make his story conform to aesthetic demands. 

Since the nistoricai novelist must be considered first and forernost as 

an artist, it 15 a mistaken notion to think that lie seeks to revivify the 

pasto "Creative writers, " as Feuchtwanger points out, "desire only to 

treat contemporary rnatters, even in those of their creations which have 

history as theu subject. ,,4 The historical novelist 1 s, purpose. then, is 

to clothe contemporary content in an historical dress, so thdt contemporary 

problems may be effectively dramatized and objectified. As Feuchtwanger 

explains in his book Gn "the laurels and limitations of historical 

fiction"S, historical writers "are frequently moved to choose this or 

that material by important external events. Such writers want only to 

discuss their relatIon to their own time, their own personal experience, 

and how much of the past has continued into the present. ,,6 In several 

respects, then, Mona Lisa's Vover lS Intended to appear as a projection of 

the problems of our own time. While, in the tradition of popular 

historical fiction, it js filled with exciting, colorful episodes, this 
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book is aiso rneant to make the reader reflect on the s ..... rious concerrs of 

our day. Such contemporary concerns as the appea:"s and dangers of 

fundarnenta li st rel igicn, the meri ts and drawbacks of dernocratic and 

despotic governments, the problem of modern day plagues, such as Aids, and 

the threat of destruct10n brought atout ';y Jl1an 1 s continuing mismanagcment 

of the dichotomy betileen his h::.gher and lower instincts, are mirrored in 

the novel. UI timateIy, my portrayal of Renaissance Flore,lce in tranSl tian 

- a "901den age" passing - is intended to appear to the reader as a syrnbol 

of our contemporary situation. 

As Feuchtwanger incisl vely notes, a wri ter in one epoch :'requently 

adopts sorne pr~vious one as a modei and warning.,,7 This, l believe, is in 

many ways true of Mona Lisa's Lover. Early in the novel's conception, it 

struc~ me that the choice of Renaissance Florence as a setting would enable 

me to treat universal human concerns more artistically than the "brutal 

actuali ty,,8 of contemporary materi,als would allow. An historical 

framework gave me the distance l needed to deal with contemporary problems 

in perspective. 

an author must 

"To portray successfully a contemporary view of the world, 

l, t ' ~ t ft' d ,,9 move ln"o vas er areas 0 lme an space, writes 

Feuchtwanger, and, indeed, l hope that, by portraying the struggles of 

Renaissance Florence (events which struck me from the beg1nning of my 

research as being enormously symbolic), 1 have successfully drawn a 

parallel between that period and our or,.m times. l :IOpe that my 

presentation of Renaissance Florence will enable the reader to st~9 back 

and view the forest rather than the trees, to envision our immediate 

environment in perspective. 

Mona Lisa's Lover draws its thernes and facts from history. It should 

be made clear, however, that historical events were no more than Sti~11i 

for the creative writing process because, necessarily, "the ultimate cause 

Jr gene5is of [an 1maginative wor~~] lies deep in the personality of the 

writer as well as in his Ijved experience."lO So, while it is true that, 

inspired by Da Vinci' s portrait of MO"l.a Lisa ",hile looking for a subject t 0 

write about, l bec~~ involved in reading history books, art folios ~d 

other sources dealing with Renaissance Florence, the selection and 

arrangement of malerial was a very personal matter. Although it is in S\~ 
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sense true that "instead of the artist selecting his materials, the 

rnaterials must suggest themselves to the artist, that is to say, the 

rnaterials really select the artist"ll, it is also true that the selection 

of material "must der ive from the innermos;:' being of the poet himself. "12 

For me, this selection process was an ongoinç; one which was formed by the 

continuous slruggle between the imagination and controlling reason. Durlng 

the process of composition, l found that, as an artist, my àriving force 

vffiS always my o~ inner experience. Yet, in order to adhere to my 

historlcal framework and ta give artistlc significance to my materials, l 

always strove to obje~~ify that experience. 

In his Poetics, Aristotle compares history to poetry from a 

perspective that clearly favors poetry: 

1~e true difference [between history and poetry] , is that one 
relates what has happened, the other what may happen .... Poetry, 
therefore, is more philosophical and a higher thing than history, 
for poetry tends to express th8 universal, history the particular. 13 

Here, Aristotle implies that -:::he "truth" portrayed by imaginative , ... ri ting 

is more forceful than the "truth" of documentary history. In banning 

dramatic poetry from his ideal republic, Plato, of course, also 

acknowledged this facto He recognized the power of poetry to take hold of 

and sway the minds of an audience; he saw that facts are inadequate in the 

face of lively, well-constructed and plausible creative wrlting which 

~xcites the imagination. Once we have accepted thls idea of the potential 

power of art to influence an audience, the question poses itself: "How, 

then, does the aspiring historical fiction writer crea te a work which will 

fulfill the demands of poetry in order to make it a 'more philosophical and 

higher thing than history'?" 

The answer to this question is t1:at he does so by using, to the best 

of his ability, the tools of fiction to create an artifice that is 

convincing to the reader. He must also, of course, be fully cognizant of 

his goals. He must realize that, while the historical fiction writer rnay 
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get suggestions for his story from events of the past, these events by 

themselves never fully give him the kind of facts - facts concerning 

psychological processes and hurnan mati ves - in ,,,hich he, and the :t:'edder, 

are most interested. For history gives us what Cleanth Brooks calls "truth 

of correspondence. ,,14 What a true history sa ys "corresponds" to the 

facts. But fiction is not fact, and its "truth" does not involve a 

correspondence ta sOIœthing outside itself. In fiction, "trutl. of 

coherence" 15 is the primary truth. 

In order ta explore sorne of the rnethods by which this "truth of 

coherence" in fiction can be achieved, let us now consider SOIœ of the rnost 

important techniques and conventions used in the creation of Mona Lisa's 

Lover. 

STRUCTURE 

In his book on historical fiction, Lion Feuchtwanger writes that lia 

strong, rapidly rnoving, solid plot is t~e prerequisite for the success of 

every historical tale, but particular.Ly for the popular one.,,16 Now, 

while Mona Lisa's Lover does not purp~sefully pander to popular taste, it 

does seek a more "gener<:ll" audience than strictly "literary", explicitly 

"experiwental" fiction can hope ta rea-:h. In order to reach this wider 

reading public, Mona LisaIs Lover uses the convention of a clearly 

developing, rapidly rnoving, coherent plot. This, of course, is nothing to 

be ashamed of. For a well-constructed plot, \'11 th effective use of tension 

and emphasis, ;s an essentlal part of the art of storytelling. No matter 

how "1yrically" Inclined hE: or she may be, the novelist cannat dispense 

with plot. Aristotle rightly assigns plot the place of chief honor in 

writmg and caUs it "the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a 

tragedy."17 
Though, of course, it must be seen as working with the other 

elernents of the work, such as character and setting, narrative plot, is, 

then, of prirre importance in a novel. 

In The PG~tics, Aristotle formulates a very precise definition of 
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plot. He calls it "the imitation of an t' 18 ac lon" and also "the 

arrangement of the , 'd t 19 InCl en s." He goes on ta expIa in that the action 

imitated should be Ua whole" - that is, it should have "a beginning, a 

middle, and an end." 20 Here, ~istotle imp1les that a plot is not merely 

a concatenation of events, In accordance \v1th the laws of "probability", 

aoout ."hietl more will be said later in this critical introduction, episodes 

in a drama or novel should follow one another 'vi th probable or necessary 

sequence. A plot, after all, as Aristotle maintains, shou1d have unit y: 

it should "imitate one action and that a l-1h01e, the structural union of the 

parts being sueh that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, the 

whole will be disjointe6 and disturbed. ,,21 

In order to create a unified plot in Mona Lis~' s Lover, the approaeh 

which l took in constructing the novel was that l first sketched the 

general outline of the narrative, and then filled in the episodes and 

expanded the.m vlith detail. Although the novel has its own organic form and 

grew from its conception in the thought, feeling and persona1ity of the 

wri ter, rather than being arbi trarily shaped through mechanica1 forces in a 

preconcei ved rr,a1d, i t a1so aàheres in modified form to the timeless, 

dramatic structu~e of well-built tragedy. 

parts, each of which represents a 

T"ne book is 

phase of 

divided into five 

dramatic confliet: 

introduction, rising action, climax or crisis (turning point), fa11ing 

action, and catastrophe. l trled at aIl times ta make sure that the main 

thread of the story was solid and sound and then created incidents to flesh 

out the skeleton of the work, weaving the plot together ,fi th character and 

setting. l began ivith the premise that a story should be excitingly and 

entertainingly to':d, and planned and organized my material accordingly. 

Much time and effort ,,,as spent in lrying to ensure that the interdependent 

sequences of crisis and resolution contributed effectively to the rhythm of 

the whole work. 'l'his required the adJusting of means to ends. Even though 

the outline of the ",hole novel has established before beginning, th~ 

prefigured ch3in of events was conditioned by choiees made sentence bl 

sentence, paragraph by paragraph, chapter by chapter, throughout the novel. 

Always, l kept in mind the idea that l must organize my material to create 

an expressive uni ty. The internaI logic of my imagination and emotlons was 

allowed to work freely, but always l paid heed to the fact chat, in 
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presenting the narralor's archetypal quest for self-knowledge, l was 

seeking to create aesthetic order through a logical narrative sequence. 

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster makes a useful distinction 

L-etween story and plot. A story, he writes, "is a narrative of events in 

their time-sequence. A plot is aiso a narrative of events, the emphasis 

falling on causality.1I 22 Thus, plotting lS the process of converting 

story into plot, of changing a sequential arrangement of incidents into a 

causal and inevitable arrangement. As Forster notes, the art of 

constLUcting a good plot involves the "functioning of sorne kind of 

intelligent overview of action that establishes principles of selection and 

relatbnship among episodes. ,,23 This idea of selection is vital, for plot 

is ëlD artificial rather than a natural ordering of events. !ts function is 

to simpIlfy life by imposing order upon it. As Henry James writes, art is 

"aIl discrimination and selection," while "life is all inclusion and 

confusion. 11
24 'l'hus, the novelist 1-)as to select the facts that seem to him 

use fuI for his particular purpos~; he must choose only significant facts. 

"OUt of the welter of experience, a selection of episodes is made that in 

itself constitutes a 'whole' actiùn.,,25 

Once we have established the idea that plot can be viewed as a large 

and controlling frame, as a technique which allows the writer ta form the 

spi ne of the novel, we must quickly add that plot is really only important 

insofar as it is the structure by means of which characters are displayed. 

Plot must derive from character. "The most effective plot presents a 

struggle such as would engage [a S8t of] cha~~cters, and the most effective 

emotion for the plot to present is that inherent in the quality of the 

given characters.,,26 The function of plot, from this point of v~ew, is ta 

translate character into action. The most effective incidents are those 

which spring naturally from the given characters. Sa, for example, in Mona 

Lisa' s Lover, plot grows out of characterization and conflict. Hy narrator 

and prolagonist, Francesco, if faced with several major problerr~ at the 

out set of t~e story - he longs ta have revenge on his rival apprentice, 

Sal"'l.i; he desperately wants Mona Lisa' s love; and he deeply yearns for Da 

Vinci's respect. AlI of these goals are difficult to attain. 1~e plot of 
the nove~ is [ormed by Francesco's successes and failures to attain his 
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goals. The story's interest inheres in 

overcome, or not overcome in "the 

::he resistances encountered and 

logic by which resistance evokes 

responses which, in their turn, encounter ar create new resistances to be 

dealt with. ,,27 More generally, Francesco wants "ta rernember how it aIl 

began, remernber it from the very beginning" (Mona Lisa's Lover, p.l), in 

the hope that "once memories have been ordered, the rest [will tecome] much 

simpler." On this level, plot serves to propel the narrator a10ng on his 

journey towards self-knowledgei it is the means by which l was able 

progressively to establish the moral character of my protagonist, showing 

the degree and kind of his responsibility for what happens to him. 

Plot, then, is "a guiding principle for the author and an ordering 

control for t!,p reader. ,,28 For the author it is "the chief principle for 

selection and arrangement" 29 i for the reader i t is "something perce ·ed 

as structure and unit y . ,,30 To define plot as an intellectual fonnulatlOn 

is not, however, to define it as abstract idea or philosophie concept. 

Abstract ideas and philosophical attitudes rnay help in shaping the plot, 

but, practically speaking, the plot is comprised of incidents - characters 

and actions - and how they interrelate. 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, the plot is arranged, for the most part, in a 

linear time sequence. A good deal of ini tial effort ,vas spent in 

contriving an accurate, chronological order for the events in the novel. 

It was necessary to select particular dates for the major occurrences in my 

characters ' lives, and ta decide the periods of time required for every 

episode. In general, the time scheme is firmly tied to precise days and 

seasons. The progress of the seasons in the cycle of the year emphasizes 

inevitable ernolional changes in the characters ' lives. My narrator looks 

back from a disenchanted present, recountin]" the events of the previous 

year, starting from the day "when [his] troubles all began" (Mona Lisa's 

Lover, p.l). Sorne chapters in the novel suggest only the time span of a 

single day, whiJe others comprise weeks or several months. Always, l try 

to concentra te on mat ters of consequence, on insensi ty of experience, while 

still remembering that, in arder ta crea te the illusion of reality, the 

o"prall rhythm of the work necessarily calls for lulls in certain parts, 

and a more rapid pace in others. 
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The management of the time factor in Mona Lisa's Lover also depends on 

the workings of my narrùLor's conscience. It is through the emphasis of 

certain events and the passing over of others that the relationship between 

"life by the clock", and "life by values,,31 is made clear. Since 

individuality depends on mernory, and rnemory in turn depel1ds on time, 

Francesco' s selection of events is significant, insofar as hi.s choices 

about what to emphasize and what to delete from the one year tirne-span 

which the story covers becomes in itself a subjective commentary on his 

personal experience. 

NARRATIVE METHOD 

The differences in mood and tempo brought out by the handling of 

"plot" and "time" in ê3 novel are ernphasized by the writer's choice of 

narrative rnethod. The plot of a story - that is, the structure of action 

as it is actually presented to the reader - depends on the point of view. 

According to Sir Percy Lubbeek, "the whole intricate question of rnethod, in 

the craft of fiction, [is] governed by the question of point of view - the 

question of the relation in which the narra tor stands tu the story." 32 

While this statement perhaps exaggerates the point, and should immediately 

he tempered with referenee ta the inter-related nature of the various 

techniques of fiction, it is nevertheless true that the novelist's choiee 

of narrative method ean vi tally affect the uni ty, emphasis and coherence of 

his work. The point of view - the choice of the teller of the story - is a 

question of the greatest importance for any piece of fiction since the 

point of view affects the whole story, including the reader's reception of 

it. 

In fiction, as soon as we encounter a first-person narrator, we are 

conscious of an experiencing 1l1ind whose views of events cornes between us 

and the events themselves. As Wayne Booth points out in The Rhetoric of 

Ficti on, i t is important for the cri tic to make distinctions between the 

man who writes the book (author), the man whose attitudes shape the book 

(implied author), and the man who communicates directly with the reader 
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(narrator).33 In works told by a first-person narrat01:, "the narrator is 

often radically different from the implied author who creates him.,,34 In 

The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth goes on to explain that, in any reading 

EXperience, there is an implied dialogue arnong author, narrator, the other 

characters, and the reader. 35 The critic, maintains Booth, must gauge 

carefully the variations of distance between these several contributors to 

the reading experience. For practical criticisrn, of the sort inten,led in 

this introduction, probably the most important kind of distance that 

between the fallible or unreliable narrator and the implied author who 

carries the reader with him in judging th~ narrator. As Booth points out, 

a narrator can be said to be reliable "when he speaks for or acts in 

accordance with the norrns of the work (which is to say, the implied 

author' s norrns) , unreliable when he does not. ,,36 If, as in the case of 

Mona Lisa's Lover, the narrator i3 discovered to be untrustworthy, then the 

total effect of the work he relates to the reader is transforrned. 

Although the reader is sometimes able to trust Francesco's narration 

of facts and events, a~ times he is an unreliable narrator whose 

reflections and reasonings should be questioned and qualified. Oftentirnes, 

Francesco clairns to be virtuous, while the author shows his vices in the 

things he does (his repeated assertions of indifference toward Salai, of 

love for Lisa, and of respect for Leonardo, for example, are belied by many 

of his actions). This crea tes an ironie "gap" in the work, which derives 

from the distance between the narrator and the implied author. Because of 

this ironie gap, strong dernands are made on the reader's powers of 

inference. Francesco is quite often deliberately deceptive. Yet, he is 

also at tirnes almost aJarrningly honest in his self-revelations. He is an 

amiable, If sometimes contemptible narrator who simultaneously displays 

bath a grievous lack of sensitivity and great depth of feeling. Thus, it 

is difficult to deterrnine exactly to what degree Francesco is fallible. 

The reader views his alternate evasions and self-justifications, and judges 

the narrator as the story progresses and the evidence supporting and 

repudiating Francesco's view of things piles up. At the end of the novel, 

aIl the prior events are qualified by the final dramatic dialogue. At this 

point, an overall reassessment is demanded on the part of the reader in 

order to put into perspective the preceding actions. 
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When reading Mona Lisa's lJOver, the reader is campelled, in a gre3ter 

or lesser degree throughout the work, ta take issue with Francesco and, in 

taking issue, is (hapefully) drawn more deeply into the story. The u~e of 

an unreliable narrator such as Francesco is a fairly simple device for 

provoking what we may .:all "reader participation." It is a technique used 

to make the reader do some of the interpreting htmself, for drawlng him 

into the inside of the story by making him discover meaning. As one cri tic 

points out, "the reader ... entering the dramatization as stener, finds 

himself collaborating in the actualization of the objective situation which 

the tale eml:x>dies.,,37 It is the reader himself, then, who becomes the 

rnaker of meaning. He must ask what the narrator knows not merely of the 

action, but of the meaning of the action. Francesco, for exarnple, does 

not, at times, entirely comprehend the events which he relates. Thus, the 

meaning of the story is understatedi the full significance is not made 

explicit, but must be inferred by the reader from the many clues offered 

throughout the work. 

As weIl as providing a device for creating irony in a work of fiction, 

the appropriate choice of a first-person narrator may also allow a certain 

naturalness of exposition to be gained. In Mona Lisa's Lover, for example, 

we need to know something about the world of Renaissance Florence. If that 

information were given in the third-person, the burden of rnere exposition 

would be more apparent. As it is, Francesco can more or less casually and 

incidentally give us a fairly complete notion of his worldi he can feed in 

the expository material without making us feel that it is labelled, for it 

is part of his life. Thus, the presence of a first-person narrator 

introduces naturally into a novel a device for selectivity. Since the 

narrator can tell only what he has obsenJed, heard, or reasonably surmised, 

a considerable body of rnaterial from the hypothetical underlying action is 

not available to him. As one CritlC notes, "if, for a particular story, 

the narrator is weIl chosen, then the deletions he must make will seem 

natural, and the selections signiflcant.,,38 This means ta say that the 

scale of treatrnent of events can be controlled in terms of the narrator's 

presence - he tells the story in his mm way, he makes the emphasis. 

As weIl as being a first-person narrative, Mona Lisa's Lover is also 
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a confessional monologue. As confessional monologue, the novel offers the 

"1" as penitent "experiencing in inmediacy or in recollection sorne night of 

the soul and striving towards self-Imowledge as a rneans of redemption. 1I39 

In her I:x:>ok, The Only Teller, the critic Hetty Clews astutely notes that 

the confessional monologue is not 50 much a recollection or a record as an 

inquiry into the meaning of personal experience: 

The confessional monologue springs from the need to explore and 
ta share the most private places of a suffering psyche and, there
fore, forms itself around the question of individual identity and 
concomitant questions of responsibility. "Wn~Oam 17" resolves itself 
into "Could l have been, or done, otherwise?" 

Clews goe3 on to note that, given this center of self-searching, there are 

two defining characteristics of the confessional mode in monologue. One is 

a prlnciple of selection: 

In the confessional monologue the speaker appears to crea te his 
own design. He makes his choices and defines them as he speaks; 
he considers certain events and people only as th'~y are important 
to his soul-searchingi he traces and retraces r.is past only as it 
impinges on his present; he examines those compulsions that seem 
to have shaped his decisions; and in aIl of this he continually 
aCknOWle~~es, and frequently expounds upon, his own selective 
process. 

The second distinguishing mark of the confessional monologue is "the 

expressed need for a "significant other in the listener, through whom 

purgation, if not absolution, may be achieved. ,,42 

Mona Lisa's Lover bears bath of these distinguishing marks of the 

confessional monologue. Speaking always from a condi~ion of guilt and 

suffering, Francesco is intensely aware of the confession he is creating, 

and he consciously evaluates his success or failure at his task of 

achieving personal redemption. He refers directly to his audience only 

twice throughout the book. The first time is at the beginning of Part II, 
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when he talks about "[setting] down Chis] history for al! men to see" (Mona 

Lisa's Lover, p.35), and the second tim€ is at the very end of the novel, 

when he expresses the "hope ... that impulsive lovers who one day read these 

words will understand [his) life, and learn forbearance from [his) story." 

(Mona __ Lisa's Lover, p. 205). Yet, as he a~tempts ta create sorne kind of 

order out of painful and d'sordered experiences, Francesco implicitly 

invites readers to consider the complex prospect of his pasto 

As Clews points out, "conff'ssional heroes, exploring uncharted depths 

within themselves, are ... driven to an experimental method - the only method 

which conforms to the subj ect of ~mergent self -understanding. ,,43 So, for 

example, in Mona Lisa's Lover my narrator's expressions of doubt, anger, 

regret and frustration proceed thiough increasingly intense stages of 

anguished introspection as he tries to come to grips with his past in order 

to face the future. Al though he chonses the comparatively orderly forro of 

the chronicle or history to tell his s~ory, Francesco is thrice driven to 

reveal dreams which, though difficult for him to explain, are a very 

important part of his confession. Altho'lgh he tries to keep the sequence 

of his reflections under conscious control, his unconscious desires often 

dominate his restraint and campel him to r~veal that which he would rather 

conceal. Nevertheless, despite Francesco's occasional experiments with 

narrative method, ~ona Lisa's Lover ultirnately has the shape of a carefully 

constructed memoir which requires the reader to see with the eyes of the 

speaker, to know what he knows of suffering, and to realize with him the 

meaning of the human condition. 

CHARACTERlZATION 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, Francesco is both the first-person narrator and 

protagonist of the story. As the leading figure, bath in terms of 

importance in the story, and in terrns of his ability to enlist the reader's 

interest and slwpathy, Francesco - whose cause is at times heroic while at 

others ignoble - is the key dynamic character in the novel. 
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While Francesco is the central figure of the story, there are four 

ot~er main characters who play important roles. These chdracters are: 

Mona Lisa Giocundo - the ~Toman Francesco desiresi Salai - Francesco's rival 

apprentice and maIn antagonlst; Leonardo da Vinci - Francesco's brilliant 

though eccentric masteri and the mer chant Giocundo ~he wealthy and 

ruthless husband of Mona Lisa. Each of these main characters represents a 

fusion of the univers;:!.l and the particular. Trey are archetypal characters 

who reveal their true natures when driven by love, hatred, fear, ambition, 

and despair. 

Mona Lisa's Lover also contalns a host of minor characters. While the 

major characte18 in the novel are intended to be "rounded", 

three-dimensional figures, the minor characters tend to be more flat, 

two-dimensional figures who serve tl1e major characters 3nd ~n11ance pl~t and 

theme. The minor Ch3tacters in the novel are: Maria - Mona Lisais loyal 

maid-servanti the waap-like florentine 'lùd the !Y::,u:"-like Emilio - servants 

to Giocundo; and Angelica, the child of Francesco and Lisa. There are also 

several historical fi~L~?S ln the work. These include: Fra Girolarno 

Savonarola - a fundamentalist preacher; Signor Niccolo Machiavelli a 

well-meaning, though anarçhistic political agjtatori and King Charles of 

France - the pathetic war-lord, conqueror of the divided statea of Italy. 

The final important minor character in t~le novel is the old rag-vendor 

"VlOman, who serves both as a choral figure, comrnenting on the action, and 

also as a confidant figure, to whom the protagonist feels compelled to 

express his innermost thoughts. 

Although, in examining a novel, no one technique can be studied in 

isolation fram 211 the other techniques which combine to create the 

completed whole, professional critics and common readers alike are inclined 

to emphasize the role of characterization. This is probably due to the 

fact that our involvement with the characters of a novel lies at the core 

of our reading experience. Character is but a single èlement in the 

imaginative statement made by the whole novel. Yet, the reader must be 

made interested in the affairs of the characters presented, or the novei 

will inevitably fail, no matter how weIl the author EXecutes other 

techniques. The reader must care about the characters in a novel as human 
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beings, though, of course, he realizes that the figures in a novel are 

different from people in real life in that the y sel~e interests directly 

connected to the art forro by virtue of which they have their existence. 

In Aspects of the Novel, LM. Forster rightly reminds us that "Homo 

Fictus" is a totally different species from "Homo Sapiens.,,44 "Homo 

Fictus" is deprived Gf a great many ordinary hurnan characteristics because 

these are not relevant to the novelist's design. His function is "to <lct 

in unison with other narrative elements as a vehicle for the expression OT 

the author's personal vision of life.,,45 In order to 'ce effective, 

characters in 3 work of fiction must be symbolic. However, while the 

novelist's figures are "abstractions whose principle functiùn is to 

complete a structural or verbal pattern,,46, in the end, we recognize the 

true novelist by thp strength with which his realization of the actual 

world and ot human individuality triurnDhs over his abstract speCUlations. 

The novelist must have the capaci ty li terally to "embody" ideas in 

character. In the case of the historical novel, this means that he must 

also have the ability to derive the individuality of characters from the 

historical peculiari ties of their age. Yet, jdeas Must always be 

demonstrated through the experience and sUffering of ordinary human beings. 

The writer must foeus not on abstractions, but on individual experience. 

In order for a story to be moving, cPilracters must "fit in a moral 

universe,,47, but also be invested with humanity. As the critic Miriam 

Allott points out, "the abstraction must be made credible and significan'.-, 

which means it ceases to be a mere abstraction. ,,48 

To give life to the characters in Mona Lisa's Lover, l combined th~ee 

fundamental methods of characterization: (1) explicit presen~' Jion of 

character through direct exposition illustrated by action; (2) pre"_tmtation 

of characters in action, with little or no explicit comment by the 

narrator, in the expectation that the reader will be able to deduce the 

attributes of the actor from the actions; and (3) the represent~tion from 

within my narrator and protagonist of the impact of actions and emotions 

upon Dis inner self, with the expectatlon that the reader will come to a 

clear wnderstanding of the attributes of this charact8r. Through my use of 

these n~thods of characterization, l have tried ta invest the syrnbolic 
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figures in my novel with a sufficient degree of humanity that their 

behavior will carry conviction for modern readers. 

As Allatt rightly remarks, "the novelist's argument ... proceeds from 

the value of 'the rnarvellous' ta the necessity of maintaining 

verisimilitude and consistency in bis characters' behavior. ,,49 The writer

m'lst attempt ta striJ<e a balance between the uncoImlon and the ordinary sa 

as, on the one hand, ta give interest. on the other ta give reality. As 

Allott points out, this question of "probability" of character is really a 

question of striking a balance between r-omance and realisrn: 

There is required ct sufficient degree of the marvellous ta excit~ 
attention; enough of the manners of real life ta give an air of 
probabiljty ta the w§6k; and enough of the pathetic ta engage the 
heart in its behalf. 

In giving his work "enough of the pathetic ta engage the heart in its 

behalf" , the 'vriter must, of course, avoid the pitfalls of melodrarna. The 

interaction of characters in a novel should create human interest but, at 

the sarne tirne, the novelist must avoid saccharine sentirnentality if he 

hopAs ta be taken seriously. Tnis is not to say that the writer should not 

strive ta involve his reader's emotions as he portldys the lives of his 

characters for, as Allott points out, "in the great 'lvork, we surrender our 

emotions for r-easons that leave us with no .regrets, no inclination ta 

retract, after the il1ll1ediate spell is past.,,51 

An important rnethod which the novelist may use ta create char2:cters 

who are convincing enough to enlist the reader's interest is to invest them 

with a plausible mixture of good and bad. In Mona Lisa's Lover, for 

example, Francesco and Salai represcnt extrernes of virtuous and licentious 

behavior, but bath conta in traits ~hich qualify these extremes. Francesco 

is by no rneans consistently \.Jell-meaning, and Salai is by no means 

constantly reprehensible. However, happenings such as sud den conversions 

are avoided in the novel, since actions perfonned must be bath "ln 

character", that is psychologically credible, anà also probable in terms of 

the work as whole. Thus, while l explored freely the nature of my 
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characters, l was iJary not to make them ei ther too goOO or too bad, or 

suddenly to change their essence. This was done in accordance ",ith 

Aristotle, who notes that, "in the portraiture of character, the poet 

should always aim at either the necessary or the probable. ,,52 For this 

reason, l tried to make my characters appear to evolve naturally, without 

heavy-handedness on the part of the author. 

DIALOGUE 

One of the most important me~~ùds of character revelation in a novel 

is the way in which characters 

through their speech, dialogue 

talk. 

is 

Since characters 

a rich resource 

exist largel.' 

for dramatic 

presentation. An effective way of conveying a sense of individual identity 

is to give each character a different way of putting words together. In 

Mona Lisa's Love~, for example, while aIl the characters speak in a manner 

which hints at an Italian id~om, they aIl have individualistic ways of 

using words. Francesco, th01jgh able to e..xpress himself well enough in his 

own fashion, tends ta be rather shy and stumbling in his speech. 

Cor"ersely, the quick cadences of Salai's speech convey exuberance. 

Through their speech, Leonardo and Lisa are shown te have rather reserved 

and mysterious personalities. The final main character in the novel, the 

merchant Giocundo, has the calculated vocabulary of a businessman. Yet, 

even he reveals his essential nature through his use of words. 

The way each character in 3 novel speaks is important because, in 

order to be convincing, the i'iri ter rr.ust have his characters speak "in 

character." The novelist's use of dialogue imports into his work something 

of the dramatist's discipljne and objectivity. Its authenticity depends, 

as i t does in the theater, on an adjustment of the "real" and the 

"stylized." 

his dialogue, 

As Anthony Trollope writes, the novel-writer, in constructing 

must steer between absolute accuracy of language - which 
would give to conversation an air of ;'€dantry, and the 
slovenly inaccuracy of ordinary talkers - i ... hich, if followed 
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closely 1 would offend l ~ an appearance of grimace, - so as 
to produce upon the ear of his readers a sense of reality.,,53 

In a novel, there are basically tvlO ways to present character, 

directly, with a summary of traits and characteristics, or drarnatically, 

through dia~ 19Ue and action. As Wayne Booth notes, "direct presentation, 

even surnmary presentation, rnay be properly i'md effectively used.,,54 The 

danger of direct presentation, however, is that it tends to forfeit the 

vividness of drarna and the reader's imaginative participation. Direct 

presentation ''iOlks best, dS Booth remarks, "with rather flat and typical 

characters, or as a means ta get rapidly ov~r more perfunctory 

materials . .,55 When i t cornes to the significant scenes of the story 1 the 

writer is well advised t0 djscard summary in favor of dramatic 

presentation. The novelist'~ task, after all, is to crea te scenes for the 

reader's imaginative participation. 

The need for drarnatic vividness in a novel naturally cornpels the 

writer to use dialogue as a technique to help create the very pace of the 

story. It is important for the ''iri ter to decide carefully when to 

summarize traits or events, when ta describe directly, and when to allO\'i 

the character to express his feelings through dialogue and action. As 

Booth justly notes, "artistry lies not in adherence to any one supreme 

manner of narration, but rather, in the writer's ability to arder various 

forros of telling in the sendce of various forros of showing. ,,56 In the 

composi tion of Mona Lisa' s Lover, much time and thought went into deciding 

what ta dramatize fully, and ",hat to curtail, what ta surnmarize and \'ihat to 

heighten. Though it is impossible to apply abstract rules ta de termine 

when any one rnethod took precedence 1 generally speaking 1 i ndi vidual 

chapters tended to proceed from "preparation" ta "scene." In the 

preparation, the reader is taken into Francesco's inner life and made to 

assist in the ~~rious processes which guide his feelings and thoughts. 

Consequently, when we arrive at the scene itself, the reader "LS in a 

position "to savor the full irony 

suppressions, wilful distortions 

appreciate the nature of the 

precipitate. ,,57 

and 

fresh 

of conversational hesitations, 

unwitting misapprehensions, and to 

developments which these will 
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SE'ITING 

In her book entit.led Novelists on the Nuvel, Miriam Allott ,rrites: 

The artistic self-consciousness 1Vhich compels the novelist to 
rnake "things of truth" from "things of fact" by adjusting them 
to their new contex+-, has gradually seen to i t that the backnround 
and setting of "scene" is as int~8al to design as plot, characters, 
dialogue and narrative technique. 

Here, Allott makes a point wi th Ivhich, in th~ light of rny mm recent 

experience in novel writing, l readily agree. For, during the early stages 

of the creation of Mona Lisa's Love~, l discovered that it was very wrong 

indeed to regard the settinq r~ my story as merely decorative bdckground. 

l discovered that, if it were going to function as an Integral part of the 

novel' s design, my setting "lould have to serve the dual purpose of 

providing the physical medium in which the characters move, as weIl as 

iding significance to the book through its power ta evoke atmosphere and 

\) reflect symbolically on other elements. l saw '.:l1at my setting ,.[Ould 

have La be made "expressjonistjc", if it were going to reveal charactE:!', 

advance plot, and reinforce theme. Thus, l atternpted to make my set~ing 

cohere with the other components in the design so that the reader would 

have both the sense of living in a "real" creat'2d world of seeing, 

hearing, smelling, touching and tasting an authentic environment - and the 

sen8e that the setting is not merely "backgrcmnd', but contains a 

significance beyond the realm of mundane "realism". 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, the importance of the interplay of setting with 

other elements in the novel is established right from the opening pages. 

In this book, l atte~ted to create a vivid, memorable setting which 

appeals to the reader's senses, but ,vhich should not be judged sirnply in 

terms of realistic accuracy, but rather in ~erms of wtat it accornplishes 

for the novel as a whole. While it is true that the creation of my setting 

was often i~spired by a personal delight in the imaginative reconstruction 
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of the world of Renaissance Florence, it was never ~elegated to the 

posi tion in which i t became ":;r:i marily a rnethod for the display of 

descriptive powers in fine \.;riting.,,59 From the outset of the book, 1 

determined that description of sett~ng should never be used as an end unto 

i tSE:lf . l saw that th~ pilirlg up of details for: their mm sake would be 

tedious and irrelevant. For this reasor., l al"lvay[ tried to select the 

significant items for presentation. Mîen describing setting, l tried ta 

crea te a world which is recognizable, and which is rendered vividly, but l 

avoided superfluous, rnerely picturesque detail. 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, description of setting is often symbolically 

related ~o the therne of the story. The settings of many of the scenes can 

be accepted at a straight, realistic level but, to the perceptive reader, 

they should appear as symbolic also. l tried to create my novel so that it 

would be vivid with a sense of place and character but, at the sarne time, l 

realized that it was necessary to select ùnd conventionalize those parts of 

the setting which rnost strongly appealed to my imagination, for the purp:::>,se 

of strengthening the effect of my novel's over-all design. Thus, specific 

settings ,vere chosen bath for thelr potential ta providE:' a reaJ istic 

milieu, and for their Cëtpaci ty ta produce symbolic reverberations. The 

initial choice of the city of Renaissance Florence as the main setting for 

the novel provides a physical, cultural and symbollc location in 1vhich the 

story unfolds, and the choice of settings for particular scenes 

Leonar:do's studio, the Great Market Square, vll>~ rich merchants' quarter, 

the park on the outskirts of the poorer quarter, and the Ponte Trinita, for 

example, - provide the locales in which the characters maye. It is only by 

rendering these specific 10cales vividly that the walled city itself can be 

brought to life and be made ta appear symbolic - as a metaphor with 

u~iversal connotations. 

STYLE 

The style of a novel is rather a difficult quality to define with 

exacti tude . In i ts most general sense, i t can œ said to be "the manner in 

1 



1 

J 

22 

which the words of a novel are arranged in order to bese express the 

indi viduali ty of the author and the ideas and intent in the author' s 

mind.,,60 For, certainly, "the best style, for any given purpose, is that 

which most nearly approxima tes a perfect adaptation of one's language to 

one's ideas. ,,61 Yet, this definition remains a bit vague. To be sure, in 

its broadest sense, style must be considered to be the overaJI approach 

which the \lriter takes in dealing with his mator; ~l, but specifie elements 

of a work must first be considered as component parts of a writer's 

indi vidual style if Lhe cri tic j s to define ,vi th 2ny precision what 

distinguishes one author's method of presentation f.rom that of another. 

The Wdy in which the wri t ~r arrange~, his ideas is the most fundamental 

structural element in hiE, style. In 'iona Lisa' s Lover, l organized my 

material both within an historical framework and within the framework of 

the five stages of well-built tragedy. Yet, while staying within these 

perimeters, l used my iIDdgination to develop a method of presentation which 

\vas specifically adapted to the kind of effect which l .vas trying to 

achieve. Guided by the idea that historical accuracy \2S of secondary 

lmportance to aesthetic farro, l atternpted to crea te a work of art which, 

when fini shed 1 \1ould be a \vhole greater than the SUIn of i ts parts. 'IÎllS l 

did by carefully planning the narrative so that the dynamic tensjon between 

aIl parts of the artistic structure make it analogous to an organism. 

Whatever "life" the novel has i3 c1r::rived from the tension between the 

various parts. 

As weIl as being the \Vciy in 1v'11ich the writer arranges his ideas, style 

is al30 the means by which he displays his feeling for the possibilities of 

language. If the novelist hopes to crea te lia web at once sensuous and 

logical, an elegant and pregnant texture,,62, he must craft language with 

infinite care. This implies that he must l1ave the capacity for 

self-criticism \vn~~h allows him to produce a fiction 1Vhich is workmanlike, 

intelligible, and free from clichés and gramnatical mistakes. Yet, it also 

implies much more. It implies that he must make very conscious decisions 

about ",hat sort of diction to USGi atout how to strucV.lre sentences; and 

about hm-: to use image and metaphor. This is aH necessary because, as 

Joseph Conrad eloquently wTites: 
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It is only through an unremitting never-discouraged care for the 
shape and ring of sentences that an approach can be made to 
plasticity, to colour, and that the light of magic suggestiveness 
may be brought to

6
§lay for an evanescent instant over the commonplace 

surface of words. 

In Mona Lisa 1 s Lover, l took great care to construct 'vell-made 

sentences, to choose diction which was appropriate for the voices of the 

narrator and of the other characters, and to use images and metaphors in 

keeping with the setting and therœ of the work. Yet, aH the ivhile, l also 

tried to remember that toc much style i8, in itself, a pitfall to be 

avoided. l strove tOivdrds the "art which conceals art. ,,64 l tried to 

im-0st my prose wi th vitali ty by keeping i t, for the most part, simple and 

clear. Although, at times, l aspired to irrite a subtly "poetic prose", for 

the most part l concentrated on keeping the narrative intelligible and 

harmonious. 

THEME 

The theme of a novel is tl1e central or dominating idea found in the 

work. It is "the abstract concept which is made concrete through its 

representation in person, action, and image. ,,65 In other l'lords, theme is 

what is made of the topic ii'hich the artist chooses to write about, and it 

is the cemnent on the topic that is implied by the story. The writer must 

always keep his theme in mind, and use the other techniques of fiction as 

the means by ilhich he expresses his chosen subject. When aIl is said and 

dene, th~me is the essential redson for a story's existence. The a:titude 

toward l.fe which the story embodies - i ts portrayal of human experie'1ce 

i8 of cerltral importance to Hs significance as a work of art. 

In a novel, the representation of human experience always involves, 

directly or indirectly 1 sorne comnent on values and human conduct, on good 

and bad, on the true and the false. It always involves sorne conception of 
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Ivhat the human place is in the world. After reading a nove1, one is a1ways 

left with the question: "What does it aH add up to? What does it mean?" 

We like ta observe a story working i tself out to a uni ty. As C1eanth 

Brooks notes, "just as we instinctively dernand the logic of cause and 

effect, the logic of motivation in fiction, sa ''le demand that there be a 

logic of theme - a thematic structure into Ivhich the various elernents are 

fi tted and in tenus of which they achieve uni ty. ,,66 Brooks aiso 90es on 

to note that "it is not any moralizing aspect of theme that comes first ta 

mind; it is the structural necessity. ,,67 He rightly reminds us that "if 

there is no satisfactorily èeveloped theme, aIl our other interests, no 

matter how intense they may be, tend to evaporate. ,,68 

In accordance with these critical ideas about theme, when writing Mona 

Lisais Lover, l tried to create a work which evokes a sense of an 

independent world in which characters act and are acted upon, and which, as 

one event leads to another, compels the reader ta become more and more 

aware of the significance of the \lhole. This is to say, l atternpted to 

write a novel in which the reader gradually senses a developing therre. The 

attitude toward 1ife which ~s consistently developed throughout my novel is 

perhaps most easily determined by looking at the pattern of the plot and 

seeing ",hat significant repetitions appear. The motifs in the novel are 

al~ intended to lead the reader tc~vard a perception of the theme. Alsr, 

the final chapter is of crucial significance to the theme of the 1vhole, 

since, ,vhile it follows logically from the body of the story, it works 

retrospectively to put the rest of the novel in a wider moral perspective. 

Mona Lisais Lover is, at least to a large degree, an open-ended work. It 

demands that the reader carefully consider the tone of the narrative, and 

it demands that he be attentive to irony. Only thrOUgll paying attention to 

these facets of the work will the reader be able ta discern the novells 

intended significance. 

Mona Lisa's Lover was writtcn to teach as weIl as ta delight, but the 

book does not end with a neat moral tag. In fact, the novel avoids 

focusi 19 narrowJ.y upon a single, particular meaning, but ra ther stri ves ta 

reflect trie ambi~JUities ')f the human condition and of the universe iL 3elf. 

In this book, l lilustrate the classic themes of love, loneliness, revenge, 
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betrayal and self-discovery. Yet, no definitive, unqualifiable conclusions 

are reached. In Mona Lisa's Lover, good and evil are interfused, and this 

is the main theme. Throughout th~ work, l try to allow meaning to arise 

out of paradox and ambigui ty. This approach to novel-1vriting was taken 

because, as in the case of Nathaniel Hawthorne, 

the author ... considered it hardly worth his while ... relentlessly 
to impale the story ,vi th i ts moral. .. as by s ticking a pin through 
a butterfly ... thus at once depriving it of lif6~ and causing it to 
stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude. 

In planning the composition of Mona Lisa 1 s Lover, my o. j ect ""as to ask 

questions, not to solve thern. Certainly, the work has a moral purpose, 

but, in meeting that purpose, it atternpts to convey a more natural truth 

than that which can he achieved by stern didacticism. In writing this 

novel, l tried to maintain artistic detachment. l 1mnted ta show that life 

is so cornplex that no one ever triumphs unambigucusly. l saw that the 

writer's responsibility was "ta engage the reader with a shared reality, 

which crea tes in him expectations and values, sympathies and repulsions, 

appropriate to tl.e comprehension of t:"at reality.,,70 To thls end, l 

created a work with a theme complex enough that the reader 'vill be forced 

to respond to the "-ùrld which is being presented to him. I want him to 

judge, estimate and evaluate what is being urged on him. 

In a very real sense, Mona Lisa's Lover portrays Francesco's passage 

from adolescence to maturity. It illustrates his growth into an artist and 

humanist in a world robbed of fai th as a guiding principle of life. Yet 1 

the meaning of the work is ambiguous. 

reader will hopefuJly feel compelled to 

Upon completion of the book, the 

ask: "What exactly has the 

protagonist learned?" If the reaner finds the only answer possible is that 

Francesco has learned that the truth about life is not simple t~ pin down, 

hopefully he will not be disappointed. If he sees that the only view which 

the novel offers is that the moral world is a murky place, hopefully he 

will not feel defrauded, but rather take a critlcal interest in the 

ambiguity which the combinations and conflicts of interests in the work 
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imply. Finally, if the reader discovers that it is difficuJt to judge any 

of my characters as wholly admirable or wholly contemptible, hopefully he 

will not feel disquieted, but rather judge the work by the success it 

achieves in i ts goal of portraying a \vorld in 1.,rhich moral choices are 

equivocal. 
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MONA LISA' S LOVER 

PART l 

CHAPI'ER 1 

If I could only rernember how it aIl began, remember it from the very 

beginning, perhaps it would help me now. Once memories have been ordered, 

then surely the rest becomes much simpler. 

It must be nearly a whole year ago now that my life' s trouble began. 

It was early one hot spring morning. l was mixing the paints for my 

mas ter 's palette - carefully blending the smooth, chalky white and bloody 

black pigments in the way l know is to his satisfaction - wh en Salai 

bounded into the studio. He was singing one of those vulgar drinking songs 

he always sings sa loudly when our master is away. He learns them from the 

ruffians he drinks and gambles with aIl night. The night before last he 

tried ta sneak back from one of their filthy wine cellars after curfew, 

but the night-watch patrol caught him hiding in the shadows of the city 

wall, and my master had to go to the jail in the rnorning and pay for his 

release. It is not the first time that Salai has caused trouble, but my 

master only ever gives him an insincere scolding and then laughs, saying 

"Ah, Salai! You were barn a devil and will most certainly die a devil' s 

death. Il 

My master always forgives Salai. He loves Salai more than aIl the 

others. He says that Salai is the most beautiful young man in aIl of 

Florence. 1 love only my lady, Lisa, yet l cannot help but feel ready ta 

l 
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explode wi th rage when l think that my master, a man of most remarkable 

abilities and cùpable of the most delicate perceptions of life and beauty, 

should he unable to discern the stupidity of his handsome Apollo. l know 

that Salai i..s a thief, a liar, and a glutton, but my master knmm only his 

own sweet Salai. 

It is true that l am not a beautiful young man like Salai. l an! plain 

anrl long-faced. l have a too-big nose and my eyes are so grey that they 

can only be described as colorless. Yet l am not jealous of Salai. That 

is a lie! Why should l be jealous of him with his fleshy lips and the 

muscles my master so loves to draw? No, l am not jealous of my master 1 s 

other apprentice. He is an oaf. Still, 1 cannat bear i t when he and my 

mas ter are together. Tt is al'\orays "today l have five florins for Salai to 

buy a new shirt" or "here are three gold ducats which Salai said he 'i/anted 

for a pair of rose-colored hose wi th their trirrming." l cannat bear 

Leonardo's affection for his Salai. He is shameless to play with Salai the 

game in the behind that Florentines love so much, yet l am powerless to 

tell my feelings t0 rny mas ter . l have only my Lisa to confide my secrets 

to, and now she is gone from me. 

My Lisa is lost to me! My thoughts stray too easily. l must think 

back to that first day, the day it aIl began. Yes, and sa it was that 

Salai came into the studio, singing his filthy song while l sat working, 

mixing the paints, refusing to look up and acknowledge his presence, but 

Salai can never let himself be ignored. His clumsy hand fell on my 

shoulder. 

"Francesco, the master is not here. Why do you work this morning?" he 

said. 

"No, Salai, our master is not here, but l choose ta work. 1 must 

prepare this palette for when he returns. He will arrive soon," l said. 

"No, you are wrong, my friend," sa id Sala ~. "The maestro sent me to 

tell you that he will not return until late today. He has been to the hot 

baths and is now on his way ta the hospital San Dominico. They have 9iven 

him another corpse ta cut apart. That knave who was hanged yesterday. Ah, 

it was a glorious hanging! He will he in bits hefore long!" 

"It is for the sake of science that our master investigates the human 
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body, when will you ever learn that, Salai?" l said, putting down the 

palette. "But why didn't you hurry back to tell me this? These paints 

will be ruined by the time Leonardo arrives. But tell me now, have you any 

other news?" 

"Yes ... " said Salai, teasingly. 

"Well?" l said, but Salai didn t t continue. He is a prankster. He 

likes to play tricks on people. My master, tao, likes to invent elaborate 

tricks to astonish people. My master t s tricks are the \wrkings of a 

powerful mind that cannot rest. One time he spent Iveeks trying to devise a 

way to make it thunder and to make li~htening appear at the banquet hall of 

the Duke. My master was the guest of honour at the feast and he thought 

that thunder and lightening would be a fitting accompanirnent ta his 

entrance. In the end he \Vas àü/}raced because he could find no way ta make 

either thunder or lightening. He had wasted ail his time and had not 

finished the painting which the Duke had commissianed and was ta be 

presented to the court during the feast. Sal~l's tricks, however, are 

nothing like Il1'/ master' s. They tao are often failures; but much pettier 

failures. He is not bright enough to try ta invent anything. He is merely 

a buffoon. 

And so Salai sauntered carelessly about the studio, waiting for me to 

beg him for the message from my master. l watched him out of the corner of 

rny eye. First he would walk over to one painting, lift the cloth cover off 

it and, standing back to give the appearance of one appreciating the 

masterful technique that rnakes a work of art, nad his head approvingly. He 

would then put the caver back on and go to another painting and repeat the 

whole spectacle. My master's studio is filled with unfinished paintings, 

so Salai could have continued aIl day in this fashion. Yet, he was not 

really interested in the paintings, he was only trying ta force me ta ask 

again for the news from my master. Saon he became sulky and gave up the 

pretence of being an art connaisseur. He knows l perceive that his 

inter est lies not in art, but in adoration. He wants only to be looked 

upon as beautiful, he cares nothing for any beauty outside of hirnself. And 

sa he sauntered back over ta where l ,.;as cleaning brushes in a pail of 

water. 

"Francesco, do you not want ta know the other news?" he said. 

"1 "lill not play your garne, Salai," l said. "Tell me the message." 
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"I would not try to keep the master's orders from you, " said Salai, 

trying to look offended. "You had only to ask." 

"Tell me," l said. 

"Very i .... ell! You are to go ta the home of Francesco Giocundo, the 

vlealthy silk merchant," said Salai. '''l'hat is the master 1 s message." 

"But he must have said why l am ta go there, " l said. 

"You ask why?" said Si:1lai, now wi th a sly grin on his lips. "You are 

ta go there because at that house you will find a certain Florentine lady 

whom you are te escort here. The master is ta paint a portrait of her. 

Her narne is Mona Lisa." 

The name meant nothing to me at that time. It was only Salai who 

derived sorne childish excitement from the fact that l was ta escort a lady 

to my master's studio. l thought nothing of it. It is not unusual for my 

master to require me ta do errands of diplomacy for him. He never orders 

Salai to do such errands. Salai cannat be trusted ta be civil. He is 

never diplomatic. And sa naturally l was the one who had been chosen to 

escort Giocundo's wife, the lady Lls~, ta my master's studio. 

After having cleaned my master's brushes, and 

morning tasks about the studio, l prepared to depart 

Francesco Giocundo, thinking at the time, "Why has 

completea my other 

for the home of 

that man my same 

Christian narne, yet l have not his same earthly wealth?" Telling myself ta 

be rid of such jealous thoughts, l put on my sandals and brushed off my 

best cloak, which l reserve for times when l must present an image of 

well-being ta pu~lic eyes. l then stepped out into the street. 

l began walking through the dusty, meandering streets of our quarter 

in the direction which leads ta Giocundo's home. l knew that his home was 

built on the other side of the Great Market Square in the quarter where the 

richest merchants of Florence live. Gioclmdo's mansion is the grandest in 

the quarter. He is known throughout Florence as a man of enormous wealth 

and he has considerable influence over the city governors. He is said to 

be a Dlan of Hery temper, wi thout mercy for his enemies. Therc lS a story 

abot.t. Giocundo: When he was a much younç'er man he had a rival in the silk 

industry, a fellow named Zanobi di Cela. One season Giocundo was competing 
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with Zanobi for a cargo of rare silk worms which had just arrived by 

caravan from the Orient. The caravan was stopping for only one night in 

Florence. Giocundo ~~s bargaining for the worms, but Zanobi's competition 

made the worm merchant keep the price very high. Giocundo was furious. 

The story ends with the mystery of Zanobi's death. He and his new bride 

were found together in bed on the morning the caravan left. Bath their 

throats had been eut. It is not without guile that Giocundo has become the 

richest silk merchant in aIl of Florence. 

After rny walk through the narrow, winding streets which lead fram our 

quarter into the Great Market Square, jt was something of a relief to be in 

the open space which the Square provides. Even so, the thick, ~otley 

throng of market people soon made me feel once more closed in by the city 

walls. 1 seldom venture into the streets of Florence. l p~efer to stay 

and work in my rnaster's studio. The crawded streets only remind me of my 

loneliness. l am a stranger here and 50 for me these city streets are 

filled with cOld, st~ney faces. 

And so it was that I pushed and josLled my way through the crowd that 

day. The Great Square was alive with the energy of a new spring season. 

There were aIl the usual merchants shauting the nature and the price of 

their wares: fishmongers and poultry vendors, sellers of glassware and 

china, butchers with their whole suckling pigs ta sell by the pound, and 

old peasant women selling the vegetables they had sald aIl their lives. 

There were also young peasant wornen with their baskets of chestnuts and 

pears. There were pilgrirns on their way ta Rome and pickpockets attracted 

by the large crowds and bulging purses. There were sellers of Mongol 

slaves from the Black Sea region and artisans from the neighboring 

villages. Prostitutes and their pimps, beggars and thieves, bankers and 

sorcerers - aIl these people found the source of their being in the life 

which made the Market Squar~ the pulsing heart of Florence. But my blood 

does not flow from this same heart. l am a stranger in this city and l see 

the crowds with the eyes of a stranger. l cut my way through the life of 

the market crowd and continued my way to the home of Giocundo. 

It was not long before l arrived. The sun was now high overhead and l 

1 
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was hot from rny walk through the dusty streets. The Giocundo servant-girl 

brought me water while l waited in the front hall for her mistress to 

appear. The hall was cool, with a lofty ceiling, great marble pillars and 

beautiful tapestries on the walls. It was the hall of a man who wishes his 

visitars to be awed by his wealth and fine taste. 

After vaiting for a considerable amount of time, just as 1 was 

beginning to become impatient with my forced idleness, l heard footsteps 

approaching down the hallway. A moment later, a young lady appeared. l 

stood and bowed to her. 

"You are to be my escort?" she asked. 

"I am," l replied. 

"Let us depart," she said. 

l wondered irnrnediately why this enchanting young woman was speaking in such 

an abrupt rnanner and why she seemed to be sa upset. "What could be 

disturbing her?" l thought. She was such ë. lovely young warnan, wearing a 

simfle dress, with her dark brown hair falling in little curls about her 

shoulders. "Her life should be filled with only happiness," l thought. 

Then l looked into her eyes, and l saw a tear - the tear that shall rernain 

forever frozen in my mind - as it fell to the cold marble floor . 
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CHAPTER 2 

l had no time to voice my concern at the young lady's distraught 

state. True enough, at that time it was not my place to inquire into the 

personal problems of a woman whom l had never met before. But that did not 

matter. Before l could collect my thoughts or utter a word, Giocundo's 

wife discreetly wiped away a lingering tear and motioned that we should 

depart. Although l had almost fully regained my outward composure after 

the initial shock of seeing Lisa's distress, my mind was racing with a 

flurry of questions. Even while l tried to convince myself that whatever 

was disturbing her was none of my business, l couldn't help but feel an 

interest in the affair. What has happened to upset her? l wondered. Does 

she know l saw the tears she tried to hi de? Will the lady continue to try 

to conceal her aIl toc obvious despair? Or will she try to find syrnpathy 

from whoever offers it, perhaps even from a complete stranger? 

As these questions formed in my mind, l realized that l was 

experiencing a strong surge of compassion for this woman who was suffering 

sorne mysterious pain. And then, looking at her shapely full figure as she 

drew he~ street cloak about her shoulders, l recognized, with not a small 

portion of astonishment, that my compassion was accompanied by another sort 

of emotion. This emotion was felt as a surging flame burning deep in my 

loins. l understood with a strange mixture of surprise and horror that l 

was very strongly attracted ta the wife of the wealthy and ruthless 

merchant, Giocundo. 

Obediently l followed the lady Giocundo out of the great house. We 

passed in silence through the court yard which separated the front of the 

mansion from the street. Ta the side of the court yard were manicured 

cypress and olive trees. The heat of the courtyara paving stones burned 

through the hardened leather of my sandals. l momentarily wished to be 
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back once again in the cool of Giocundo's hall. Then 1 remembered the task 

at hand. 1 turned my attention to Mona Lisa. 

l guided the la~y at a brisk walk through the hot, empty streets of 

the residential quarter. Though her cheeks were still flushed, she seemed 

content to be in the open street, away from the confining walls of 

Giocundo's palace. Her tears saon stopped. Only an occasional sob 

betrayed the fact that she had been crying heaviJy for a long while. l 

deternlined that, before reaching the studio where Salai and perhaps my 

master also would be wai ting, l would engaç,e the lady Lisa in conversation. 

l hoped to gain sorne clue as to what had upset her. AIso, l wanted to 

establish myself as more than merely an anonymous escort. l wanted to 

prove that l was more than just the silent servant of Maestro Da Vinci. 

When, after a few moments, l spoke, rny voice startled the lady 

Giocundo. 

"Forgive me for intruding upon your meditations," l said. "But l have 

remarked that you are much upset by something. If there is anything l can 

do to ease your troubles, l would be honoured to be of service." 

Mona Lisa looked at me with curious, attentive eyes. She was squinting 

slightly because of the glare from the SŒ1. The air was utterly still. No 

breeze gave relief from the close, stifling heat. Only the measured rhythm 

of a blacksmi th' s hammer from some'vhere in the ne.xt block indicated that 

the city contained any life other than ourselves. As usual, Florence 

seemed empty at that tirne of day when her citizens rested in the cool 

interiors of their homes after the afternoon meal. Although l knew that in 

just another hour the streets would once again be crowded with people, at 

that moment there were only we two strangers walking in the mid-day sun. 

After having first addressed her, l waited a few moments for Lisa to 

speak. She walked on, however, as if ignoring the fact that l had spoken. 

l cleared my throat and spoke again. 

"If you share your troubles with someone, they will perhaps soon seem 

lighter," 1 said. 

Lisa hesitated, remaining silent for a minute. She looked at me with 
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a poisonous glare. She obviously did not appreciate my attempt at 

confidential communication. 

"You are a most modest-looking young nan, yet evidently you are 

capable of extravagant impertinence," she said. 

l knew that this was a crucial moment. l was faced with a critjcal 

choice. l could apologize for forgetting my proper place, beg the l~dy's 

forgiveness and implore her to say nothing about my conduct to her husband 

or my master. Alternatively, l could risk aIl and demand ~hat she speak 

honestly to me about whatever was distressing her. l decided to take the 

risk. Yet, l proceeded with caution. 

"Though l am only a humble servant, my lady, You w"Ould do weIl to 

consider me also as... your friend," l said. 

"1 see no reason for friendship between us," she replied. 

"Must friendship alway3 be grounded in reason?" l asked. 

"No, perhaps not always," she answered. "And your offer is kind." 

Thel'} in a soft vOlce, almost as if murmuring to herself, she added, "but do 

you promise never to be false?" 

Upon hearing this, l understood that, despite her aloofness and 

seeming arrogance toward me, this young woman craved compassion. She was 

reluctant to speak for fear that her confessions would be betrayed. 

"1 have only the deepest respect for your trust," l said. 

MOna Lisa gave me a quick, sidelong glance. But she said nothing 

irranediately. 

For several minutes we walked on in silence. 

The noon hea t bumed. A lone market merchant dri ving a small donkey 

over-Iaden 

direction. 

with bundles of cloth passed us, going in the opposite 

The man's face was hidden by his hat brim which was pulled down 

to afford protection from the sun. Impatient to find shelter in the shade, 

the merchant beat the struggling donkey on its tender underflanks with a 

wooden switch. He cursed their slow progresse The donkey fought 

desperately to obey the sharp command of the whip, but he could not mave 

any faster under the weight of his load. A trickle of blood dripped in the 

dust of the donkey's path as he plodded on and finally turned into a shaded 

sidestreet. 
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After the rnerchant and his donkey had 

suddenly re-focused ,.hen Mona Lisa grasped my arm. 

clutcl1ing me, she looked searchingly into my eyes. 

passed, my attention was 

With her hand tightly 

"1 am a prisoner in Giocundo's house, " she said. "1 will not retum 

there." Startled cy this sudden revelation, l nevertheless tried to return 

the steady gaze of Lisa's eyes. But, sornehow unable to endure their 

desperate quality, l soon lowered my own. 

l now realized that while Lisa was risking much by talking openly with 

me, l too risked much by encouraging a relationship between us. Any deep 

involvement with this wornan carried with it dangers which would destroy the 

peace and stability of my life. l feared change. Suddenly l was terribly 

afraid of saying anything more which might prompt Lisa to reveal further 

secrets to me. l now wished to regain the anonymity which l had so very 

recently despised. l wanted to repel Lisa, yet l dared not. l knew that 

any attempt to retract my offer of friendship would see~ a terrible insult. 

l had flattered Lisais vanity. She was aware of her personal charms and 

not blind to their effect on me. Before l had ct chance to say something 

which rnight have freed me from any further commitment, Lisa spoke again. 

"Do not misundersLand me," she said. "Giocundo has shown me great 

kindness. E":! protects me. Yet, although l am grateful to him, l can only 

think of him as a horrible old man." 

"But you must remember that he is your husband, " l said. 

"1 feel d bond of loyalty, not as a wife to her husband, but as a 

slave to its master," she replied. "Until now l have despaired. l could 

do nothing other than continue in mi~ery and servitude under Giocundo's 

roof. But now you have corne." 

"But l have 80 little to offer you," l replied. "In place of the 

splendor of Giocundo's mansion, l have only a srnall loft room which l rent 

from Messer Da Vinci. 

"That does nut matter, Il Lisa said. "Don't you understand? Giocundo 

rnay be rich and respected, but l am much tao poorly loved. If you promise 

to 10Vl-.l me, l will gladly forsake Giocundo' s wealth for your affection." 

Not knowing what to reply, l walked on in silence. 

1 
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CHAPTER 3 

Lisa was brooding when we arrived at rny rnaster's studio. Perhaps she 

was angry because l had refused to reciprocate her sudden commitment of 

love. Perhaps she was asharned at having exposed her weakness. While l ~~s 

interested to know precisely why Lisa' s rnood had become so reserved and 

anxious (1 later learned that the reason was entirely different from 

anything I rnight have imagined), my most pressing concern was that she 

should not reveal the impropriety of my conduct to Maestro Da Vinci. As l 

opened the gate of the court yard wl,i ch fronts my master' s studio and sets 

i t back frol~ the street, l was tempted to take hold of Lisa' s hand. 

However, l resisted this impulse. l was prepdring to re-adopt the role of 

servant ta the genius, Da Vinci. 

The studio door was ajar, half open. "Please enter," l said, uShering 

Lisa before me. She entered hesitatingly, pausing in the threshold. lIed 

her dOlm the hall from the foyer. The cool darkness inside instantly set a 

contrasting rnood to the one which had developed during our walk. Nithout 

the heat and glare of the sun's fierce rays, emotions seerned less urgent, 

less necessary. 

When we reached the doorway 

sitting at his worktable. He 

to Leonardo's main studio, l saw hirn 

was bent over sorne project, studying with 

intense absorption. His appearance forbids interruption when he is at 

work. l stood and waited. In a moment he looked up. On his face, which 

is covered with deep furrows of old age, was the expression of profound 

thoughL Maestro Da Vinci often seems lost in contemplation. Even just 

looking at a simple rock, he seems te see wonders. His is a 1vorld which 

does not admit the presence of other men. Often he orders Salai and me to 

leave the workshop when he must concentrate. Ne distract him. He tells us 

that when there is another person in the roorn he no longer feels alone. 
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And Leonardo often needs to be alone. l believe that he lS not happy in 

the world of men. Sometirnes l think that he fears it, and that is w~y he 

prefers his loneliness. 

Eventually, after 1 had silently waited several minutes for Leonardo 

to acknowledge my presence, l made a slight sound to attract his attention. 

He looked up from his work. As his eyes fell upon me, they slowly grew dim 

as they drained of whatever marvelous vision had held his imagination. His 

face, \lith its long, grizzled bearù, regained its familiar composure. 

"~rancesco, where have you been? Why are you standing there dumb? 

Have you something to report?" he aSked, his voice strong, yet displaying 

its characteristic high, almost feminine tenor. 

"1 have just returned from the Giocundo household," l said. "1 have 

brought Giocundo's wife here as you requested." 

"Ah, yeso That is fine," said Leonardo. "Bring her into the studio 

immediately. 1 will be ready ta begin the painting in a few minutes. You 

will prepare the necessary ails. And bring my new brushes from the tray in 

the back studio. Be quick about it! If we must paint rich rnen's wives to 

put bread on our table, let us at least do i t swiftly!" 
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CHAPTER 4 

The t-erview that afternoon had been uncommonly brief. When Lisa 

entert', ; studio, rny master observed her. He studied her face "li th a 

pen gaze which became more and more contemplative, as though seeking 

\d0thing there. He stood up and went over to her. He lifted her chin 

"ith his long, slender forefinger. Lisa, rather than curtseying as is the 

custom of young Florentine ladies, stepped back and held out her hand. Her 

eyes met Leonardo's without faltering. A curious, almost imperceptible 

smile l'laS on her lips. A strange spark of intimacy seemed tCi pass betvleen 

them. For an extended moment, neither one spoke. Then Leonardo said: 

"1 see, Madam Giocundo, that you are a lady quite dlfferent from the 

usual procession of spoiled young wives vho tramp tnrough my studio in 

their powdered faces and gari8h finery. Your smile reflects a mystery that 

intrigues me. Please tell me about yourself." 

'1 have little to tell, Messer Da Vinci," sa id Lisa. "1 am here at my 

husband' s corro:nand. You are to execute the portrait which has been 

commissionr d. l may then return to my daily lite. l did not wish to come 

here. Now '..:.~a t l am here, however, l see that rny time may be sr,ent in a 

fashion more interesting than l had anticipated. l have heard your talents 

as an artist are somewhat extraordinary; yet l wonder if you can capture 

the truths of my soul wi th your brushes anà canvas." 

"You vlish to mock the powe-:-s of ml' art, Madam, but you must submit to 

my will if l am to create a portr,üt \,rhicb reflects your lnner light and 

your darkness also. My painting shall mirror your soul, and you will 

believe that my brush is the instru:nent of truth." 

"We shall see, Messer Da Vinci, i/heLher your words are mere shallow 

pools, or Wf1ethH they promise something of interest. For nm" l am 

intrigued. l shaH suhnit to your will and place my trust in you. But you 

must Ce warned. You may palnt my face, but l shall guard closely the 

secrets of my soul." 

, 
,j 

~ 
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After this brief dialogue, which l must admit perplexed me somewhat at 

the time, Leonardo abruptly cancelled the sitting. "We shall postpene 

beginning, " he said "ta a more sui table day." He needed to be more 

properly prepared. l was told to return the lady ta her home. 

The afternoon was now dra\Ving to a close. Tbe sun was less fierce 

overhead, and at first it appeared that tbe '.vëllk back to Giacundo's mansion 

would be more comforLable and less eventful than our earlier trip. Lisa 

held her reserve toward me, and l kept my eyes on the cracked red clay of 

the dusty road. Saon we neared the ci ty center. We passed under the 

shadows of the Cathedral Santa Maria and the Medici Palace. Peasants with 

their empty woaden push-carts were travelling in the opposite direction. 

The market day was over and when \le reached the Great Square i t seemed 

almost deserted compared to the press of the earlier afternaon crowd. City 

street cleaners with huge iron buckets of steaming water were washing down 

the great slabs of pavement stone. The multitude of Florentines who 

swarmed ta this core were by now in their homes, resting before the evening 

meal. The only reminder of the day's long bartering was the brownish 

stream of oozings from the bruised and discarded fruit whkh had been 

trodden underfoot and now flOived into the run-off gutters. 

Immediately after we passed the staIl of the street dentist, who was 

packing the Iast of his wom instruments in the dirty felt wrapping~ to 

which they returned every evening, Lisa suddenly stopped. Something had 

caught her eye. She .. ras looking deep in the rnidst of hea.ps of cloth which 

Iay strewn in bundles on the counter of a rag-vendor's cart. There sat a 

battered wire cage inside which perched a tiny golden bird. Lisa stood, 

mesmerized. ~videntIy this Jilapidated cart belonged ta a squat old 

reasant woman who was sitting beside i t on a small wood en stool. The 

woman's gnarled hands were busily stitching a torn piece of black shawl as 

her sunken eyes watched us. Her tangled web of silver hair and her 

toothless grin warned me that she c1earl y was of that host of Florentine 

poor who are nourished or, a diet of tao li t tle soup and tao much cheap 

wine. l wished we were on our lvay, but this was not to be. Just as l 

reached to turn Lisa toward the street, the old woman speke to us. She had 

a voice that was wheezing and cracked with age and dissipation. 
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"You are admiring my bird," she said. "Do his feathers not shine like 

the sun? A pretty finch, my young ones. A perfect gift for lovers! At 

day's end he will sing you ta sleepi at dawn's break he will wake you to 

joy. For a fe,., silver florins you may buy this pretty finch to hold cupped 

in the palms of your hands. You will feel the pulse of its tiny heart, 

wonder at the softness of its feathers! It is a softness finer than silk. 

Secure the lady 1 slave, good sir!" said the old woman, looking cunningly at 

me. "This bird is a gift that will bring a Si1eet song of freedom ta your 

mistress 1 s chamber." 

Needless to say, l was astonished and embarrassed by the unwanted 

outburst of this chattering old woman. For her part, Lisa may have 

blushed, but her eyes rernained hypnotized by the golden-yellow finch 

perched in its cage. From time to time the bird ,muId sing a short, pretty 

melody ana then fly about in a tight, frantic circie. It ruffled its 

feathers and fluttered its wings against the rusted wire cage. When it did 

so, Lisais eyes blinked momentarily and then lit with pleasure. $he smiled 

in amusement at the tiny bird's play. She was absorbed in this spectacle, 

and seerned unaware of the old woman and myself. 

Unaccustomed to scenes such as this, l did not at first know what to 

do. The old wornan's assurnption that Lisa and l were lovers had put me off 

balance. l wanted to urge Lisa Ulat we shouid depart and leave this old 

woman to jabber at the next set of strangers who passed by. Obviously that 

is what l should have done, but something deep inside of me sought to 

appease the look of longlng in Lisais eye. l thought that if l could buy 

her this present it might be received as a humble token of rny esteem. l 

aiso thought it might make amends for our earlier confrontation. Yet l 

lacked the courage to buy this gift and brazenly present it to Lisa in the 

open space of the Market Square. This l considered far tao impulsive and 

unseemingly forward. So instead, l touched Lisa's arrn and beckoned that we 

shouid leave. l told her that l was expected back at my master' s studio. 

l insisted that l must escort her the remaining distance to her horne. 

Lisa Iowered her eyes as we turned to go. The old rag-vendor waman 

was now silent. She seerned to read my thoughtsi she knew that as l passed 
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through the Square on my way back to Leonardo's l wculd return to purcr~se 

the tiny finch in its battered silver cage. She stood, watching us with 

her lively, crow-black eyes and srniling her l- ,thless grin, as .le continued 

our journey to Giocundo's mansion. 

CHAPI'ER 5 

It was past twilight when l finaIIy returned to my master's studio, 

having seen Lisa safely through the front gates of Giocundo's court yard. 

As l silentIy mounted the dark, winding stairs to my room on the second 

floor, l cou Id hear Salai and his loutish friends Iaughing in the kitchen 

below. The Iamp was still lit in the front room where Leonardo was 

working. with one hand trailing the worm-eaten banister and the other 

balancing the canary's wire cage, l held my breath and prayed that l would 

reach my bedcharnbt~ unnoticed. 

Now that l had bought the golden finch, l feit sure l had committed a 

dreadful mistake. It was absurd of me to suppose that l could deliver this 

gift to the Lady Giocundo. If my master discovered my intentIons, he would 

be furious. If Salai found me out he would bait me relentlessly. Perhaps, 

l considered, l could hide the golden bird in my chruœber. Later l wouid 

decide upon a course of action. After a U, hm., could I, a mere artist' s 

apprentice, presume to offer 0ifts to a rich merchant's wife? The very 

idea would be construed as an attack on Giocundo's honour. ru1d the gift 

itself, now that l had brought it within the threadbare confines of 

Ieonardo's studio, seemed to me insignificant and duli. It was wanting the 

air of romance it had ac~~ired with the ardor of the rag-vendor's words. 

l managed to reach my chamber without drawing the attention of 

Leona t'do or Salai. l entered my small room and searched about for a candIe 

to light. Having lit the candIe, l quickly found a length of cord and 

lmotted a Ioop. l then hung the battered silver cage from an exposed 

overhead beam in the back of the attic storeroom adjacent to my chamber. 
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The golden finch was sleeping, its sharp, tiny beak tucked under its winge 

l resolved to forget about it until next morning when l would decide what 

to do. 

Tired from the day's events, l sat down at the small wooden desk set 

against one wall of my charnber. l lita fresh candIe from the stub of the 

first vlhich, as it died in its socket, was causing shadows ta dance and 

flicker. The flame of the new candIe created a wider circle of light 

and the objects in my chamber became visible. 

My room has al'lvays been sparsely furnished. There is a hard, narrml 

bed set against the 'Ivall opposi te my desk. Beside the bed, on a srnall 

rickety table, there stands a , .. hi te porcelain iVë\sh-L"lasin and chipped blue 

water juge There is a square woolen carpet in the middle of the otherwise 

bare wooden floor. On the end wall a brown wood en crucifix hangs on a 

nail. This crucifix has been with me sinee l was a ooy of fourteen. It 

.vas a parting gift from my mother i"hen l left my farnily home in the 

mountain countryside of Balogna. At night, before sleep, l once prayed to 

the image of the Saviour carved lU these sticks. l prayed for his 

guidance. Though i t now sounds Ufl1I1eaning, i t brought me cornfort. l 

defended myself from the Devil's whisperings with a simple cross and 

prayers. 

Aside from these few furnishings, the sole object in my charnber is a 

lean, bronze statue of a pipe-playing satyr. It stands, nearly two feet 

tall, in the darkest far corner of my room. It dances on one leg as it 

plays its pipe. It was a gift from Salai on my last birthday. In 

emulation of ~he late Lorenzo Medici, there has grown arnongst the merchant 

class a lust for collecting such heathen idols of classical antiquity. 

Salai knows l disapprove of this irreligious Florentine fashion. He gave 

me this gift to prick my conscience. l 'Ivould destroy the leering satyr in 

a moment if l didn't know that Salai would jurnp at the chance to jeer and 

accuse me of prudery. The statue is with me still, and how l loathe it. 

l avoid the glint of its taunting, rnischievous eyes. 

Although l would have gladly prepared for sleep at this time. the 
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goose-qui Il pen lying beside my papers rerndnded me that the day's duties 

were still not complete. The parchrnent leaves scattered about my room 

represent but a small part of the volumes of Leonardo's notes, which it is 

rny self-appointed task to assemble. My master is ineorrigibly haphazard in 

his work habits; if l did not take the initiative these notes Vlould saon go 

torn and lost. Yet, that evening l could not jmmediately face another long 

night of deciphering Da VincI' s peculj ar script. My eyes '-l0re already 

heavy and strained. My bones ached. l felt lieary beyond my years. l 

stood up and went over to the one large windOll wi th ,vhich my room is 

blessed. l opened wider the shutters and breathed deeply the evening air. 

A faint, teasing breeze promised a niqht slightly cooler than rnany previous 

ones. To Florence, that spring brougllt no delight. Trapped within the 

,valls of the city, we prayed for relief from the l1eat. It 1vaS not much 

past Easter and already it was as if a cloud of hot mist had settled over 

the city. While the peasants were free to return ta the fresh c01-ntry air, 

we in the city suffocated. 

AsI looked out of my windmv over the tiled roofs of Florence, l rould 

see the great river Arno flowing beneath the Ponte Trinita, the central 

bridge which connects the two ha Ives of this city. As l watched the 

river's swirling eddies, my thoughts were drawn a10ng its currents to 

memories of my pasto When l c10sed my eyes, l cou1d see once again the 

srnall house on the mountain San Gervaso, where l was raised. l could see 

my father digging in the vineyards; his white shirt bil10wing in the wind. 

l could see again the olive trees he tended with such care. l cou1d hear 

the elucking of fat ehiekens in the eourtyard, and l could smell the aroma 

of hot vermicelli eooking on the stove. l cou1d almost taste again the 

nutty tang of cinnamon, whieh seems sueh a vital part of my ehildhood. l 

could even remernber how l woulà lie a\vake and listen to the swollen drops 

of rain splash in the court yard below as my family slept secure in their 

beds. 

As l rernember these sensations now, l realize that it has been nearly 

thirt~~n years sinee l last saw my famlly. My ehildhood days are long 

pasti then answers were simple, the questions 1eft unasked. When l 

departed from my home to come to study in this city, rny fatner said ta me, 
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"If you wo'üd lose your soul, Francesco, then go ta Florence and Messer 

Leonardo." He had heard the old men' s tales of Da Vinci. It was said in 

those days that Leonardo' S mind ,-laS darkened wi th Satanic pride; that he 

sought to penetra te the mysteries of natlrre by steeping hirnself in 

mathematics and the arts of black magic. Perhaps sorne of this was true. 

It ,.,ras not my place to j udge. l had worked hard a t t l1e rud iments of 

perspective and rule, Ivhich l believed lay at the heart of the artist's 

craft. l had learned these rudiments under the guiding hands of the 

Franciscan monks in my village school. Yet l yearned ta learn more. 

Despite the love that l knew there, l desperately needed to break from my 

family home. l kne,., that Florence \-laS the place for me ta go. 1, tao, had 

heard the tales about Da Vinci. Hm.,ever, aU of this mat ters li ttle nmv. 

Leonardo has aged greatly since then. NOIv despair is often seen in his 

pale-blue, enigmatic eyes. Yet, Even if my life has turned out much 

differently from my drearns, perhaps l have learned from Leonardo's many 

failures. People have come to talk of him now as a pitiful and impotent 

old man. However, this, as with aIl things, l believe to be true only in 

part. 

The 

present. 

ta begin 

sound of the Cathedral bells ringing brought me back ta the 

l returned ta my desk and sat down. Just as l picked up my pen 

,.,ork, the daor handle clicked and Salai stuck his head into the 

room. Fire flashed fran, his dark green eyes. l ~1ew he had important news 

ta tempt me with. l restrained myself from rising ta anger at his having 

entered my chamber without knocking. 

"Francesco, " he said, "why are you cooped up in your dingy li ttle 

raom? Why aren1t you scampering off ta evening vespers? Did you not hear 

the clanging Cathedral bells? Have you no faith? They say Fra Girolamo is 

ta preach the sermon tonight. Fire and Brimstone! Plague and Pestilence! 

You must not miss it. The master and l rely on you ta pray for our sins. 

Have you no sense of Christian duty?" 

l said nothing. l refused ta let Salai get the better of me. 

"Come now, Francesco, Il he continued, striding over ta the window-sill 



1 

1 

20 

where he sat down. "Do not be so morose. Have you not heard? There is to 

be a bonfire tomorrow ~ight. AlI the vanities Girolarno's collectors have 

been piling up the se past \leeks are saon to be torched. We are getting 

drunk downstairs to celebrate. If this ridiculous priest insists on 

burning our trinkets, l.;ho are we to yow1 in despair? 

plum-colored tunic, and a mirror and ivory comb 

sacrificed nothing. You own nothing! You should be 

l handed over my best 

to boot! You have 

proud. Who else in 

Florence is so eagerly virtuous as our very mm Francesco?" 

Saying this last, Salai lifted his cup of \vine. Wi th malicious mirth, 

he looked straight into my eyes. His face was fixed in one broad srnile. 

His conternpt for me \~s almost palpable. 

"Salai, can you not leave me in peace?" l saia. "1 have no desire to 

defend once again the righteousness of Fra Girolarno' s '-lords. We have 

gnawed this question to the bone. If you choose not to repent your ~ys, 

that is your own ill-fortune. l believe that Fra Girolamo is just. 111is 

ci ty is corrupt wi th heathen ivorship and idle l1.L'illry. Girolarno percei ves 

this iniquity. He has rallied the people to his cause. You are angry 

because you have been obliged to sacrifice a few of your precious 

possessions for a cause you do not believe in. But it is for the best, 

Salai. Sometimes sinners need help to relieve thernsel ves of the pagan 

trappings of vani ty . " 

"How dare you preach to me, you self-righteous toad!" said Salai, his 

face darkening with frustration and anger. "You be~re of your mm sins. 

You are a simpleton and an ass! 1'11 see you yet in hello You and 

Girolamo both. Poor fool! You have caught the fever of his delirl~~. You 

are no better than the thick-skulled peasants who tremble and quake before 

his cursed visions. But l tGll you he is just another black-minded priest, 

clutching his crucifix as a drunkard clutches his bottle. I, for one, 

shaH pay him no heed. Il 

"But you dare not renounce him!" l said. 

"-;-f l do not renounce him in public, that is because l have no wish to 

be flogged. But inwardly, l laugh at his prophecies! And while l still 

have breath, l shall go on singing and drinking. Tonight let us feast, for 

tomorrow we die!" 
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l sat quite still, avoiding the threatening glearn in Salai's eyes. He 

was challenging me to defend my position. He knew full weIl how precarious 

that position was. How could l, who corrnritted myself to the irreligious 

arts of Leonardo with far greater zeal than Salai had cver shawn, also 

expect ta present myself as a true disciple of the Church. Was Da Vinci, 

with his constant meddling with science, not considered the very enemy of 

Gad? How could 1 ~xplain my devotion to these contrary forces? As Salai 

knew l could never hope to answer this question in a satisfactory manner. 

Many sleepless nights l had spent examining my situation from every 

conceivable angle. And still l was tortured by self-doubts which strove to 

cleave my mind in two. 1 had no cl~ar answers. 1 could on1r resolve that 

this was a fom of penance which l must suffer in payment for my inability 

to choose one path or the other in an age which demanded that men must 

takes sides. 

Salai had still not accomplished what he had corne to do. With the 

ne,,,,s of the bonfire of vanities, which all of Florence had been 

he had re-lit our disagreements about Fra Girolamo Savonarola. 

he held in reserve a tid-bit of gossip or scandal which would 

expecting, 

Yet l knew 

touch me 

deeper than the usual goading over Girolamo. Having uttered his last 

speech, Salai grew quiet. He sat on the window-sill, whistling softly and 

sadly as he loeked at the stars. He vlaS pretending to be in a 

contemplative, philosophical mood. 

l knew his game, however, and l refused ta play it his way. 

"Salai, Il l said. "If that is aU you have to say, kindly leave nm",. 

l am busy with the master's notebooks, and unable to go to vespers this 

evening. Anyway, this is none of your business. Hadn't you better get 

back downstairs before your greedy-mouthed friends drink aU the wine?" 

"But Francesco," said Salai, not looking at me, but still at the 

stars, "1 really came up here to tell you sorne other news. My friend 

Rudolfo Just arrived at my little party. His lover, Maria, is a 

maid-servant in Messer Giocunda's household. Maria tells us that soen 

after the lady Giocundo arrived home this evening, she had a terrible fight 
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wi th her husband. Giocundo ordered her locked in her bedchamber. When 

Maria went in to bring the lady comfort, she found her lying on the floer 

beside her great satin 'bed." 

Saying this, Salai paused and turned to face me. 

"Maria says that her one Hrist Ivas iIlll1E'rsed in a basin of bloody 

water. A jewelled knife, glistening vith rubies, Ivas still in her other 

hand, which lay open on her breast. Giocundo' s men-servants w,ed the 

private enclosed coach ta rush the lady to the hospital of San Dominico. 

But of course she' s made a mess of i t. The whole town will soen mOlv. 

They bandag~d her Ivrists and with her luck she'll probably live to be an 

old woman of one hundred long years!" 

Salai said these last Ivords Ivi th a characteristic sneer and a toss of 

his golden head. He emptied his wine cup. Then, clapping me rnerrily on 

the shoulder, he strode out of ml' chamber, slamning the door behind him. 
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CHAPTER 6 

It ,laS several lveeks later before ne."'<t l met Lisa. These lveeks had 

passed slowly, though the days were eventful. It was now the third week in 

May. The city, stIll enveloped in a cloud of heat, had continued to 

function in a listless routine under the sun's ,~tchful eye. l longed for 

the birds and the grass in the meadows, but l had little tirne for such 

pastoral thoughts. Florence was abuzz 'vi th aU rnanner of intrigue. Though 

perhaps rny mernory plays me tricks, it aIl seemed to follow hard upon the 

night of the bonfire of vanities. 

I remernber that night vividly. l can still picture Fra Girolamo in 

his black flowing robes, his sharp, yellow face emaciated from fasting. l 

can see his thick, purple lips spitting out prayers, his misshapen jaw 

snapping the air. His fiery, coal-black eyes still bum in rny mind. l 

rernernber the crm .. d in the Square that night, tremendous and pulsing. 

People were shoving and pushing forward in an effort to get cl oser to 

Girolarno's altar. The bells of the great Cathedral clanged continuously. 

Above all this din, I car' still hear the piercing cries of Girolamo 

hirnself. His right hand loJaS raised, clutching the crucifix. His neck 

sinews were corded tight from screaming his prophecies. He cried to us of 

floods and war, pestilence and hunger. He chastized Florence and ItalYi he 

cursed us for our sins. He lifted open arrns toward he aven , pleading for 

rneccy and forgiveness. In a half-circle behind Girolarno stood h~s 

torch-bearing disciples, their faces hidden inside their black cowls. And 

in the center, the pyre, stacked high with vanities, wooden carvings of 

pagan idols piled on a bed of lesser iniquities. The crowd began chanting 

a hymn in slow rhythm to Girolamo's frenzied lead. l rernember the fury of 

the fire's close heat, the hissing and crackling flames. And, finally, the 

thick srnoke, grey, then blackening, as it rose in coils tOW2 d heaven. 
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5ùon after that night, two fateful items of news came to Florence. 

The first was a vague rurnor from the East of a plague so virulent that men 

who were healthy at sun-up fell dead before nightfall. The second news, 

much more immediately alarming, ,~s that Charles VIII, bastard king of 

France, had taken up arms and was marching to conquer the divided states of 

Italy. . Panic spread throughout the city. In the minds of the people, 

Girolamo' s prophecies vere being fulfilled. The priest vlaS raised high on 

his altar and, for a time, his words governed Florence. Even the Duke 

himself dared not make policy before consulting Girolamo as his first 

counsel. Girolamo' s visions vere given all rightful credence. Florence 

clung to his words. We prayed for salvation. 

Despite my interest in these affairs of church and state, my thoughts 

during this time were focused mJstly on private concerns. My daily routine 

in my master's studio continued lli~interrupted. Together with my regular 

duties, l now had the added responsibility o~ bringing seed and water to 

the golden finch, whose cage still hung in the attic storeroom. l did not 

lmow vrhat to do wi th this creature, ,,,hich had grown silent and merely 

pecked at its food when l brought it. During this period, l also thought 

rnuch about Lisa. l reflected on the conversation of our first meeting. 1 

tried to shake out of my head the image of her blood-stained hands. 1 told 

myself that l certainly was not to blame for her act. 1 considered going 

tmannounced to Giocundo's home to speak with the lady, but 1 knew this to 

be impossible. And then, just when 1 had firmly resolved that l would do 

my best to forget aIl about her and concentra te on the silver-point studies 

which Leonardo deemed vital to my education, Lisa reached out to me once 

again. 

It was one afternoon, during the lunch hour. l was busy at my easel 

in the studio, putting the last finishing touches to my umpteenth effort at 

a scaled-down, full skeletal anatomy study. The windows were open and the 

streets were quiet. 1 could hear the shop-woman singing in the bakery 

across the road. l was enjoying the peacefulness of working alone in the 

studio. Salai was off on one of his junkets to Rome. There he whores and 

gambles, staying away sometirnes for more than a vleek. He cornes back 

bleary-eyeè and sleeps as if dead for two nights and two days. Leonardo 



1 

25 

was at another appointment at the cast1e of the Duke. With the threat of 

the bastard Charles reaching over the Alps to snatch at ItaIy, the old man 

Da Vinci had once again found usefui service. He was employed in the 

design of ,var-machines to help defend the Duke. l had seen the sketches of 

his "Exploding Deviees" and "Armoured Fortifications". That Hay afternoon, 

l was thinking about how i t'vas that Leonardo cared nothing for the Duke 

himself. Rather, he willingly drew his plans to save this city which 

contains sa much of his making. Also, he naturally \vanted to see his ideas 

put into form. l was absorbed in these trlul1hts - imagining the wheels and 

pulleys and blades of Leonardo's toy-size drawings cast in the larger, 

solid proportions of timber and steel - when a faint knocking at the bock 

door of the studio interrupted my reflections. l put down my sharp-tipped 

silver-point pen and went to answer. 

Standing on the doorstep \vas a fine-featured girl of about seventeen 

years. Rer cheeks were coloreo a russet-tan, and her auburn hair was tied 

in 100se, beaded braids. She wore a light cotton servant-girl's dress. 

Two thin silver bracelets jangled on one of her wrists. Her azure eyes, 

flecked .... lith tints of yel101v, sparkled as she smiled shyly at me. 

"May l help you?" l asked. 

"Al though you do not know me, Messer Francesco," she sa l j, "my narne is 

Maria. l am a maid in the household of the merchant, Giocundo. l have 

come here on behalf of my mistress. She wishes for her portrait to be 

re-comrnenced at Messer Da Vinci's earliest convenience." 

The thought of what it would mean to see Lisa again flared in my mind. 

Yet l retained my composure. 

"1 am afraid that the Maestro is rnuch preoccupied with concerns of 

state at this time," l said. "However t l will deli ver your message to my 

master and he will decide if a sitting is possible." 

"Thank you for your courtesy," said the house-girl, bobbing politely. 

Then, just as she seemed about to leave, she smiled again ~:d looked 

knowingly at me. It was as if she could clearly hear ~y heart thumping its 

quick rhythm beneath rny thin ribs. 

"And you, Messer Francesco, Il she said, "did you have •.. a personal 

message you wouid like delivered to my mi stress? 



26 

My blank face must have gi ven her the answer she required. Wi th a 

short, lilting laugh, Maria turned on her heels and left me standing dumb 

on the doorstep. 

Needless to say, r was greatly surprised when, upon being informed of 

Giocundo's wish to have his wife's portrait started again, rny master 

assented irnmediately. 

"Yes, yes," he said. "She was a most perple..-xing young 1l0man. And how 

peculiar to have so feared beginning the paintjng that she l'lent to such 

lengths to postpone i t. Qui te remarkable... indeed. Il 

This was the first time l had heard my master speak of Lisa' s action. His 

interpretation of the incldent distlrrbed me and gave me paUSE. 

"Yes, i t promises to be interesting work, " said Da Vlnci ,vi th a 

thoughtful gleam in his eye. "We shaH begin in tlrree days." 

r soon fonnd out these tMee days ,vauld be put to good use. My master 

had Salai and me prepare the front octagonal studjo in a special lVay. We 

were told to paint the iValLS black, ànd to secure thick canvas curtains to 

dull the sun' s light. Leonardo said that these measures ,vauld gi ve a 

special charm to the fdce of the Lady Giocundo. He said that this 12S the 

perfect light, I,hen shadows seemed to float undenrater. r was told to set 

of the 

Later, 

up his best tMee-legged easel jn the middle 

srnooth, dark mahogany was set out for Lisa. 

would be b.cought. in for the lady 1.0 hold in her 

fr:)m boredom. Salai vlëlS told to tune his 

background, playing his saddest s\"eet love songs. 

lap to 

gilded 

room. A chair of 

Leonardo's white cat 

help distract her 

lyre and sit in the 

"We shaH attempt," sa id Leonàrdo, "to rnirrC'r in these surroundings 

the deep currents of the lady' s da rk }leart." Then, set ting down the sketch 

of the Madonna he iVaS working on, he looked wearily out of the i'lindow at 

the night sky and, in a softening voice, he added, "This may be the last 

I?Ortrait r paint in my lifetime. Yes ... r :::hall make it. .. my last." 
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CHAPI'ER 7 

On the morning of the third day, having prepared the studio to 

Leonardc 1 s lildng, l was sent to escort Lisa from 11er home. 

Beforc setting out for Giocundo' s mansion that morning, l took care to 

shave closely and to comb and oil my hair. l put on my best leather tunic 

and l rubbeè the copper buckle on my street-cloak till it gleamed. l even 

stole into Salai' s roorn ivhen he was not there and splashed on rny face a 

moderate amount of the perfurne which he keeps on his dresser. l looked at 

rnyself one last time in the hand-mirror beside Salai's bed, and then, 

treading softly down the stairs, 1 went out the front door and into the 

street. 

It haJ rained the previous night - a short shower-burst that, for a 

time, relieved our parched throats - and the day seemed slightly fresher 

than usual. Ny mood that morning was open and genj al. l could not help 

but ~njoy my surroundings. It was a Saturday morning, and children pIayed 

on the steps outside their homes in the poorer quarter where Leonardo's 

studio lay. Old men sat talking and slnOking pipes of tobacco under 

colorful awnings which hung over dOOlVlayS. From the sidewalk bistros 

percolated the arorna of strong coffee. Overhead, the narrmV' strip of ,,,hite 

sky between the roof tops unraveled like a thread into the distance. 

After about twenty minutes ivalk through the streets, l carne to a smalJ. 

park that layon the outskirts of our district. There were then a few such 

patches of green left wi thin the two hundred acres circurnscribed by the 

walls of this city. Sometirnes l 'vent out of my way to visit that pê.rk when 

l needed to ,~lk and think alone. l entered the main gardens by a winding 

footpath. On either side were olive trees ,.;hose under-leaves blew silver 

in the rippling wind" As ,~s my custom, l had stopped at a confectioner' s 

booth to purchase a sac of crusts to feed to the pair of swans which glided 
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on the blue pond nestl~d in one corner of the park. l walked along the 

side of the pond, scattering the crusts to the stately white birds. l 

taJked to them softly. They arched their proud necks and, nipping at a 

group of mottled ducks which had paddled over, they greedily ate the bits 

of bread '\{hich floated on tbe I-later's surface. l \vatched t11E,:,se tirds preen 

for several more minutes and then, having rinsed my hands at the water' s 

edge, l continued on my way to Giocundo's. 

As l walked out of the park, my thoughts were light and pleasant. 

Having spent two sleepless nights thinking anxiously about seeing Lisa 

again, l felt strangely carefree once the time arrived to fetch her. After 

a while, l neared the city core. Soon l crossed the bright Palazzo Vecchio 

where the upstart Angelo' s "David Il stands. Despi te my master' s rh'olry 

wi th this rough-he1m young sculptor who knows nothing of decorurn and 

manners, l could not help but admire the fine workmanship of the statue's 

smooth limbs. As l passed beneath!ts pedestal, my hand reached out to 

touch the cool, grey marble. However, l refused to allow thoughts of Da 

Vinci' s rivalries ta spoil my good humour. The day ",as mlld and my ITlCXld 

was the sarne. Anyway, l reflected, my artistic loyalties to Leonardo 

rernained steadfast, even 

otherwise. 

if my deepest convictions sornetimes y.;ere 

Although l tried ta still my mind, as l drew nearer to the rich 

merchants' quarter, my thoughts ran ahead of me. Once again, for the 

thousandth time , l tried ta anticipate how Lisa would act toward me. Al sa , 

l thought of how l should act toward her. l began to realize that perhaps 

l was foolish to hope that all could be well between us. After all, the 

circumstances of our first meetIng had been rather unusual. As l walked 

the last short distance along the paved streets of the merchants' quarter, 

l felt again an uncertain dread creeping over me. There was an ernptiness 

in the pit of my stomach. When l turned into Giocundo's court yard , l 

kicked a 100se stone at a grolmd lizard which was sleeping lazi1y in the 

morning sun. Its yellow eyes sprang open, and it scurried into the shadow 

of a large red rock lledged between the roots of a cypress tree. l told 

myself to be calm as 1 walked the last few steps to Giocundo's front door. 
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As l had hoped might happen, the rnaid-servant Maria answered to the 

sound of GiOCW1do' s sil ver door chirnes. Wi th averted eyes, she asked me 

Idndly to wai t for her mistress. l sat on the sarne 'VQoden benr::h \'lhich l 

had occupied on rny first visit. Once again l admired the grandeur of the 

cool, lafty hall. Absentmindedly, l noted œside me a fan of peacock 

feathers set in a bille Damascan vase. This .-ras a new addi tian to the 

splendors of G i acundo 's home. As l 'vai ted, 1 ran my foreflnger along the 

strong spine of one of the feathers. After endurlng this idleness for 

nearly ten minutes, l heard voices approaching from the corridor "Jhich 

leads ta Giocundo' s back garden. 

arrived in the hallway. They 

partlally hidden behind the fan 

In a few minutes, Lisa and her husband 

Perhaps unreasonably, it had 

evidentlY didn't see me at first as l ~~s 

of peacock fea thers. l sat frozen. 

accurred ta me that Giocundo might be not 

here. Confronted by this fact, l iJaS rnomentarily stwmed. While my lirnbs 

twitched and th en \Vent numb, my mind registered Giocunela's appearance. He 

was a short, balding man wi th tired brmm eyes beneath Hhich sagged puffed 

pouches af skin. Though vell past rniddle age, the merchant 's 

thick-shouldered build showed that he had once been as strong as a bull. 

Even now, samewhat unstable on his feet, he still ccmnanded a certain 

respect. His voice had a menacing edop to it. He took off his embroidered 

felt hat as he and Lisa crossed the. vide hall toward me. 

liA rnorning 'rcllk in rny gardens is ali-rays rnost refreshing, " said 

Giocundo. "But now l must be off to my ilarehouses. Affairs cannat be run 

without me. The city tax collectors and notaries a>rclit me this morning ta 

discuss In}' contribution to the Duke' s war effort. l must not be late or 

they will appropriate sorne unspeakable sum that will serve to ruin me. ,. 

"Yes, of course," said Lisa. 

"Once again, 1 am pleased that you have decided to resurne the portrait 

witl Maestro Da Vinci," said Giocundo. "lt will be another pretty ornament 

for my home." 

"Yes," said Lisa. 

At this moment, l stood up to announce my presence. 

"Ah," said Glocundo l "here is your escort, rny dear. Leave me now. 

And do not expect me for supper as l shall dine wi th Messer Martuccio thi s 

evening. We are to discuss the insurance finances for a cargo of silk 

worms from Mecca. l must prepare the necessary papers before l depart." 
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Having said these words, Giocundo turned and entered his study. l 

felt rny face redden. Considering me a mere servant, not once had Giocundo 

addressed me directly. wi th obvious contempt, he had seen me as toc 

insignificant to warrant his slightest attention. l felt the tips of my 

ears burning crirnson. My eyes refused to look upwards as Lisa crossed the 

hall toward me. 

"We may depart now," she said, taking her street-cloak from Maria, \,ho 

had hurried forward when the heavy oak door to Giocundo 1 s study closed 

with a rnuffled thud. 

"Yes, ~1adarn," l said, as l ushered the Lady Giocundo before me. l 

nodded poli tel y to Maria, ,,,ho suddenly looked timid and quickly turned to 

return to her duties. 

Once out in the street, Lisa and l walked quietly for sorne time. Not 

a word was spoken between us until we passed out of the mercnants ' quarter, 

where the houses of the great f?.milies of Florence vie for standing by the 

height of their towers. Lisa ivalked by my side ",'i th her eyes fixed 

straight in front. The silence began to grow bri t tle. We continued. on in 

this fashion for nearly another whole block. A fat man riding a sturdy 

horse doffed his cap to us as 11e passed, going in the opposite direction. 

From the rich embroidery of his apparel and the polish of his saddIe, it 

was clear that he was one of Giocundo 1 s neiyhrours. Even after this man 

had passed, Lisa sti 11 did not seem to want to speak. Her li ps we>:" __ 

pressed tightly together. Despi te my fear of re-igni ting the tinderbox of 

our first conversation, l decided that it would be wise to clear up any 

rnisunderstandin~ between Lisa and myself. l screwed up my courage, and 

spoke the first words. 

"Do you not find the day n uch more tempera te than when last we met?" l 

said. 

But Lisa said nothing. 

"And these past weeks, have you been ... well, Madam?" l asked. 

Lisa's steps hesitated for a moment, but then she went on walking in 

silence. 
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Soon we reached the 'rctlls of the Porta Maria, which leads to the Pente 

Trinita - the central brjdge of Florence which Lisa and l had to cross to 

reach my master' s studio. On the street wlüch ran parallel below the 

hill-side road along VhlCh we travelled, densely packed tenernents ,vere 

built close to the banks of the Ç]reat river Arno. These dilapidated 

dwell ings slood on sturdy YlOoden st llt-like supr:orts. The roof tops of the 

houses \/ere cut at aIl àlfferent levels. Hany of the serrated, red and 

brm..-n roof tiles were broken and loose. Disfiç,rured waoden sheds \,-ere 

\~edged in the spaces behleen dwelllngs. Even from a distance, l could see 

t11e mud-colored water which flm/ed [recly in the guttCTS. Here in this 

district lived the countless munber of men and ",omen employed ln producing 

the ,wol and flne cloth WhlCh are this Cl ti' ' s main export. l had never 

ventured into this quarter which l Jme,,, to be dangerous to walk through 

even in daylight. In certain parts of the district, the roof tops leaned so 

closely together that they bloc}ced out the sun. In those streets, l 

reflected, even 

back for his 

a modestly clressed stranger 1-lOuld saon be stabbed in the 

purse. 1 shuddered at this thought, and unconsciouslY 

quickened my steps. 

When l did so, Mona Lisa suddenly stopped in her tracks. Wi thout 

turning her head - standing really quite still - she said to me in a volce 

tha t \-las almost a whi sper, "1 ,.;as born down there, you know." 

1 was tao surprised by this abrupt revelation to say anything at aIl. 

"My father first worked Haslling and cardL1g wool, and then later as a 

supervisar in Giocu.ido's first fuctory," said Lisa. "My mother died ,{hen l 

'Vras very young and Papa worked hard all his llfe to erase her memory. Like 

all others ,.;ho work at such tasks, Ile slowly choked to death inhaling the 

wool-fibers in the warehouses. My t\,O younger brothers now work at 

Giocundo' s factories, but before tl'Ci élre old they teo will choke on the 

fibers. " 

"1 am sarry," l said. 

"Oh, do not be sarry," said Lisa. "1 do not seek your pity. l need 

nobody 's sympa thy . " 

Lisa then paused; she lowered her eyes. 
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"But you have it in your power to do me a great service, which \"ill 

cost you nothing," she said. 

Naturally l was astonished and secretly delighted at these words. 

"And hm,' may l be of E>ervice, Histress Lisa?" l inquired. 

"First, l must llarn you of one thing," said Lisa. "What l dID alxlUt to 

tell you, belvare of repeating a single ,-lOrd of i t ta anyone. 11 

"May God be my \Vi tness!" l said. 

We \valked on slowly. The sharp cries of scavenger blrds feeding on the 

remains of fish sounded from the cloth mills by the riverside. Lisa did 

not s8em to hea~ their distant screeches. 

"1 have escaped from the life of this district, 11 she said. "At 

seventeen, l left my home Cl virgin to be given away in marriage to Hesser 

Giocundo. He had seen the dea ths of two wi ves already. Whether i t "ras my 

luck or misfortune, l cannot say, but Giocundo ,vas taken Hi th my face one 

day and l was chosen to be lifted from or.e cruel existence to another with 

entirely different concerns." 

"Surely you have been most fon:.unate," l said. 

"Ferhaps," sa id Lisa. "But l disappoint my husband. l may yet finish 

my days as an old ",amen tuming one of the wooden l1andles which chum the 

'''001 in the dying vats." 

"1 do not undE: :-stand why you are telling me these things," l said, as 

we stopped at a high bluff from WhlCh the road we were on descended in a 

sloping grade ta connect wi th several others leading to the Ponte Tr illi ta. 

"1 am telling you because l idsh for you to understand," said Lisa, 

looking directly into my eyes. "As you can see, l am a woman. When l 

first met you that afternoon several ueeks past, l sensec1 your ardor for 

me. Unfortunately, that day l Has 

husband had renewed his threats 

greatly distressed. That morning, my 

to me wi th Increased violence. l must 

apologize if l proceeded in à fashion too impulsive; but l am someLimes 

driven to despair. l hate Giocundo for the life he forces me to endure. 

Despite Fra Girolamo's campaign, our house is filled with ornaments of 

luxury. l am but another ornarnent in my husband 's COllEction. l am 

trapped like a fly in crystal. l have no means or escape. Giocùndo will 

not admit to hilnself that he is the one incapable of producing a child. He 
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accuses me of depri ving 11im of my one useful service." Lisa now lowered 

her eyes. "That, Francesco," she said oris why 1 so irnpulsively deterrnined 

to have you for rny lover. Even now l would have you before any other man 

in the world if you will promlse to be true to my \ilShes." 

Understanàably, l has ShOCJŒd by these i,ords. 1 told rnyself that, if 

Lisa was a virtuous wornan, there ,vould b2 no one sIle loved or chen shed 

more than 11er husband. Yet here she \.Jas offering to commit adultery idth 

me. And yet again 1 l ",aS in love \'.'i th her. l had never lmmm the 

customary arts for ,,;inning the favor of a lady and, put into these 

circurnstances, l \<.'ëlS at my iVi t' s end. Ignorant of hm" to conquer rny 

passion 1 yet f inding i t bel and the scope of my conscience to consider her 

proposaI, l was spli t ln tilO on the double-edged blade of Lisa' s love. 

Everything ilOS hushed e..'\:cept for a silver ringing ln my ears. l knew 

that if l let this opportuni ty slip, it would not offer i tself again. l 

silenced my conscience and made up rny mind to take i t, come i"hat rnay. 

1 reached out and took Llsa's hand ln mine. 1 began 

She :lJrr,ed and embraced me; a Si{eet, lingering kiss 

rose-petai lips. l held her ,varm body ln rny anns. Ny mind 

to caress it. 

with her soft 

racpd with a 

flurry of strange new sensations. 

Her eyes i-lere closed. Far a 

trying ta say in their sonnets. 

seconds, l stood durnb 1 ; a post. 

again. 

l looked down into Lisa's upturned face. 

moment. l understood what the poets were 

Then Lisa pulled away. For a full ten 

Then l reached out to pull her toward me 

"No 1 l isten to what l have to tell you before you come cl oser ! " said 

Lisa. "1 ,;Tant you ta come to my chamber this evening. Come wi thout 

raising suspicion. l will give you the key to the gardener's gate at the 

rear of our house. My husband will be a\Vay until the early hours of 

morning. H2 and Don MartucclO iiill undoubtedly drink too much wine as they 

al\o.rays do. My husband is easily t21T1pted to become a sot." 

"But Madam, your plan is far too rlsky, " l said. "How ilOuld 1 get 

into the house? What if the servants were to see me?" 

'''l'hat will present no difficulty," said Lisa. "You can easily climb 

the trestle which runs up the honse beside my balcony. The moon is in i ts 

lowest phase tonight, so you will be safe and W1seen in the shadows." 
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Although l would certainly have protested this arrangement had l had a 

few moments to think things out, Lisa gave me no such opportunity. Sne 

squeezed my hand, then suggested that 1.;e had l:::etter hurt:y along to Maestro 

Da Vinci 1 s studio since the first Sl tting ,vas to begin before noon. Unable 

to arder my thoughts or emotions, l mcekly acquiesced. At a brisk pace, 

Lisa and l walked dmm the hill toward the Ponte Trini ta. As l \o.atched the 

gaily-painted gondolas passing on the s,vin ,,,aters under the eroding stone 

arches of the great central bridge, l sller ~y cursed my mm inabili ty to 

alter my course. AlI that l truly desired at that moment ''las to maJŒ sense 

of my life amidst the reigning confusion of that fair and vrretched Tuscan 

city. 
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PART II 

CHAPTER 8 

Far into the night l lie awake examining the question of what l must 

do next. 1 turn it over in my mlnd. 1 explore it from every possible 

perspective. And yet, l am strangely blinded. The mist still surrounds 

me. My tale attempts to gather together the facts of the matter, yet 

memory is often elusive. Most assuredly, my pen will continue to scrawl 

lts black ink over this eggshel~ parchment. On1y thereby can l set down my 

history for all men to see. But even if l get it straight, will my dull 

soul be unburdened? And if r perce ive the answer, will r act? 

Doubtless, the evening when l went ta see Lisa again marked a 

significant change in my life. l remember that night a11 too weIl. It was 

stlll and warm. The moon hung like a Turk's silver scimitar in the black 

velvet sky. As J wound my way through the dark narrow streets, the shapes 

of buildings could barely be distinguished in the distance. There was a 

thin, nOXlOUS mist in the air, and l coughed occasionally as 1 breathed in 

the fog. In the streets and alleyways around me, Florentines hurried ta 

reach their homes before the midnight curfew took effect. They disappeared 

li ke phantoms into doorways. Carrying the golden finch' s cage, which l had 

wrapped in a brown burlap sac, r tao walked as quickly as r could. Myeyes 

strained to see through the mist as r hurried on my way toward the safety 

of Giocundo's garden gate. 

As l reflect upon it now, r realize that that evening has always 

remained wi th me because of i ts nightmarish uncertainty. My heartbeat 

still quickens when l think of it. l try to erase it from my mind. But, 
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in reality, the fearful sight which l S3W might have been nothing at aIl. 

The darkness of that night could Dave conjured up its own images. Even so, 

l have never been able ta cross the Ponte TrinIta since then without 

feeling a shiver run down my spine. Of course, l hardly gave a second's 

thought to the cornmonplace sight of the great central brldge as 1 

approached it enroute ta Giocundo's manSIon that night. The bridge itself 

was barely visible in the distance untll l carne weIl wlthin earshot of the 

powerful, groaning great rlver Arno. Clouds passed ln front of the curved 

blade of the moon. For several minutes, l walked ln cOffiFlete darkness. l 

listened ta my sandals clapplng the wet pavement as T crossed the Great 

Market Square. Then, wlthout warning, the Ponte Trinita rose before me as 

1 had never seen it before. Its hurnpbacked frame arched across the breadth 

of the Arno like the colossal spIne of sorne prehlstoric beast. Just at 

that moment, the golden finch sang a faint note of despair. For the first 

time in my life, a sense of helplessness swept over me. At that moment, l 

knew l was lost. l could not bring myself ta traverse Uns bridge which l 

had crossed without thlnking 50 many times before. My limbs were frozen. 

My mind was numbed. My spirit was as blank as the starless night sky. 

Precisely how long l remained in this condition, l cannat say. After 

sorne t ime, however, l managed to summon enough courège to di spel my 

groundless disquietude. l clenched my teeth and forced my feet to 

continue. With my eyes fixed straight in front, l crossed the Ponte 

Trinita. l dared look ta neither the left nor the right. Most of aIl, l 

did not dare ta look down. 

When at last l arrived at Glocundo's back gate, my pulse was racing. 

1 unlocked the latch. The gate closed behind me with a soft, hollow click. 

1 began to walk up the footpath toward Giocundo's back court yard. My eyes 

were straining to see ahead of me. The paving stones M the footpath were 

damp from the mist, and my sandals ~ere wet and slippery. Holding the 

finch' 5 cage aloft, l walked slowly and carefully as 1 approached the house 

which l soon knew to be just up ahpad. Ta rny right, a stone boundary wall 

about eight feet high gu':'ded my way. To my left, l could see the twisted 

branches of fig trees in a small orchard at the back of Giocundo's 

property. As l neared the house, l passed several statues and fountains in 
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the smaller gardens. Though rny curiosity was aroused, their features 

remained indistinguishable in the gloom. Eventually, l carne to the square 

court yard which lay right behind the house. l noted, in the center of its 

alabaster paving stones, a private weIl which supplied water for the 

household. Although l was perspiring and thirsty, l did lll)t dare to haul 

up a pail of water for fear of waking the servants. 

For quite sorne tlme, l stood silently in the court yard. My eyes were 

fixed on the large window of a marble balcony above me. The wood en 

shutters were closed. l had not anticipated the possibility that Lisa 

would not be ready to greet me, and l was seized with uncertainty. l 

cursed myself for having let Lisa convince me to follow this dangerous 

course. Having thrown caution to the wind, l had been led into temptation 

and Sln. My skull was throbbing. My very consciousness pained me. l 

wished l was asleep in my bed. l thought of what a ridiculous figure l 

cut, standing in the pallid moonlight. l knew that this was immoral 

behavior. Yet having com? this far, l could not bear to turn back. 

"God be wlth me!" l rnuttered to myself, as it occurred to me what l 

should do next. Setting down the finch's cage, l stooped and picked up a 

handful of srnooth, round pebbles from Giocundo's flower-bed. After a 

moment's hesitation, l began tossing them singly at the balcony window 

above. After three or four throws, the shutters of the window opened. 

Lisa peered out. 

"Francesco?" she asked. 

She could not see me below in the deep shadow. She was hOlding a lamp. My 

e~es beheld her, dressed in a translucent, white robe with tight-fitting 

sleeves. Aloft in the lamplight, she was like a celestial virgin, the most 

beautiful of angels. 

"It is l," l replied ln my loudest whisper. 

"1 expected you sooner," said Lisa. 

"The tower bells have only just struck midnight, " l said. 

"Yes, well you must climb up the vine trestle beside the balcony. Be 

careful, but hurry!" said Lisa. 

Unable to think of any alternative, l slung the loop of the rope 
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attached to the finch's cage over one shoulder and crept furtively to the 

base of the ladder. l looked up 2.nd saw that it was just barely close 

enough to the balcony to allow me to climb into the window. l began 

mounting the vine-1adder. My hands and feet clung to the rungs of the 

wooden frames WhlCh bent under my weight. The brick wall was inches from 

my face and it glowed dusty red ln the lamplight. The strong sweet perfume 

of rose blossoms was almost overDQwerlng as l climbed to the second story 

balcony. An occasional thorn pu11ed at my street-cloak; once, the covering 

on the finch's cage caught and l had to stop to free it. When l reached 

the lip of the balcony, my teeth were chattering. l was filled with fear 

and desire. l reached out and managed to jump onto the ba1cony without 

slipping. Lisa quickly drew me into the room, securing the shutters behind 

her. 

From between the shutter slats, the moonlight shone on Lisa's neck and 

body. Rer robe was undone. She led me over to her huge satin bed. Then 

she turned and crossed to the other side of the room. Seating myself on 

the bed, l took in my surroundings. In the flickering lamplight, l could 

see the heav} silken curtains on Lisa 1 s windo'ys. There were fine goat-skin 

carpets on her f100rs. A red cross glistening with set jewels hung over 

her dressing table. Apart from this cross, the walls were bare. On Lisa's 

dresser there was one small portrait whose face l couldn't immediately 

determinû in the poor light. Sitting in that room, l began to feel sinful; 

like a typical, love-sick Florentine fool. Lisa lowered the flame in the 

lantern and placed it on a small taclp. beside the door. Then she cml~ back 

over and sat down beside me. Neither of us said anything for a long, tense 

moment. 

Then l remembered the gOlden finch. 

"1 have brought you a small present," l said. 

"How kind," said Lisa, wi th a smile. 

"Yes," l said, taking the sack-cloth off the bird cage and holding the 

golden finch out toward her. "1 couldn't help but remark that you were 

most impressed with this pretty finch when we pass~d through the Market 

Square on our first rr~eting. l was in the Market again recently and l 

decided ta buy i t for you." 
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"How kind, " said Lisa once again. "1 shall treasure it dearly, l'm 

sure. And if my husband asks me where l got it, l shall tell him that 

Maria asked me to buy it as a pet." 

With these words, Lisa took the finch's cage from me and carried it 

over to the lamplight. She talked softly to the bird for a few moments, 

and then set the sil ver cage on the floor in a dark far corner of the room. 

She covered it with a heavy sllk veil which she picked up from the cushion 

of a slender-backed chair. 

"The bird is asleep," she said. "1 will inspect my present more 

closely in the morning." 

"As you wish, Madam," l said with a slight bow. 

At that moment, Lisa reached out and slipped her hand into mine. 

"You must leave before daybreak, we must not wait," she said, pulling 

me gently toward her. 

"Perhaps there is not enough time," l said. "Were it not better we 

waited?" 

"No," said Lisa, laying her hand softly on my neck. 

"But, it is a terrible sin!" l said. 

Lisa drew me nearer to her until we were lying entwined on the huge satin 

bed. 

"Well, l will take the sin upon my own soul," she said as she guided 

my hand to her breast. 

My eyes were glued to the passageway door. Beside this entrance, l 

could see two pale moths in the lamplight, circling the flame. 

"But what if your husband discovers us?" l eventually star!lDlered. 

But Lisa said nothing. She was breathing softly. l could feel her 

gentle heartbeat. l could smell the subtle fragrance of her skin. Her 

lips were warm and quivering as wp embraced. Her tongue flickered in 

search of my own. Soon l was flushed with a strange, delicious excitement. 

l was joined in Lisa's rhythm. For a minute or more, l closed my 2yes 

tight. Then, suddenly, my body convulseà wi th pleasure. In wide-·eyed 

horror, l emptied my loins. 
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After a minute or 50, the lamplight sputtered and died. Vanquished, l 

fell down beside Lisa. 

We lay still in the silent, shifting shadows. Only the silver 

moonbeams which shone between the shutter slats made anything visible. 

When l turned toward Lisa, l could see the faint smile of contentment on 

her lips. AlI was silent for several m~nutes more. Then, almost without 

thinking, l j umped out of bed. "Oh, dear God, wha t have l done?" l 

muttered to myself. Not daring to look at Lisa, l ... ent over and stood by 

the window. Without a stitch on my back, l stood naked and shivering in 

the moonlight. Lisa looked at me wi th curiosi ty, not understanding my 

state of perplexity. 

"You have done me a very great service," she said, sitting up on the 

bed. "1 must admit that 1 was unsure at first whether to invite you here 

tonight. But, having let you in, you have proved yourself rnost capable." 

"You must not speak to me of it, mi stress Lisa," l said, blushing 

crimson, l 'm sure. "While l understar,d what it must be like for a lovely 

woman like you to have a~ old miser for a husband, 1 am terribly ashamed of 

my behavior this eveniTJ.g." 

"Ah, weIl t'Liat is your concern," sa id Lisa. 

"This must never happen aga in," l said. 

"It is up to you to act as you see fit," said Lisa. 

"Yes, it is my trial," l said. 

"But remember," said Lisa. "You must keep your word and say nothing. 

My husband is a jealous man as well as a rich one." 

"1 am not so crack-brained as to confess rny sins openly to the world," 

1 said. "1 have no wish to play the gloating trickster. 1 give you my 

word." 

"Good," s~id Lisa. "Now corne to bed and sleep by my side. We still 

have two or three hours before dawn, when it will be time enough for you to 

leave. " 

The room fell silent. In the distance, a dog began to bark. Having 

no real alternative at that time of night, 1 reluctantly consented, and 

went over to the bed. 
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CHAPI'ER 9 

The next morr-ing, l was awakened by the sun and by the sound of 

Cathedral bells and children's voices. l dressed hurriedly while Lisa 

slept, a tender smile still on her lips. The room was cool and 

comfortable, yet l thought only of l'low to get away as quickly as pcssible. 

In my heart boiled a mixture of love and confusion. l neeàed desperately 

to be alone to think. 

Having descended the vine trestle, l found that outside the dawn was 

grey and mild. My head was spinning and my thoughts flew in tight circles. 

As l scurried down the footpath through Giocundo's back gardens, l breathed 

deeply the perfurne of fru hs and herbs. On ei ther side of the footpath 

grew ashen-whlte and lead-black mulberry trees. Silky-throated swallows 

twittered in their branches. Looking at the blending col ors of leaves, my 

tboughts wandered to tales l' d heard of gnomish alchemists \:ho consurned 

their entire lives searching for something they called the philosopher's 

stone. l involuntarily shuddered to think that l could end my own life as 

one of their kinà. Thlnking these odd thoughts, l locked Giocundo's garden 

gate. Walking as quickly as possible, T left Lisa and the mansion behind 

me. 

As l walked aiong, l might have continued thinking my guil t-ridden 

thoughts had my attention not œen suddenly brought back to the present. 

Just as l was nearing the end of lhe main street of the residential 

quarter:-, l saw coming toward me L.l_ a's husband, the merchant Giocundo. l 

iIlllllE:!diately noticed that he was wotbl1ng drunkenly on his black mule. His 

iace was bloated and red. He · .... as attended by two servants. The one 

Ieading the mu:e by the reins Wé"lS a glant, clumsy bear of a man with a 

huge, shaggy head and a black pa teh over one eye. The other man was a 

small, wasp-like Florentine with narrow slit eyes and a carefully trimmed 
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beard. He hurrmed about the inattentive merchant in the manner of an overly 

solicitous valet. As the y approached, l lowered my glance and stepped 

quickly to the gutter side of the road to allow Giocundo and his servants 

to pass. l held my breath and prayeè Lhat the merchant would not recognize 

me. Fortunately, however, he passed me by without an Inkling of SUspicIon. 

l breathed a sigh of relief. W'.thout further ado, l hurried through the 

white-washed strects of the rich merchants' quarter. l then followed the 

long, straight Canale Navegerio northward as l sought the seclusion of my 

master's studio. 

When l arrived back at the studio, Leonardo was already at his writlng 

desk. l quickly rnounted the stairs to my room where l changed into my 

coarse linen work shirt and tanned leather apron. l then went immediately 

downstairs. By this time, Leonardo had fini shed at his desk and was now 

sitting before his easel. He was beginning a sketch of an angel. Salai 

was sitting on the window-sill , whlstling. He was wearing a new 

green-feathered cap and red velvet slippers. My master was USlng his 

profile to draw from. Without saying a ward, l quickly went over ta the 

woeden panel and frame which served as my own easel. Leonardo hardly 

noticed my entrance. He merely glanced at me from under his thick, 

overhanging eyebrows. Then he turned his gaze back te Salai. As for 

Salai, he deliberately stared at me with a mischievous grin. He gave me a 

sly wink. Then he resumed his characteristic posture of apathy and conceit 

a posture which our mas ter has always mistaken for a rare and p,·~cious 

innocence. Grateful that Leonardo was too preoccupied to address me, l 

went directly to my own work area at the back of the studio. 

It was Sunday morning, yet l knew that l couJd not go te earJy mass at 

the Cathedral as was my custom. l needed first to sort out my thoughts. l 

had al~~ys had my self respect to rely upon. My life of regular prayer nnd 

absolution had brought ease and comfort to my soul. Now l feared to 

confess even to myself my recent iniqulty. My sharneful appetite had 

cOllquered my best intentions. Lisa's words about taking the sin upon her 

own sevI echoed in my head, yet they sounded terribly hollow. l knew that 

l had brought this disgrace upon myself, and that any child born of such an 

unholy union was at least half my responsibility. However, while l toid 
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myself that these were the facts of the matter, a srnall voice deep inside 

of me whispered that if Giocundo found out that l had usurped his place, my 

life would not be worth a pi t J~ance. In vain l strove to determine a proper 

course of action. Like a worm slow1y burrowing toward the cor~ of an 

apple, gUIlt and fear gnawed at my conscience. 

After sorne time, my emotions gradually began to subside. My one 

consolation in Jife is that l have always been able to 10se myself in my 

work. ~s l began to trace lines on the colored èrôwing paper in front of 

me, the necessary concentration blocked out all other thoughts. l was 

copying an anatomical figure and had to pay careful attention to the 

required dimensions and proportions of the body. l 

minutely as possible all of Leonardo's rules. His axioms 

was following as 

of perspecti ve 

guided my hand. Yet, l confess, as always my goal eluded me. 'TI1e more l 

tried, the less l succeeded. My outlines were coarse and heavy, my shadows 

remalned thIck and wmatural. Although the monotony of hard work has 

always been my only refuge, it is aiso my greatest burden. l devote myself 

to the glory of art, yet l lack the Inspiration necessary to produce more 

Ulan merely rnediocre work. l have studied the examples of the old masters, 

and l have contemplated the beauty of Nature herself. Yet my sketches and 

paintings always appear flat and lifeless. In his teaching sessions, 

LeJnardo says that l distrust myself too much. Along with the 2Xalted 

science of perspective. he says that l must learn to have faith in my own 

judgement. Possibly he is right. Perhaps l truly am my own worse enemy. 

If l cannot change this, l shall never attain the loft Y heights of art to 

which Leonardo so effortlessly soars. Yet, even if this must be so, if l 

do not despair, might my unrelenting self-criticism not one day enable me 

to achieve the knowledge of Iight and shade which l believe to be the 

primary tools of every fine craftsrnan? Even if l never become a great 

painter, might l not at least be alloved to penetrate these most hUIrble 

mysteries of artifice? 

My hopefui musIngs on my chosen vocation were interrupted by the sound 

of bells and shouting from the street. At Fra Girolamo's bidding, it had 

been decreed, saon after the bonfire of vanities, that cripples and lepers, 

formerly barred from Florence's interior, should henceforth be allowed 



1 

44 

'\-li thin the walls of the ci t Y • They were permi t ted the freedom ta beg 

openly in the streets. Until that Sunday, however, it had never occurred 

that these lepers found it necessary tG canvas the streets of even our poor 

quarter. The lepers' bells, which they Hore on collars welded around their 

necks, warned the crowds ta clear the wùy as they procccded. Saon the 

sound of the bells drew nearer. Out of the back \vindow of the studio, l 

could see a group of three beggars moving slO\~ly down the street toward my 

master' s studio. AlI the nelghbourhood Florentines U"rew copper COInS into 

the middle of the road. They then stood as distant as possIble, huggIng 

the shadows of wal~~ until the lepers had passed. 

Although the approach of these lmfortunate beggars created quite a 

stir outside in the streets, my mas ter noticed nothing at first. Then 

Salai, who was stIll sitting at the South window, spoke up. 

"Maestro Leonardo!" he said. "Corne quickly ta look! Here are sorne 

truly ugly models for you ta draw!" 

Hardly believing the impudence of Salai's ridiculous remark, at first 

l paid no special attention to his outburst. But then l feH a twinge of 

revulSlon in the pit of my stomach \vhen, leavlng the picture of the angel 

unfinished, Leonardo stood up and went over ta the window. 

"Exquisi te! " he said. "CalI to them Sala i! Invi le them into the 

studio. Offer them sorne \.cTlne and small money." 

Disbelieving that my master could possIbly be sedous, l spoke up. 

"But master Da VInci," l said, "surely you Jest! You cannot truly 

desire ta draw the se foui wretches." 

"Hold your peace, Francesco," said Leonardo. With a wave of his hand, 

he sllenced me and then bid Salai once again to ask the lepers into our 

house. Salai looked at me with a confident sneer. My face whitened. 

"But master, do you ... think it best?" l stamnered. 

"Silence!" said Leonardo. 

Soon Salai had ushered the trio of beggars into the front studio. He 

seated them in one corner, beside the chimney. Two of the beggars were 

men, the other one was a wrinkled old woman. Ali had gaping mouths and 

swollen, purple tangues. Spittle drooled from the split lip of the oldest 
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man, who was the most wasted with disease. A spreading, cancerous wart, 

which sprouted hairs, grew on the face of the other man, whom the two 

others treated as their leader. The old woman was a humpbacked crone wlth 

withered dugs and a face WhlCh was all but consumed by her disease. All 

three of these lepers had stuffed scraps of cloth into their festering 

wounds to help stop the scabs from bleeding. Surrounding aIl three was a 

sharp, bitlng odor reminiscent of rodent droppings. l looked at this party 

with horror and revulsion. Involuntarily, l shuddered. 

Once these unfortunate grotesques were seated in the 

Leonardo's eyes lit up. 

studio, 

"Give them sorne wine to drlnk," he said, motioning impatiently at me. 

When l returned wlth the wine, Leonardo poured it himself. At first the 

beggars were resli ve and suspicious, not knowing why they had been brought. 

But Leonardo sat down with them and soon elicited their goOO will wlth 

amiable, empty words. After a short time, all tlrree were slightly drunk, 

laughing and making the most horrible faces. Leonardo watched them 

closely, his cold gaze fillcd with deep and eager curiosity. When Lheir 

hideousness reached i ts height, he took out his si l ver-point pen and began 

to àraw. l restrained myself and said nothing. By this time, the old hag 

had started licklng the fallen crurnhs from the table. l was dlsgusted and 

lool<ed away. 

Salai kept refilling the beggars' goblets with wine. In less than an 

hour, my master had completed several drawings. As l stood behind him, 

awaiting lnstructions, l could finally hold my peace no longer. 

tlMaster, how i8 lt possible to see the slightest beauty in such 

deformity?" l whispered to him. 

Leonardo did not even tal<e his eyes off of his work. 

"Great dF'formi ty is as rare as great beauty, Francesco," he said in a 

low voiee. "As l have told /ou many times, only mediocrity is negligible." 

Stung by tLese words, l felt my blood begin to rise. Unable to 

respond, 1 clenched my teeth cightly until rny jaws ached. Yet, althoug~ 1 

said nothing out loud, at that moment 1 vowed to myself that, jn due 

course, l would impress my master enough 50 that he would come to admire my 
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abilities as an apprentice. l swore that before l was through 

would somehow gain Leonardo's respect. 

CHAPTER 10 

l 

For the next several weeks, Lisa came to the studio almost claIly. 

Sometimes she was escorted by Maria, other times l was sent to fe her. 

During this period, the lady Giocundo and l spoke little to eac!, ,)ther. 

Lisa seemed unwIlling to rlSCUSS the night we had sper.t logether, and l wctS 

grateful that the subJect was never broac"<?d. When l look back on i t now, 

l realize that we were bath equally stubborn and prideful. Lisa was a 

clever woman and knew how to suspend moments Indefinitely. She smiled 

benignly. She skirted the theme and then refused to pur sue It. AJthough l 

found tl1is rnost exacerbating, l must in truth also admit that l ,,'as 

secretly delighted. These cIrcumstances afforded me the oppor~unity to 

contJnue my liaison wjth l.lsa wlthout havlng la dc.al with it dnectly. l 

was eager to play the role of the dar)c, mysterlous lover wIthout having 

responsibilitje~ attached. StIll, oftentimes l cudgeled my brains. l was 

certain that there was somethIng l had missed - something yet unlearned. 

During this period, Leonardo worked with unprecedentcd zeal and 

devotion. Lisa arrived daily for her session at noon. She sat in the 

middle of the large, octagonJl front studio which slO'.,,'ly f!lled wi th soft 

liquid shadows. My master workcd dt 11er portrait unt i 1 earl y evemng 1 ight 

faded into darkness. As l went atout my duties in the studIO, l watched 

the portrait's progress. 

EvidentlY, it was to be a paintIng of rnodest size. Leonardo had 

ordered me to stretch, frame and ~umice the canvas. l had also prepared 

and applied an undercoat of egg-shell paste to aid in preservation. While 

l worked at these tasks, Leonardo drt'H many prelim:inary charcoal sketches 

of Lisa. He already knew that it Wcts ta be a full frontal portrait, and sa 
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he did not bother to sKetC:l Lisa's profiles, or to examine his subject from 

various vantage points. Time and time again, he drew her face as directly 

as possible. Leonardo \.orked on these sketches every afternoon for nearly 

a full fortnight. He slowl]' shaded Lisa's face into life. But when he 

came to the details of her features, he laid aside h1s silver-point pen and 

sat sllently, lookIng into Lisa's face with an intentness, mixed with 

perturbation. My master discarded many of these prE.liminary sketches, 

telling me ta take them ëiway and bum them. All thlS while, Lisa sat 

seemingly caJm and submissive. She always wùre the same dark dress with a 

transparent black veil covering her hair. She sat poised in 11er carved 

mahogany chair, slowly stroklng the long, Sllky fur of L€onardo 1 s white 

PerSIan cat WhlCh lay curled in her lap, licking its paws. 

During these sessions, Lisa hardly ever initiated conversation. 

Sornetirnes Leonardo would speak; "but then only ta demand small bits of 

information from the lady Giocundo, or to give orders to Salai or me. 

Usually the artist and his subject acted as veritable strangers toward each 

other. Yet they see~d ta share a secret, unspoken trust. 

For the first ,.,eek of the prelirninary work on the portrait, it was 

pleasant enough in the quiet atmosphere of the studio. Even Salai seerned 

content and SUbdUèd by Mona Lisa's presence. He sat in the background, 

playing soft tunes on hlS silver lyre. He had curtalled his carousing ta 

the evening hours, and was almost always in at"endance. He sat on a 

cushioned cha ir ln one corner and played interminably. While Llsa posed 

for Leonardo, oblivious ta her surroundings, Salai plucked rnellow notes and 

strurnmed brilliant arpeggios on his larnb-gut strings. l believe he was 

perplexed that LIsa seemecl not to notice him. Salai was used ta being 

pampered and flattered by aIl the young Florentine ladies, and to his 

chagrin Lisa appeared to perce ive his existence as sornething purely 

ornamental. 

The second week of preliminarf studies for the portrait was much more 

stressful than the first. L€onardo grew frustrated wi th his inabi li ty ta 

caiculate the exact meaSl rements for the painting 1 s ideal point of 

perspective. l recall that he worked in an agitated, impatient manner, 
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drawing innurnerable brief sketches of Lisa's lips and eyes. This went on 

for several afternoons, until one day, toward the end of the fortnight, 

Leonardo abruptly closed the coyer of his sketch-book and stood up. He 

SloWly replaced the cap to his silver-point pen. It ,ws only shortly after 

the beginning of the session, so Lisa, Salai and l turned ln surprise to 

see what ,vas matter. 

"Madam GiOCW1do," Leonardo said. "You are as beautiful of form and 

featun:: as any wornan alive, but it seems to me that you are weighed down by 

a burden which is much tao heavy to bear." 

"What do you mean?" said Lisa. 

"Well, you live with your husband in the midst of such l u.xury, and yet 

l perceive that you are deeply troubled by something. You are tao 

sensitive to speak, yet there is al\~ys the slightest hlnt of sadness in 

your smi le. You must speak to me of i t ! " 

"1 warned you bef e we started that you would not be permitted access 

to the secrets of my soul," said Lisa, lawering her eyes. "You must paint 

the portrait as best you are able. l shal l pose ;)8 you require." 

"If you are resolved not to reveal your secret, l shaii respect your 

silence," said Leonardo. "However, your manner and 3.ttitude will contInue 

to puzzle me, and the painting will never be started, never mind 

completed." 

"As l have told you, " said Llsa, "that is your own concern." 

"But, l cannat ... be ... defeated once again, Il said Leonardo, il a dark, 

trembling voice. 

Although Lisa paid little heed to Leonardo's grim countenance, l knew 

the importance of these words. So many of the projects which my master 

spent his lifetime creating were already beginning to dislnt~grate: There 

were the many half-finished pa ln~.ings and sketches stored ir, the attic of 

the studio. Also, there were the many parchment leaves of notes ",hich he 

scribbled and thell discarded. There was his great equestrian statue, the 

"Cavello" 1 for which the bronze needed for finishing was far tao expensi ve 

for even the Duke ta afford. And there was nis "Last Supper", which was 

already bubblir.g with mold because he had impulsively painted directly on 

the walls of the Convent instead of using a canvas stretched on a frame. 
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Finally, of course, there was the flying machine which was Leonardo's 

greatest disappointment and most haunting failure. Knowing these things, 1 

understood the desperate quality in my master's voice as he thought of 

painting this portrait which was to be his last bid for immortality. He 

could no doubt feel Dea th 's cold breath on his neck. He lmew that the time 

1eft to him was too short ta allow for lies) tation. l could see that my 

master waS determined ta capture this last elusive vision so that he could 

still his guilty con3cience, and die in peace. 

After their brief dialogue, Leonardo's gaze locked into Lisa's in a 

glaring battle of defiance. Salai stopped playing his lyre. There was a 

long moment of terrible silence in the studio. 

turned his back on Lisa. Turning to me, he ordered 

paints should be irnmediately prepared. 

Then Leonardo suddenly 

that the very best 

Having anticipated this moment, l quickly set to work. Even though he 

~aS undoubtedly certain of my competence, Leonardo watched over my shoulder 

as 1 mixed and measured in separate bowls the dark oily hues and the pasty 

ash-white flesh tones which :le required. 1 mixed eaCl1 basi.c mixture with a 

compound of arabic gum. Then 1 heated the potions over a candle flame. 

Once they had achi0ved the correct consistency, 1 divided the result into 

six smaller bowls. To these bo1ifls, l ~dded the various ground mineraIs, 

strained Iiquids and sifted powders to make the necessary djfferent shades. 

ThlS was slow work which demanded J steady hand and careful concentration. 

Once this had been accomplished, howe"/er, l quickly prepared a suitable 

palette which l ~roudly presented to my master. l then took out of a 

drawer three new paint brushes '"hich l offered to him. Eonardo chose one 

with fine, long bristles. Witb a wide, sweeping gesture of his ëirnl, he 

then ordered me to draw the canvas curtains to dull the sun' s afterrloon 

light. It was tirne, he said, for the real painting to begin. 
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CHAPTER Il 

Although many incidents occurred during the days and Ileeks that 

followed the commencement of Lisa's portrait, these facts seemall but 

irrelevant now. Certainly, life went on in the usual fashion: L€onardo 

painted, l worKed at my studies ùnd small tasks about the studio, and Salai 

continued hi~ ch?~acteristic pranks and merry mischief. This ~~s ~f 

irnmediô.te wond. OUtside of this world, events unfoldE::d as they inevitably 

will: News that the bas tard Charles and his army had taken Mllan reached 

our city during the early da}s of June. Fear and pamc gradually 

heightened as Florentines anticipated the intninent invasion of their 

streets. Also, during this time tactions led by certain Franciscan friars 

began to grow wlthin the city. Neighbours and fillnilies split over their 

opinions of Fra Girolamo and his rigid Dominican precepts. As if this was 

not enough trouble to con tend with, during this period superstition also 

gripped the citizens of Florence. This was due to the fact that to\~rd the 

middle of the rnonth a merchant ship drifted into the main port of the city, 

i ts entire crew dead of sorne peculiar pox which even the Duke 1 s physicians 

were unable to explain. 

These, then, were the circl~stances of the tirne. Yet, although these 

facts are perhaps significant in and of thernselves, they are really 

important now only insofar as they forro the backdrop of my history, most of 

the battles of which were fought within the confines of my skull. When l 

think of that time now, l believe that, as far as my personal histOl~ is 

concerned, it i8 best explained by one recurring dream whjch continued 

right up until the June nights shortly before Sumner Solstice, l t was on 

one morning following this dream that rinally, driven beyond my limits of 

end~'ance, l took my fate into my own hands and acted in a manner directly 

opposed to that which rny conscience demanded. 



51 

In my dream, l am greatly aged - an old man in hls seventies at least. 

When the dream begins, l am ,valking slowly, lost in thought, through the 

narrow, deserted city streets. My sense of bal~. has begun to fail, and 

1 am unsteady on my feet. My joints creak as l IValk, and l am bone-tired 

and scant of breath. Because of my paor eyesight, l cannot see far ahead. 

l have no Idea where l am walking to since l have never "Cravelled through 

thjs particular quarter before. 

"You are lost," a voice in my head whispers. 

And, indeed, there are no signs of human life. As l look around me, l 

am certain that any building l may enter will prove ta be uninhabited and 

abandoned. 

"You are lost!" the voice ,.hispers aga in. "You are lost, and yuu are 

mad, and you are going ta die! Il 

Yet, my sandaled feet shuffle omvard. 

Leaning heavily on my ~~lking stick, l navigate the untamiliar streets 

and alleyways, past the deserted dwellings. Already it is near sunset. 

Although l am wizened and bent with years, my shadow stretches out before 

me, enormous and elongated. 

"Call on the demon to punish her!" whispers the voiee in my head. 

"CalI on the demens, and have your revenge!" 

"1 shall not," l mut ter outloud. "It was sa long ago. Now it is 

almost forgotten. It does not matter any more. The sin is surely 

forgiven." 

In the distance, l hear the rumbling thunder of an approaching storm. 

For an extended moment, the ci t Y i s lit "W i th fire as streak lightening 

flashes across the sky. Mindful of the first hesitant drops of rain, l 

hobble Qnward in search of a likely place to take shelter. 

The voices in my head are now several. 
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"There is no escape," the voices whisper. "No one escapes! Here 

there are no longer choices to be made about which path to follow. 'rhere 

is no possibility of redemption. You are a prisoner! But then you were 

always a prisoner. Did you not choose to sacrIfice your freedom for a mere 

moment of pleasure?" 

l say nothing. It is impossible to reply. 

After some time, l come to the steps of what appears in my dream to be 

the Cathedral Santa Maria. Already the city has begun to darken. A 

feeling of helplessness wells up inside me. Unsteadily, l climb the steep 

stone steps toward the huge iron-studded oak doors which loom above me. 

The doors open slowly with a sigh. 

The Cathedral is empty. l hesitate for a moment in the threshold, my 

eyes adjusting to the deep gloom inside. 1 shake the dust off my sandals. 

Slowly l begin to walk up the main aisle, my eyes fixed on the empty wooden 

pulpit ahead. 

"Despair! Il the whispers cry in my head. "Soon to be still. Ashes 

scattered in darkness. Despair!" 

Yet the coo~ air under the great arches of the Cathedral ceiling seems 

comforting. 1 stop beside a huge grey marble piJlar. l touch the smooth 

stone, and its surface consoles me. 

For a moment, the whispering voices subside. 

Despite my stiff limbs, l genuflect and enter a pew. For sorne time, l 

kneel in silent prayer. Then l it bar.k on the polished hardwood bench. 

For a lingering moment, l adrnlre a spiral rosette whici~ iF; set 1:1 one of 

the Cathedral' s roultj -colored stained glass windows. This wmt10w s:"-111 

glows slightl! as the evening sun sinks in the west. l close my eyes. 

Gradually, 1 become aware that the silence is being disrupted as the 

Catl,edral organ begins to play a faint, somber fugue. l slowly became 
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aware of the organ, yet my thoughts do not linger on it. As the music 

builds, however, 1 become filled with an unspeakable barrenness. 

The chorus of voices in my head now returns. 

"Yes, that is right!" the voices ,vhisper. "You must now understand. 

Blind, and yet seeing. Yet no ~onger to touch! Above aIl, understand! 

Here there is no multi-foliate rose to behold. Here only the silence 

blossoms. Here darkness prevails!" 

As l sit aIl dione in the empty Cathedral, 1 can no longer escape the 

truth. l become aware that this dream is an enactment of my death. l sit 

guilty and asharned. My soul is like the dried out husk of an insect. l 

have been justly condemned; 1 am greôtly afraid to watch the proceedings. 

"But what man is not guil ty of sin?" l absentmindedly mutter. "Who is 

there that does not share my great sorrmv and shame?" 

Yet, although l reprimand myself for having ailowed rny life to pass 

out of my control, l am not entirely penitènt. As l view my moment of 

death, l am relieved that the truth of my life will be buried forever. l 

am content that this should be so. l am prepared to suffer even eternal 

damnation ta guard the jealous secret close to lOy heart. 

What happens next is perhaps merely a vision resulting from my brewing 

disquietude, but still it lives in my mind as if real. In my drEam, the 

bells in the Cathedral spire beqin to toll. They saon drown out bath the 

sound uf the organ, and the voices in my head which continue to whisper. 

Slowly, l become aware that the darkness surrounding the altar is broken by 

the glow of candlelight. l see thac there are two blaclc-robed figures 

preparing the Eucharjst. At this moment, l hear the so~d of fluttering 

wings. When l look upward, l see that there is a huge black raven perched 

on one of the wooden rafters supporting the domed ceiling. The bird's 

gli ttering eyes flash in my head. Its ca1vS echo in my ears. Suddenly, i t 

rises from its perch. Slmvly, i t swaops in diminishing spirals down toward 

the al tar. It lands wi th fluttering wings and piercing cries on the 
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shoulder of the high priest, who is occupied with the chalice. This 

priest, who appears as a hollow, faceless figure, takes out a handfu] of 

black rice and feeds his loyal pet. Then the priest and his server mave 

forward toward the altar-rail, where the faithful usually kneel ta await 

communion. The two figures stand there. Instinctively, l know that it is 

me they are waiting for. The raven flies in circles above me. This l take 

as a sign that l am to walk toward the altar. 

As l slowly proceed up the main aisle, my lips feverishly mut ter the 

disjointed lines of a psalm which l sang by heart as a boy. Saon l am 

kneeling on the hard rnarble step in front of the altar-rail. My trembling 

hands are clasped tightly in front of me. As the two priests approuch, l 

open my mouth to receive the blessed communion, but when the high priest 

lowers the golden chalice in his hand, l see that it is filled, not with 

white-'Yc~fer hosts, but with burning black ernbers. With a pair of long, 

sil ver Longs, this priest lifts a glowing coal from the chalice. Although 

l want to cry outloud, he places the red-hot stone on my tangue, and l am 

committed to everlasting silence. 
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis consists of two parts. The first part is a cn tical 

introduction which examines the most important aspects of the craft of 

fiction relevant to the creation of rny nove l , Mona Lisa 1 s Lover. This 

introduction indicates the relationship between the use of history and that 

of creative imagination in my novel, and dernonstrates that the creation of 

the novel depended on the very deliberate use of various conventions and 

techniques. It also stresses that no single, special formula was used to 

crea te my novel, but rather that the various inter-related techniques of 

the craft of fiction were used according to the evolving demands of the 

creative process. 

The second part of this thesis, Mona Lisa 1 s Lover, is an historical 

novel set in Renaissance Florence. Told in the first-person by the 

narrator and protagonist, Francesco, a young apprentice to Leonardo Da 

Vinci, this novel illustrates the classic thernes of love, loneliness, 

revenge, betrayal and self -discovery. While paying the debt of serious 

scholarship to the facts of the age being recreated, the baclcground of the 

nove 1 is of secondary importance to the creative representation of a group 

of archetypal characters centered around the figure of Francesco. 



RESUME 

Cette thèse comprend deux parties. La première est une critique dans 

laquelle j'introduis mon roman, Mona Lisa' s Lover. Dans cette cri tique, 

j'analyse les aspects importants de la création de mon roman. Je discute 

de l'utilisation de l'histoire et de l'imagination dans le roman historique 

et tente de démontrer que la construction d'un tel écrit dépend seulement 

du choix de l'auteur quant au,-x techniques et aux conventions à utiliser. 

Je souligne 

formulation 

ici, que pour 

particul ière 

ce roman r je ne me suis pas 

mais plutôt à des techniques 

tenu à une 

variées qui 

répondaient le mieux aux exigences du moment et ci, processus créatif. 

La seconde partie est le roman historique, Mona Lisa' s Lover. Cette 

histoire prend forme à Florence durant la Rennaissance et est racontée par 

Francesco, un jeune apprenti de Léonard De Vinci. Tour à tour seront 

abordés des thèmes classiques tel qu'amour, solitude, trahison, revanche et 

découverte de la nature humaine. Notons que dans un tel roman, bien qu'on 

se laisse souvent prendre par le charme des lieux où se si tuent l'action, 

ceux-ci demeurent secondaires aux personnages qui y prennent place et à 

leur représentation. 
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CRITlCAL INTRODUCTION TO NONA LISA' S LOVER 

In this cri tical introduction, l intend ta deal wi th aspects of the 

craft of writing appropriate ta the creation of Mona Lisa' s Lover, 

discussing in general terms the conventions and techniques which can place 

this work in an intelligible context. l will begin with a discussi0n of 

the historical novel. Here, l wi~ l consider the distinction between the 

historian and the historical fiction writer and define the relationship 

between history and invention in my novel. Having discussed the 

conventions of the historical novel f l will th en proceed ta examine 

techniques of the craft of fiction as they are used in Mona Lisa' s Lover. 

l intend ta examine the following aspects: 1) Structure - including plot, 

uni ty and cClherence, and management of the time factor. 2) Narrative 

method - focusing on the significance of the first-person narrat-or and use 

of the confessional mode. 3) Characterization - focusing on the use of 

archetypal characters made "real" through part lculari ties. 4) Dialogue 

focusing on j ts relationship to characterization and ils role in helping to 

make a novel dramatlc. 5) Setting focusing on tbe way in which 

background and a+mosphere must be made "expressionistic", and not be a mere 

accretion of "rea l istic" detail. 6) Style - defining whi'lt is meant by this 

arnbiguous, perhaps all-embracing term, and defining what is uniqu8 and 

sj gnificant about the style in Mona Lisa' s Lover. 7) Theme - in this last 

category, l will discuss the ideas in and behind the novel, considering 

briefly the relationship between art and morality in my work. 

THE HISTORlCAL NOVEl., 

Defined in perhaps its most inclusive tenns, an historical novel can 

be sa id to be "any novel in which the action takes place before the 
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author' s birth so that he must infc.rrn himself about i ts perioJ by 

study.lIl Yet, surely this is too limiting a definition to indicate 

properly the vast differences between nineteenth century historical novels, 

su ch as Alessandro Manzoni's The Betrothed (1830), which is concerned to 

portray history meticulously, aud more modern historical novels, such as 

R.M. LaImling' s The Notebook of Gismondo Cavelletti (1985), W'hich tends to 

exploi t history as a means to a more exclusively artistic end. In all 

likelihood, the central reason for the different attitudes towards the 

historical novel in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is that creative 

historical wri ting now sees "sclenti fic" hlStOry as a delusion. In our day 

and age, wri ters are not so concerned " .. ith the dualism between fact and 

fiction as W'ere earlier Hriters such as Manzoni. Contemporary historical 

novelists understand that there is no such thing as authentic, objective, 

scientific history. ThlS fact is, of course, also weIl understood by 

contemporary historians. As the historian and historical novelist/critic, 

Lion Feuchtwanger, wr i tes: 

The historicism of the nineteenth century was an illusion, now 
quite generally abandoned Even by academic historians. The 
historians of the twentieth century have concéJed virtually aIl 
of the inadequacles of historlcism. Though they use its methods, 
they do not regard the ultimate purpose of their science to be 
the determinatlon of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof. 2 

So then, if the hjstorian is concerned not ::;0 much with "the 

determination of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof," the question 

logically arises: is this, also, the goal of the hlstorical novelist? The 

answer to this questior' is, "no" 1 because, although the contemporary 

historical novelist must certainl] Interpret the facts of the age which he 

is recreating, this is not his ul tunate purpcse. His ul timate purpose is 

to create a work of art. As the cri tIC, Cleanth Brooks, points out, whi le 

the historian lIis concerned to discover the pattern implled by the facts", 

the fiction writer "may choose or 'create' facts in accordance with the 

pattern of human conduct which he wishes to present."3 In this manner, 

many facts were created in Mona Lisa' s Lover. While the story was 

carefully researched, in order to gain a general awareness of Events 
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surrounding the life of Leonardo Da Vinci and Renais~ance Florence, 

historical raw materials were radically transformed through artistic 

imagination. Several examp1es of this are: 1) The fact that, although 

Leonardo did, indeed, have two apprentices narned Frar,cesco and Salai, they 

were not under his tutelage at the same time, yet, to meet the demands of 

art (the need for protagonist and foil), l brought thern together. 2) The 

central intrigue of the action - the love affair between Francesco anè Li.3a 

is entirely a fabrication, but wholly necessary if there is ~o ce a plot 

around which historical thernes can be woven. 3) In the sphere of 

historical events, a11 has passed through the filter of artistic 

imagination and been compressed into the time span of one year to meet the 

needs of artistic potterning and heightening or inten~ification of 

interest. These are ~ust three examples of many possible instances of che 

"exploitaUon" of history in Mona Lisa's Lover. While, by thernselves, they 

insufficiently illustrate the rnyriad ways in ,.,hich history was manipulated 

to fulfill the demands of art ln my novel, they ade~lately show that, while 

the histcrical novelist is obliged to study sources and reflect serious1y 

about the nature of historical events, he must also freely (but with good 

judgernent) use intuitive imagination to crea te and shape the facts he needs 

to rnake his stor}" conform to aesthetic demands. 

Since the nistorical novelist must be considered first and foremost as 

an artist, i t is a rnistaken notion to think that he seeks to revivify the 

pasto "Creative wrlters," as Feuchtwanger points out, "desire only to 

treat contemporary rnatters, even in those of their creations which have 

history as their subject. 1I4 The historical novelist 1 s, purpose, then, is 

to clothe contemporary content in an historical dress, so thdt conte~rary 

problems may be effectively dramatized and objectified. As Feuchtwanger 

explains in his book on "the laurels and limitations of historical 

fiction,,5, l1Îstorical writers "are frequently rnoved to choose this or 

that material by important external events. Such writers want only to 

discuss their relation to their own time, their own personal experience, 

and how much of the past has continued into the present. ,,6 ln several 

respects, then, Mona Lisa's Lover ls intended to appear as a projection of 

the problems of our own time. While, in the tradition of popular 

historical fiction, it is filled with exciting, colorful episodes, this 



a 
4 

l:xJok is aiso meant to make the reader reflect on the SLriOUS concerns of 

our day. Such contemporary concerns as the appeais and dangers of 

fundarnentalist religicn, the meri ts and drawbacks of democratic and 

despotic governrnents, the probJem of modern day plagues, such as Aids, and 

the threat of destruction brought atout ';y man' s continu ing mi smanagement 

of the dichotorny between his higher and lower instincts, are mirrored in 

the novel. Ul timately, my portrayal of Renaissance Florence in tranSl tion 

- a "golden age" passing - is intended to appear to the reader as a symbol 

of our contemporary situation. 

As Feuchtwanger incisively notes, a writer in one epoch :requently 

adopts sorne previous one as a model and warning. ,,7 This, l believe, is in 

many ways true of Mona Lisa' s Lover. Early in the novel' s conception, i t 

strucl-. me that the choice of Renaissance Florence as a setting would enable 

me to treat uni versaI human concerns more artistically than the "brutal 
, 8 

actuallty" of contemporary mater"Î.als would allow. An historical 

framework gave me the distance l needed to deal wi th contemporary problems 

in perspective. 

an author must 

"Ta portray successfully a contemporary view of the world, 

l, t 't t ft' d ,,9 mave ln ,0 vas er areas 0 lme an space, wri tes 

Feuchtwanger, and, indeed, l hope that, by r:ortraying the struggles of 

Renaissance Florence (events which struck 

research as being enormously symbolic), l 

panülel between that period and our 

me from the beginning of my 

have successfully drawn a 

mm t imes . l : IOpe tha t my 

presentation of Renaissance Florence wlll enable the reader to st~~ back 

and view the forest rather than the trees, to envision our immediate 

environment in perspective. 

Mona Lisa 1 s Lover draws i ts themes and facts from history. It should 

be made clear, however, that historica.l events were no IOOre than stimuli 

for the creative writing process because, necessarily, "the ultimate cause 

Jr genesis of [an imaginative work] lies deep in the personality of the 

writer as weIl as in his ljved experience."IO 50, while it is true that, 

inspired by Da Vinci 1 s portrait of MO'1a Lisa Fhile looking for a subject t 0 

write about, l bec~-ne involved in reading history books, art folios :md 

other sources dealing wi th Renaissance Florence, the selection and 

arrangement of material was a very personal matter. AlthouJn it is in snme 
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sense true that "inst\~ad of the artist selecting his materials, the 

materials must suggest themselves to the artist, that is to say, the 

materials really select the artist "Il, i t is also true that the selection 

of material "must derive from the innermost being of the poet himself. "12 

For me, this selection process vJas an ongoinÇ} one ,~hich was formed by the 

continuous struggle t.:etween the imagination and controlling reason. During 

the process of comp:Jsition, l found that, as an artist, my clriving force 

was always my mm inner experience. Yet, in order to adhere to my 

historical framework and to give artistic significance to my materials, l 

always strove to objer:.:t..ify that Experience. 

In his Poetics, Aristotle compares history to poetry from a 

perspective that clea.cly favors poetry: 

'l'he true difference [between history and poetryJ, is that one 
relates what has happened, the other what may happen .... Poetry , 
therefore, is more philosophical and a higher thing than history, 
for poetry tends to express the uni versaI, hi story the particular. 13 

Here, Aristotle implies that the "truth" portrayed by imaginative 'l'ri ting 

is more forceful than the "truth" of documentary history. In banning 

drama tic poetry from his Ideal republic, Plato, of course, also 

acknowledged this fa ct . He recognized the power of poetry to take hold of 

and sway the minds of an audience; he saw that facts are Inadequate in the 

face of lively, well-constructed and plausible creative writing which 

excites the imagination. Once we have accepted this idea of the potential 

power of art to influence an audience, the question poses itself: "How, 

then, does the aspiring historical fiction writer crea te a work which will 

fulfill the demands of poetry in order to make it a 'more philosophical and 

higher thing than hi s tory' ? " 

The answer to this question is that he does so by using, to the best 

of his abili ty, the tools of fiction to create an artifice that is 

convincing to the reader. He must also, of course, be fully cognizant of 

his goals. He must realize that, while the historical fiction writer may 
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get suggestions for his story from events of the past, these events by 

themselves never fully give him the kind of facts - facts concerning 

psychological processes and human motives - in which he, and the x-eader, 

are most interested. For history gives us what Cleanth Brooks calls "truth 

of correspondence. ,,14 What a true history sa ys "corresponds" ta the 

facts. But fiction is not fact, and its "truth" does not i nvo Ive a 

correspondence to something outside itself. In fiction, "trutl, of 

cOherence,,15 is the primary truth. 

In order ta explore sorne of the methods by which this "truth of 

coherence" in fiction can be achieved, let us now consider some of the most 

important techniques and conventions used in the creation of Mona Lisa' s 

Lover. 

STRUCI'URE 

In his book on historical fiction, Lion Feuchtwanger writes that "a 

strong, rapidly moving, solid plot is t~e prerequisi te for the success of 

every historical taJe, but particular.Ly for the POpu1ar one. ,,16 Now, 

while Mona Lisais Lover does not purpJsefully pander ta popular taste, it 

does seek a more "general" audience than strictly "literary", explicitly 

"experimental" fiction can hope ta rea-::h. In arder ta reach this wider 

reading public, Mona Lisa's Lover uses the convention of a clearly 

developing, rapidly IOOving, coherent plot. This, of course, is nothing ta 

be ashamed of. For a well-constructed plot, vith effective use of tension 

and emphasis, ; s an essential part of the art, of storytelling. No matter 

how "lyrically" inclined h€ or she may be, the novelist cannat dispense 

wi th plot. Aristot1e rightly assigns plot the place of chief honor in 

writing and calls it "the first principle, and, as it were, the soul of a 

tragedy. Il 1 7 
Though, of course, it must be seen as working with the other 

elements of the work, such as character and setting, narrative plot, is, 

then, of prime importance in a nove!. 

In The Pcetics, Aristotle formulates a very precise definition of 
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plot. He caUs it "the imitation of 

arrangement of the incidents. ,,19 He goes on 

. 18 d an actlon Il an 

to explain that 

also "the 

the action 

imitated should be "a whole" - that is, it should have "a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. ,,20 Here, ~istotle implies that a plot is not merely 

a concatenation of events. In accordance wi th the laws of "probability", 

alxmt 1vhich more will be said later in this cri tical introduction, episodes 

in a drama or novel should follow one another with probable or necessary 

sequence. A plot, after aIl, as Aristotle maintains, should have unit y: 

i t should "imi ta te one action and that a whole, the structural union of the 

parts being such that, if any one of thern is displaced or removed, the 

whole will be disjointeci and disturbed. ,,21 

In order to crea te a unified plot in Mona Lisais Lover, the approach 

which 1 took in constructing the novel was that l first sketched the 

general outline of the narrative, and then filled in the episodes and 

expanded thern with detail. Although the novel has its own organic forro and 

grew from its conception in the thought, feeling and personality of the 

writer, rather than being arbitrarily shaped through mechanical forces in a 

preconceived mold, it also adheres in rnodified forro to the timeless, 

dramatic structùre of well-built tragedy. The book is divided into five 

parts, each of which represents a phase of dramatic conflict: 

introduction, rising action, clima}{ or crisis (turning point), falling 

action, and catastrophe. l trled at aIl times to make sure that the main 

thread of the story was solid and sound and then created incidents to flesh 

out the skeleton of the work, weaving the plot together with character and 

setting. l began with the premise that a story should be excitingly and 

entertainingly tOld, and planned and organized rny material accordingly. 

Much time and effort 1vas spent in trying to ensure that the interdependent 

sequences of crisis and resolution contributed effectively to the rhythm of 

the whole work. This required the ad]usting of means to ends. Even though 

the outline of the whole novel IWS established before beginning, the 

prefigured chain of events was conditioned by choices made sentence b} 

sentence, paragraph by paragraph, chapter by chapter, throughout the novel. 

Always, 1 kept in mind the idea that 1 must organize my material to create 

an expressive unity. The internaI logic of my imagination and ernotlons was 

allowed to work freely, but always l paid heed to the fact chat, in 
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presenting the narraior's archetypal quest for self-knowledge, l was 

seeking to crea te aesthetic order through a logical narrative sequence. 

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster rnakes a useful distinction 

between story and plot. A story, he writes, "is a narrative of events in 

their time-sequence. A plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis 

falling on causali ty. ,,22 Thus, plotting is the process of converting 

story jnto plot, of changing a sequential arrangement of incidents into a 

causal and inevitable arrangement. As Forster notes, the art of 

constructing a good plot involves the "functioning of sorne kind of 

intelligent overview of action that establishes principles of selection and 

relationship among episodes.,,23 This idea of selection is vital, for plot 

is an artificial rather than a natural ordering of events. Its function is 

to sirnplify life by imposing order upon it. As Henry James writes, art is 

"aIl discrimination and selection," while "life is all inclusion and 

confusion.,,24 Thus, the novelist has to select the facts that seem to him 

useful for his particular purpose; he must choose only significant facts. 

"OUt of the welter of experience, a selection of episodes is made that in 

itself constitutes a 'whole' action. ,,25 

Once we have established the idea that plot can be viewed as a large 

and controlling frame, as a technique which allows the writer to form the 

spine of the novel, we must quickly add that plot is really only important 

insofar as it is the structure by means of which characters are displayed. 

Plot must der ive from character. "The most effecth:e plot presents a 

struggle such as would engage [a s~t of] cha~~cters, and the most effective 

emotion for the plot to present is that inherent in the quality of the 

given characters. ,,26 The function of plot, from this point of v~ ew, is to 

translate character into action. The most effective incidents are those 

which spring naturally from the given characters. So, for example, in Mona 

Lisa's Lover, plot grows out of characterization and conflict. My narrator 

and protagonist, Francesco, Ü. faced TN'ith several major problerns at the 

outset of the story - he longs ta have revenge on his rival apprentice, 

Sali'ii; he desperately wants Mona Lisa' s love; and he deeply yearns for Da 

Vinci' s respect. AlI of these goals are difficult to attain. The plot of 

the nove 1. is formed by Francesco' s successes and failures to attain his 
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goals. The storyls interest inheres in the resistances encountered and 

overcome, or not overcorne in "the logic by which resistance evokes 

responses which, in their turn, encounter or create new resistances to be 

dealt with. ,,27 More generally, Francesco wants "to remember how it aIl 

began, remember it from the very beginning" (Mona Lisais Lover, p.l), in 

the hope that "once memories have been ordered, the rest [will become] much 

simpler. " On this level, plot serves to propel the narrator along on his 

journey towards self-knowledge; it is the means by which l was able 

progressively to establish the moral character of my protagonist, showing 

the degree and kind of his responsibility for what happens to him. 

Plot, then, is "a guiding principle for the author and an ordering 

control for thE'> reader.,,28 For the author it is "the chief principle for 

selection and arrangernent,,29; for the reader it is "something perce -ed 

as structure and unity . .,30 To define plot as an intellectual formulatIon 

is not, however, to define it as abstract idea or philosophie concept. 

Abstract ideas and philosophical attitudes may help in shaping the plot, 

but, practically speaking, the plot is cornprised of incidents - characters 

and actions - and how they interrelate. 

In Mona LIsais Lover, the plot is arranged, for the rnost part, in a 

linear time sequence. A good deal of initial effort ,vas spent in 

contriving an accurate, chIonological order for the events in the novel. 

It was necessary to select particular dates for the major occurrences in my 

characters l lives, and to decide the periods of tirne required for every 

episode. In general, the time scherne is firmly tied to precise days and 

seasons. The progress of the seasons in the cycle of the year emphasizes 

inevitable emotional changes in the characters l lives. My narrator looks 

back from a disenchanted present, recounting the events of the previous 

year, starting from the day "when [his] troubles all began" (Mona Lisais 

Lover, p.l). Sorne chapters in the novel suggest only the tirne span of a 

single day, while others comprise weeks or several months. Always, l try 

to concentrate on rnatters of conseq.lence, on insensity of experience, while 

still remembering that, in order to crea te the illusion of reality, the 

oyerall rhythm of the work necessarily calls for lulls in certain parts, 

and a more rapid pace in others. 
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The management of the time factor in Mona Lisa's Lover also depends on 

the workings of rny narrator's conscience. It is through the emphasis of 

certain events and the passing over of others that the relationship between 

"life by the clock", and "life by values,,31 is made clear. Since 

individuality depends on memory, and memory in turn depends on time, 

Francesco's selection of events is significant, insofar as his choices 

about what to emphasize and what to delete from the one year time-span 

which the story covers becomes in itself a subjective cornmentary on his 

personal experience. 

NARRATIVE METHOD 

The differences in mood and tempo brought out by the handling of 

"plot" and "time" in a nove l are emphasized by the writer's choice of 

narrative method. The plot of a story - that is, the structure of action 

as it is actually presented to the reader - depends on the point of view. 

According to Sir Percy Lubboek, "the whole intricate question of method, in 

the craft of fiction, [is] governed by the question of point of view - the 

question of the relation in which the narrator stands tu the story. ,,32 

While this staternent perhaps exaggerates the point, and should irnmediately 

he tempered with reference to the inter-related nature of the various 

techniques of fiction, it is nevertheless true that the novelist's choice 

of narrative rnethod can vitally affect the unit y, emphasis and coherence of 

his work. The point of view - the choice of the teller of the story - is a 

question of the greatest importance for any piece of fiction since the 

point of viewaffects the whole story, including the reader's reception of 

it. 

In fiction, as soon as we encounter a first-person narrator, we are 

conscious of an experiencing loind whose views of events cornes between us 

and the events themselves. As Wayne Booth points out in The Rhetoric of 

Ficti on, i t is important for the cri tic to make distinctions between the 

man who writes the book (author), the man whose attitudes shape the book 

(implied author), and the man who communicates directly with the reader 
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(narrator).33 In works told by a first-person narrator, "the narrator is 

often radically different irom the irnplied author who crea tes him. ,,34 In 

The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth goes on ta explain that, in any reading 

experience, there is an irnplied dialogue among author, narrator, the other 

characters, and the reader. 35 The critic, rnaintains Booth, must gauge 

carefully the variations of distance between these several contributors ta 

the reading experience. For practical cri ticism, of the sort intenjed in 

this introduction, probably the most important kind of distance ~" that 

between the fallible or unreliable narrator and the irnplied author who 

carries the reader with hirn in judging the narrator. As Booth points out, 

a narrator can be said to be reliable "when he speaks for or acts in 

accordance with the norrns of the work (which is to say, the implied 

author's norrns), unreliable when he does not.,,36 If, as in the case of 

Mona Lisa's Lover, the narrator is discovered to be untrustworthy, then the 

total effect of the work he relates to the reader is transforrned. 

Although the reader is sometimes able to trust Francesco's narration 

of facts and events, at tirnes he is an unreliable narrator whose 

reflections and reasonings should be questioned and qualified. Oftentimes, 

Francesco clairns to be virtuous, while the author shows his vices in the 

things he does (his repeated assertions of indifference toward Salai, of 

love for Lisa, and of respect for Leonardo, for example, are belied by rnany 

of his actions). This creates an ironie "gap" in the work, which derives 

from the distance between the narrator and the irnplied author. Because of 

this ironie gap, strong dernands are made on the reader's powers of 

inference. Francesco is quite often deliberately deceptive. Yet, he is 

also at tirnes almost alarrningly honest in his self-revelations. He is an 

amiable, if sornetimes conternptible narrator who sirnultaneously displays 

both a grievous lack of sensitivity and great depth of feeling. Thus, it 

is difficult to deterrnine exactly to what degree Francesco is fallible. 

The reader views his alternate evasions and self-justifications, and judges 

the narrator as the story progresses and the evidence supporting and 

repudiating Francesco' s view of things piles up. At the end of the novel, 

aIl the prior events are qualified by the final drarnatic dialogue. At this 

point, an overall reassessment is dernanded on the part of the reader in 

order to put into perspective the preceding actions. 
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When reading Mona LisaIs I~ver, the reader is compelled, in a greater 

or lesser degree throughout the work, to take issue with Francesco and, in 

taking issue, is (hopefully) drawn more deeply into the story. The use of 

an unreliable narrator such as Francesco is a fairly simple device for 

provoking what we ma}' .::all "rE'ader participation." It is a technique used 

to make the reader do sorne of the interpreting himself, for drawing him 

into the inside of the story by making him discover meaning. As one cri tic 

points out, "the reader .•. entering the dramatization as stener, finds 

hirnself collaborating in the actualization of the objective situation which 

the tale embodies.,,37 It is the reader himself, then, who becomes the 

maker of meaning. He must ask what the narrator knows not merely of the 

action, but of the rneaning of the action. Francesco, for example, does 

not, at times, entirely comprehend the events which he relates. Thus, the 

meaning of the story is understatedi the full significance is not made 

explicit, but must be inferred by the reader from the many clues offered 

throughout the work. 

As weIl as providing a device for creating irony in a work of fiction, 

the appropriate choice of a first-person narrator may also allow a certain 

naturalness of exposition to be gained. In Mona LisaIs Lover, for example, 

we need to know sornething about the world of Renaissance Florence. If that 

information were given in the third-person, the burden of mere exposition 

would be more apparent. As it is, Francesco can more or less casually and 

incidentally give us a fairly complete notion of his worldi he can feed in 

the expository material without making us feel that it is labelled, for it 

is part of his life. 111US, the presence of a first-person narrator 

introduces naturally into a novel a device for selectivity. Since the 

narrator can tell only what he has obsenred, heard, or reasonably surmised, 

a considerable body of material from the hypothetical underlying action is 

not available to him. As one Critlc notes, "if, for a particular story, 

the narrator is well chosen, then the deletions he must make will seem 

natural, and the selections significant. ,,38 This means to say that the 

scale of treatrnent of events can be controlled in terms of the narratorls 

presence - he tells the story in his mm way, he makes the emphasis. 

As weIl as being a first-person narrative, Mona LisaIs Lover is also 
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a confessional monologue. As confessional monologue, the novel offers the 

''l'' as penitent "experiencing in inmediacy or in recollection sorne night of 

the soul and striving towards self-knowledge as a means of redemption.,,39 

In her book, The Only Teller, the critic Hetty Clews astutely notes that 

the confessl0nal monologue is not so much a recollection or a record as an 

inquiry into the meaning of personal experience: 

The confessional monologue springs from the need to explore and 
to share the most private places of a suffering psyche and, there
fore, forros itself around the question of individual identity and 
concomitant questions of responsibility. "WhSOarn I?" resolves itself 
into "Could l have been, or done, otherwise'?" 

Clews goes on to note that, given this center of self-searching, there are 

two defining characteristics of the confessional mode in monologue. One is 

a prlnciple of selection: 

In the confessional monologue the speaker appears to create his 
own design. He makes his choices and defines them as he speaksi 
he considers certain events and people only as th~y are important 
to his soul-searchingi he traces and retraces r.is past only as it 
impinges on his presenti he examines those compulsions that seem 
to have shaped his decisions; and in aIl of this he continually 
aCknOWleg~es, and frequently expounds upon, his own selective 
process. 

The second distinguishing mark of the confessional monologue is "the 

expressed need for a "significant other in the listener, through whorn 

purgation, if not absolution, may be achievE'd. ,,42 

Mona LisaIs Lover bears both of these distinguishing marks of the 

confessional monologue. Speaking always from a condition of guilt and 

sUffering, Francesco is intensely aware of the confession he is creating, 

and he consciously evaluates his success or failure at his task of 

achieving personal redemption. He refers directly to his audience only 

twice throughout the book. The first time is at the beginning of Part II, 
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when he ta1ks about "[setting] down [his] history for all men to see" (Mona 

Lisa's Lover, p.35), and the second tim€ is at the very end of the novel, 

when he expresses the "hope ... that impulsive lovers who one day read these 

words will understand [his] life, and learn forbearance from [his] story." 

(Mona Lisa's Lover, p. 205). Yet, as he attempts ta create sorne kind of 

order out of painful and disordered experiences, Francesco implicitly 

invites readers to consider the cornplex prospect of his pasto 

As Clews points out, "confessianal heroes, e-'q)loring uncharted depths 

within thernselves, are ... driven to an experimental method - the only method 

which conforrns to the subj ect of ernergent self -understand ing. ,,43 Sa, for 

exarnple, in Mona Lisa 1 s Lover my narrator 1 s expressions of doubt, anger, 

regret and frustration proceed through increasingly intense stages of 

anguished introspection as he tries to corne ta grips with his past in order 

to face the future. AJthough he chooses the cornparatively orderly forrn of 

the chronicle or history to tell his story, Francesco is thrice driven to 

reveal drearns which, though difficult for hirn to explain, are a very 

important part of his confession. Although he tries to keep the sequence 

of his reflections under conscious control, his unconscious desires often 

dominate his restraint and campel him to reveal that which he would rather 

conceal. Nevertheless, despite Francesco's occasional experirnents with 

narrative rnethod, ~ona Lisa's Lover ultirnately has the shape of a carefully 

constructed rnemoir which requires the reader ta see with the eyes of the 

speaker, to know what he knows of sUffering, and to realize with hirn the 

meaning of the human cO:ldition. 

CHARACI'ERlZATION 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, Francesco is bath the first-person narrator and 

protagonist of the story. As the leading figure, bath in terms of 

importance in the story, and in t.errns of his abili ty to enlist the reader 1 s 

interest and sympathy, Francesco - whose cause is at tirnes heroic while at 

others ignoble - is the key dynamic character in the novel. 
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While Francesco is the central figure of the story, there are four 

other main characters who play important roles. These characters are: 

Mona Lisa Giocundo - the woman Francesco desiresi Salai - Francesco's rival 

apprentice and main antagonisti Leonardo da Vinci - Francesco's briIIiant 

though eccentric masteri and the merchant Giocundo the weaithy and 

ruthless husband of Mona Lisa. Each of these rna}n characters represents a 

fusion of the universai and the particular. They are archetypal characters 

who reveal their true natures when driven by love, hatred, fear, ambition, 

and despa ir . 

Mona Lisa's Lover aiso contalns a host of minor characters. While the 

major characters in the novei 

three-dimensional figures, the minor 

are intended 

characters tend 

to be .. rounded Il , 

ta be more fIat, 

two-dimensional figures who serve the major characters and enhance plJt and 

theme. The minor characters in the novel are: Ma::: ia - Mona Lisa' s loyal 

rnaid-servanti the wasp-like Florentine and the bcdr-like Emilio - servants 

ta Giocundoi and Angelica, the child of Francesco and Lisa. There are also 

severai historical figures ln the work. These include: Fra Girolarno 

Savonarola - d fundarnentalist preacheri Signor Niccolo Machiavelli a 

well-meaning, though anardüstic poli tical agi tator; and King Charles of 

France - the pathetic war-lord, conqueror of the djvided state3 of Italy. 

The final important minor character in the novel is the old rag-vendor 

",oman, who serves both as a choral figure, cornrnenting on the action, and 

also as a confidant figure, to wh0m the protagonist feels cornpelled ta 

express his innerrnost thoughts. 

Although, in exarnining a novel, no one technique 

isolation from 211 the other techniques which 

can 

combine 

be studied in 

ta croate the 

completed whole, professional critics and cornmon readers alike are inclined 

to emphasize the role of characterization. This is probably due to the 

fact that our invoivement with the characters of a novel lies at the core 

of our reading experience. Character is but a single elernent in the 

imaginative staternent made by the whole novel. Yet, the reader must be 

made interested in the affairs of the characters presented, or the nove l 

will inevitably fail, no matter how weIl the author executes other 

techniques. The reader must care about the characters in a novel as hurnan 
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beings, though, of course, he realizes that the figures in a novel are 

different from people in real life in that they serve interests directly 

connected ta the art forro by virtue of \vhich they have their existence. 

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster rightly reminds us that "Homo 

Fictus" is a totally different species from "Homo Sapiens.,,44 "Homo 

Fictus" is deprived of a great many ordinary human characteristics because 

these are not relevant ta the novelist's design. His function is "ta (lct 

in unison with other narrative elernents as a vehicle for the expression of 

the author's personal vision of life.,,45 In arder ta Ce effective, 

characters in a work of fiction must be symbolic. However, while the 

novelist' s figures are "abstractions whose principle functiùn is ta 

complete a structural or verbal pattern,,46, in the end, we recognize the 

true novelist by thp strength with which his realization of the actual 

world and of human individuality trium?hs over his abstract speculations. 

The novelist must have the capaci ty li terally ta "embody" ideas in 

character. In the case of the historical novel, this means that he must 

also have the ability ta derive the individuality of characters from the 

historical peculiarities of their age. Yet, jdeas Must always be 

dernonstrated through the experience and suffering of ordinary human beings. 

The writer must foeus not on abstractions, but on individual experience. 

In arder for a story ta be moving, charaeters must "f i t in a moral 
. ,,47 . .. .. .. unlverse , but also be Invested wIth humanIty. As the crItIc MIrIam 

Allott points out, "the abstraction must be made credible and significan~, 

which means it ceases ta be a mere abstraction. ,,48 

Ta give life ta the characters in Mona Lisa's Lover, I combined th~ee 

fundamental rnethods of characterization: ( 1) exp li ci t presentation of 

character through direct exposition illustrated by action; (2) presentation 

of characters in action, wi th lit tle or no exp li ci t eornnent by the 

narrator, in the expectation that the reader will be able ta deduce the 

attributes of the actor from the actions; and (3) the represent~tion from 

within my narrator and protagonist of the impact of actions and emotions 

upon nis inner self, with the expectatlon that the reader will corne ta a 

clear understanding of the attributes of this charactl?r. Through my use of 

these n~thods of characterization, I have tried ta invest the symbolic 
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figures in rny novel with a sufficient degree of humanity that their 

behavior will carry conviction for modern readers. 

As Allott rightly remarks, "the novelist's argument ... proceeds from 

the value of 'the rnarvellous' to the necessity of rnaintaining 

veri simil i tude and consi stency in his characters' behavior. ,,49 'The wri ter 

Œlst attempt to strike a balance between the uncornmon and the ordinary so 

as, on the one hand, to give interest, on the other to give reality. As 

Allott points out, this question of "probability" of character is really a 

question of striking a balance between romance and realisrn: 

There is required ct sufficient degree of the marvellous to excitf". 
attentioni enough of the rnanners of real life to give an air of 
probability to the wgéki and enough of the pathetic to engage the 
heart in its behalf. 

In giving his work "enough of the pathetic to engage the heart in its 

behalf", the uri ter must, of course, avoid the pitfalls of melodrarna. The 

interaction of characters in a novel should create hurnan interest but, at 

the sarne time, the novelist must avoid saccharine sentirnentality if he 

hopAs to be taken seriously. Tnis is not ta say that the writer should not 

strive to i nvo Ive his reader's ernotions as he portldys the lives of his 

characters for, as Allott points out, "in the great work, we surrender our 

ernotions for reasons that leave us with no regrets, no inclination to 

retract, after the irnnediate spell is past.,,51 

An important rnethod which the novelist rnay use to crea te char~cters 

who are convincing enough to enlist the reader's interest is to invest thern 

with a plausible mixture of good and bad. In Mona Lisa's Lover, for 

exarnple, Francesco and Salai represent extrernes of virtuous and licentious 

behavior, but bath conta in traits which qualify these extrernes. Francesco 

is by no rneans consistently Hell-meaning, and Salai is by no ITEans 

constantly reprehensible. However, happenings such as sudden conversions 

are avoided in the novel, since actions perforrned must be bath "in 

character", that is psychologically credible, and also probable in terrns of 

the work as whole. Thus, while l explored freely the nature of rny 
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characters, l was 'Ilary not to rnake thern either toc goOO or toc bad, or 

suddenly to change their essence. This was done in accordance 'vi th 

Aristotle, who notes that, "in 

should always airn at either 

the portraiture of character, the poet 

the necessary or the probable. ,,52 For this 

reason, l tried ta make InY characters appear ta evalve naturally, withaut 

heavy-handedness on the part of the author. 

DIALOOUE 

One 

is the way 

through 

of the most important rnethùds of character revelation in a novel 

in which characters talk. Since chrlracters exist largel.' 

their speech, dialogue is a rich resource for dramatic 

presentation. An effective way of conveying a sense of individual identity 

is to give each character a different way of putting words together. In 

Mona Lisa' s Lover, for example, 'vhile aIl the characters speak in a manner 

which hints at an Italian idiorn, they aIl have individualistic ways of 

using words. Francesco, thnl.lgh able to e..xpress hirnself well enough in his 

own fashion, tends ta be rather shy and stumbling in his speech. 

COl""ersely, the quick cadences of Salai' s speech convey exuberance. 

Through their speech, Leonardo and Lisa are shown te have raLher reserved 

and rnysterious personalities. The final main character in the navel, the 

rnerchant Giocundo, has the calculated vocabulary of a businessman. Yet, 

even he reveals his essential nature through his use of words. 

The way each character in 3 novel speaks is important because, in 

order to be convincing, the '\vr i ter must have hi s characters speak "in 

character. " The novelist 1 s use of dialogue irnports into his work sornething 

of the drarnatist's discipljne and objectivity. Its authenticity depends, 

as it does in the theater, on an adjustment of the "real" and the 

"stylized." 

his dialogue, 

As Anthony Trollope ,vrites, the novel-writer, in constructing 

must steer between absolute accuracy of language - which 
would give to conversation an air of ;;-edantry, and the 
slavenly inaccuracy of ordinary talkers - ,vhich, if followed 



c 

c. 

19 

closely, would offend 1::' an appearance of grimace, - 50 as 
to produce upon the ear of his readers a sense of reali ty • Il 53 

In a novel, there are basically two ways to present character, 

directly, wlth a summary of traits and characteristics, or drarnatically, 

through dia: 19Ue and action. As Wayne Booth notes, "direct presentation, 

even sumnary presentation, may be properlyand effectively used.,,54 The 

danger of direct presentation, however, is that it tends to forfeit the 

vividness of drarna and the reader's imaginative participation. Direct 

presentation ,verks best, as Booth remarks, "with rather flat and typical 

characters, or as a means to get rapidly over 

t . 1 ,,55. h . .. ma erla s. When l t comes to t e slgnlflcant scenes 

more 

of the 

perfunctory 

story, the 

writer is weIl advised ta djscard summary in favor of dramatic 

presentation. The novelist'f. task, after all, is to crea te scenes for the 

reader's imaginative participation. 

The need for dramatic vividness in a novel naturally compels the 

writer to use dialogue as a technique to help crea te the very pace of the 

story. It is important for the ,..,riter to decide carefully when to 

summarize traits or events, when to describe directly, and when to allow 

the character to express his feelings through dialogue and action. As 

Booth justly notes, "artistry lies not in adherence to any one supreme 

manner of narration, but rather, in the writer's ability to order various 

forros of telling in the service of various forros of showing.,,56 In the 

composition of Mona Lisa's Lover, much time and thought went into deciding 

what to dramatize fully, and what to curtail, what to summarize and what to 

heighten. Though it is impossible to apply abstract rules to determine 

when any one method took precedence, generally speaking, individual 

chapters tended to proceed from "preparation" to "scene." In the 

preparation, the reader is taken into Francesco's inner life and made to 

assist in the ~~rious processes which guide his feelings and thoughts. 

Consequently, when we arrive at the scene itself, the reader ts in a 

position "to savor the full irony of conversational hesitations, 

suppressions, wilful distortions 

appreciate the nature of the 

precipitate.,,57 

and unwitting misapprehensions, and ta 

fresh developrnents which these will 
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SETl'I~ 

In her book entitled Novelists on the N0vel, Miriam Allott irrites: 

The artistic self-consciousness which compels the novelist to 
make "things of truth ll from IIthings of fact" by adjusting them 
to their new contex+. has gradually seen to it that the backnround 
and setting of IIscene ll is as integéal to design as plot, characters, 
dialogue and narrative technique. 

Here, Allott makes a point wi th which, in th\? light of my mm recent 

experience in novel writing, 1 readily agree. For, during the early stages 

of the creation of Mona Lisa's Love~, l discovered that it was very wrong 

indeed ttJ regard the setting t;[ my story as merely decorative bdckground. 

l discovered that, if it were going to function as an integral part of the 

novel's design, my setting would have to serve the dual purpose of 

providing the physical medium in which the characters move, as weIl as 

iding significance to the book through its power to evoke atmosphere and 

o reflect symbolically on other elements. I saw ~hat my setting ,,,ould 

have 1.-0 be made lIexpressionistic", if it were going to reveal characte!", 

advance plot, and reinforce theme. Thus, l attempted to make my setting 

cohere with the other components in the design so that the reader would 

have both the sense of living in a "real ll creat9d world - of seeing, 

hearing, smelling, touching and tasting an authentic environment - and the 

sense that the setting is not merely Il background 1 ,but contains a 

significance beyond the realm of mundane IIrealism". 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, the importance of the interplay of setting with 

other elements in the novel is established right from the opening pages. 

In this book, l attempted to create a vivid, memorable setting which 

appeals to the reader 1 s senses, but ,,,hich should not be judged simply in 

terms of realistic accuracy, but rather in ~erms of what it accomplishes 

for the novel as a whole. While it is true that the creation of my setting 

was often inspired by a personal delight in the imaginative reconstruction 
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of the world of Renaissance Florence, it was never ,:,elegated to the 

position in which it became ":)rimarily a method for the display of 

descriptive powers in fine writing. ,,59 From the outset of the book, "[ 

determined that description of setting should never be used as an end unto 

i tself. l saw that thn pÎling up of details for their own sake would te 

tedious and irrelevant. For this reason, l alivayr tried to select the 

significant items for presentation. When describing setting, l tried to 

create a world which is recognizable, and which is rendered vividly, but l 

avoided superfluous, merely picturesque detail. 

In Mona Lisa's Lover, description of setting is often syrnbolically 

related -:'0 the t.heme of the story. The settings of many of the scenes can 

be accepted at a straight, r<:!alistic level but, to the perceDtive reader, 

they should appear as syml:xJlic also. 1 tried to create rny novel so that it 

would be vi vid wi th a sense of place and character but, at the same time, l 

realized that it was necessary to select and conventionalize those parts of 

the setting which rnost strongly appealed to rny imagination, for the purpose 

of strengthening the effect of my novel' s over-all design. Thus, specific 

settings were chosen tx:>th for their potential to provide a reaJ.istic 

milieu, and for their capacity to produce symbolic reverberations. The 

ini tial choice of the ci ty of Renaissance Florence as the main setting for 

the novel provides a physical, cultural and symlxJlic location in which the 

story unfolds, and the choice of settings for particular scenes -

Leonardo' s studio, the Great Market Square, the rich merchants' quarter, 

the park on the outskirts of the poorer quarter, and the Ponte Trinita, for 

example, - provide the locales in which the characters move. Tt is only by 

rendering these specifie .locales vividly that the walled city itself can be 

brought to life and be made ta appear symbülic - as a metaphor with 

m'li versaI connotations. 

STYLE 

The style of a novel is rather a difficul.t quality to define with 

exactitude. In its most general sense, it can be said to te "the manner in 
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which t.he words of a novel are arranged in order to best express the 

indi viduali ty of the author and the ideas and intent in the author 1 s 

rnind. ,,60 For, certainly, "the best style, for any gi ven purpose, is that 

which rnost nearly approxima tes a perfect adaptation of one's language to 

one 1 s ideas. ,,61 Yet, this defini tion remains a bit vague. To be sure, in 

i ts broadest sense, style must be considered ta be the overa] l approach 

which the writer takes in dealing with his rnatori rtl, but specifie elements 

of a work must first be considered as corn};X)nent parts of a wri ter 1 s 

indi vidual style if Lhe cri tic j s to define ~vi th any precision what 

distinguishes one author 1 s method of presentation f.com that of another. 

The way in which the writ?r arranges his ideas is the most fundamental 

structural element in his style. In 'viona Lisa 1 s Lover, l organized rny 

rnaterial both wi thin an historical framework and wi thin the framework of 

the five stages of well-built tragedy. Yet, while staying within these 

perimeters, l used my imagination to develop a method of presentation which 

was specifically adapted to the kind of effect which l was trying to 

achieve. Guided by the idea that historical accuracy was of secondary 

Importance to aesthetic form, l attempted to crea te a work of art which, 

when finished, would be a whole greater than the sum of its parts. 'TItis l 

did by carefully planning the narrative so that the dynamic tension between 

all parts of the artistic structure rnake i t analogous ta an organisme 

Whatever "life" the novel has i3 c18rived from the tension between the 

various parts. 

As weIl as being the way in ,,,hich the wri ter arranges his ideas, style 

is al30 the means by which he displays his feeling for the possibilities of 

language. If the novelist hopes to crea te lia web at once sensuous and 

logical, an elegant and pregnant te.xture,,62, he must:. eraft language with 

infini te care. This implies that he must have the capaci ty for 

self-criticism whieh allows him to produee a fiction ,.,hich is workmanlike, 

intelligible, and free from clichés and gramnatieal mistakes. Yet, it also 

irnplies ~lch more. It implies that he must make very conscious decisions 

about what sort of diction to use; about how to structure sentences; and 

about how to use image and metaphor. This is aIl necessary because, as 

Joseph Conrad eloquently ~~ites: 
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It is only through an unremitting never-discouraged care for the 
shape and ring of sentences that an approach can be made to 
plastici ty, to colour, and that the light of magic suggesti veness 
may be brought t06~lay for an evanescent instant over the conmonplace 
surface of words. 

In Mona Lisa' s Lover, l took great care to construct well-made 

sentences, to choose diction 1vhich was appropriate for the voices of the 

narrator and of the other characters, and to use images and metaphors in 

keeping with the setting and therœ of the work. Yet, aIl the while, l also 

tried to remember that tao much style is, in i tself, a pi tfall to be 

avoided. l strove towdrds the "art which eonceals art. ,,64 l tried to 

inv8st IllY prose with vitality by keeping it, for the most part, simple and 

clear. Although, at tirnes, 1 aspired to 'Irrite a subtly "poetie prose", for 

the most part 1 concentrated on keeping the narrative intelligible and 

hannonious. 

THEME 

The theme of a novel is the central or dominating idea found in the 

work. It is IIthe abstract concept which is made eoncrete through its 

representation in person, action, and image. ,,65 In other 1vords, theme is 

what is made of the topie 'Ivhich the artist chooses to write about, and it 

is the comment on the topie that is implied by the story. The writer must 

always keep his theme in mind, and use the other techniques of fiction as 

the means by which he expresses his chosen subjeet. When aU is said and 

done, thl?'l'\e is the essential redson for a story' s existence. The a :ti tude 

toward l.fe which the story embodies - its portrayal of human experie'1ce 

is of cer,tral importance to i ts significance as a work of art. 

In a novel, the representation of human experience always involves, 

direetly or indirectly, sorne corrrnent on values and human conduet, on good 

and bad, on the true and the false. Tt always involves sorne conception of 
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what the human place is in the world. Mter reading a novel, one is always 

left with the question: "What does it a1l add up to? What does it rnean?" 

We like to observe a story working i tself out ta a uni ty. As Cleanth 

Brooks notes, "just as we instinctively dernand the logic of cause and 

effect, the logic of motivation in fiction, sa ive dernand that there be a 

logic of theme - a thematic structure into which the various elements are 

fi tted and in terms of which they achieve uni ty. ,,66 Brooks also goes on 

to note that "it is not any moralizing aspect of therne that cornes first to 

rnind; it is the structural necessity.,,67 He rightly reminds us that "if 

there is no satisfactorily developed theme, all our other interests, no 

matter how intense they may be, tend ta evaporate. ,,68 

In accordance with these critical ideas about therne, when writing Mona 

Lisa's Lover, l tried ta crea te a work which evokes a sense of an 

independent world in which characters act and are acted upon, and which, as 

one event leads ta another, compels the reader ta become more and more 

aware of the significance of the Vlhole. This is to say, l attempted to 

write a novel in which the reader gradua1ly senses a developing theme. The 

attitude toward life which ~s consistently developed throughout my novel is 

perhaps most easily deterrnined by looking at the pattern of the plot and 

seeing what significant repeti tians appear. The motifs in the novel are 

al.L intended ta lead the reader tc-;.,rard a perception of the theme. Als(', 

the final chapter is of crucial significance ta the theme of the ,vhole, 

since, 'vhile it follows logica1ly from the body of the story, it works 

retrospectively to put the rest of the novel in a wider moral perspective. 

Mona Lisa 1 s Lover is, at least ta a large degrœ, an open-ended work. It 

dernands that the reader carefully consider the tone of the narrative, and 

i t demands that he be attentive to irony. Only through paying attention to 

these facets of the work will the reader be able to discern the novel ' s 

intended significance. 

Mona Lisa 's Lover was writtcn to teach as weIl as ta delight, but the 

book does not end wi th a nea t moral tag. In fact, the novel avoids 

focusi1.g narrowly upon a single, particular meaning, but rather strives to 

reflect the ambiguities ')f the human condition and of the uni verse i tself • 

In this book, l illustra te the classic themes of love, loneliness, revenge, 



c 

--------- --- ----------------

25 

betrayal and self-discovery. Yet, no definitive, unqualifiable conclusions 

are reached. In Mona Lisais Lover, goOO and evil are interfused, and th'Ï.s 

is the main theme. 'TIrroughout th~ work, l try to allow meaning to arise 

out of paradox and arnbigui ty. This approach to novel-,vri ting was taken 

because, as in the case of Nathaniel Hawthorne, 

the author ... considered it hardly worth his while ... relentlessly 
to impale the story wi th i ts moral ... as oy s ticking a pin through 
a butterfly ... thus at once depriving it of lif69 and causing it to 
stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude. 

In planning the composition of Mona Lisa 1 s lover, my o. j ect was to ask 

questions, not to solve them. Certainly, the work has a moral purpose, 

but, in meeting that purpose, it atternpts to convey a more natural truth 

than that which can œ achieved by stern didacticism. In writing this 

novel, l tried to maintain artistic detachment. l wanted to show that life 

is so cornplex that no one ever triumphs unambiguc.usly. l saw that the 

1vriter ' s responsibility was "ta engage the reader 'vith a shared reality, 

which crea tes in him expectations and values, sympathies and repulsions, 

appropriate ta tl.e comprehension of t~at reality. ,,70 To this end, l 

created a work with a theme complex enough that the reader will be forced 

to respond to the 'vùrld which is being presented to him. l want him to 

judge, estimate and evaluate what is being urged on him. 

In a very real sense, Mona Lisais Lover portrays Francesco's passage 

from adolescence to maturity. It illustrates his growth into an artist and 

humanist in a world robbed of faith as a guiding principle of life. Yet, 

the meaning of the work is arnbiguous. Upon completion of the book, the 

reader will hopefuJly feel compelled to ask: "What ex?ctly has the 

protagonist learned?" If the reader finds the only answer possible is that 

Francesço has learned that the truth about life is not simple t'J pin down, 

hopefully he will not be disappointed. If he sees that the only view which 

the novel offers i8 that the moral world is a murky place, hopefully he 

will not feel defrauded, b ..... t rather take a cri tical interest in the 

ambigui ty which the cornbinations and conflicts of interests in the work 
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imply. Finally, if the reader discavers that it is difficult to judge any 

of my characters as wholly admirable or wholly contemptible, hopefully he 

will not feel disquieted, but rather judge the w'Ork by the success it 

achieves in i ts goal of portraying a world in which moral choices are 

equivocal. 
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MONA LISA' S LOVER 

PART l 

CHAPI'ER 1 

If l could only rernember how it aIl began, remember it from the very 

beginning, perhaps i t would help me now. Once memories have been ordered, 

then surely the rest beoomes much simpler. 

It must be nearly a whole year ago now that my life's trouble began. 

It was early one hot spring morning. l was mixing the paints for my 

master's palette - carefully blending the smooth, chalky white and bloody 

black pigments in the way l know is to his satisfaction - when Salai 

bounded into the studio. He was singing one of those vulgar drinking songs 

he always sings 50 loudly when our master is away. He learns them from the 

ruffians he drinks and gambles with aIl night. The night before last he 

tried to sneak back from one of their filthy wine cellars after curfew, 

but the night-watch patrol caught him hiding in the shadows of the city 

wall, and my master had to go to the jail in the morning and pay for his 

release. It is not the first time that Salai has caused trouble, but my 

master only ever gives him an insincere scolding and then laughs, saying 

"Ab, Salai! You were born a devil and will most certainly die a devil' s 

death. Il 

My master always forgives Salai. He loves Salai more than aIl the 

others. He says that Salai is the most beautiful young man in aIl of 

Florence. l love only my lady, Lisa, yet l cannot help but feel ready to 
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explode wi th rage when l think that my rnaster, a man of most remarkable 

abilities and capable of the most delicate perceptions of life and beauty, 

should be unable to discern the stupidity of his handsome Apollo. l know 

that Salai is a thief, a liar, and a glutton, but my master knmls only his 

own sweet Salai. 

It is true that l am not a beautiful young man like Salai. l am plain 

anr'I long-faced. l have a too-big nose and my eyes are so grey that they 

can only be described as colorless. Yet l am not jealous of Salai. That 

is a lie! Why should l be jealous of him with his fleshy lips and the 

muscles rny master so loves to draw? No, l am not j ealous of my master' s 

other apprentice. He is an oat. Still, l cannot bear it when he and my 

rnaster are together. Tt is al"rays "today l have five florins for Salai to 

buy a new shirt" or "here are three gold ducats which Salai said he w-anted 

for a pair of rose-colored hose wi th their trirrming. " l cannot bear 

Leonardo's affection for his Salai. He is sharneless to play with Salai the 

garne in the behind that Florentines love so much, yet l am powerless to 

tell my feelings tu my rnaster. l have only my Lisa to confide my secrets 

to, and now she is gone from me. 

My Lisa is lost to me! 

back to that first day, the day 

Salai came into the studio, 

mixing the paints, refusing to 

My thoughts stray too easily. l must think 

it aIl began. Yes, and sa it was that 

singinÇJ his filthy song while l sat working, 

look up and acknowledge his presence, but 

Salai can never let himself be ignored. His clumsy hand fell on my 

shoulder. 

"Francesco, the rnaster is not here. Why do you work this morning?" he 

said. 

"No, Salai, our rnaster is not here, but l choose to work. l must 

prepare this palette for when he returns. He will arrive soon," l said. 

"No, you are wrong, my friend," said Salai. "The maestro sent me to 

tell you that he will not return until late today. He has been to the hot 

baths and is now on his way to the hospital San Dominico. They have given 

hirn another corpse to cut apart. That knave who was hanged yesterday. Ah, 

i t was a glorious hanging! He will be in bits before long!" 

"It is for the sake of science that our rnaster investigates the hurnan 
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will you ever learn that, Salai?" l said, putting down the 

"But why didn' t you hurry back ta tell me this? These paints 

will be ruined by the time Leonardo arrives. But tell me now, have you any 

other news?" 

"Yes ... Il said Salai, teasingly. 

"Well?" l said, but Salai didn' t continue. He is a prankster. He 

likes ta play tricks on people. My master, too, likes ta invent elaborate 

tricks to astonish people. My master's tricks are the workings of a 

powerful mind that cannot rest. One time he spent \veeks trying ta devise a 

way to make it thunder and ta make li~htening appear at the banquet hall of 

the Duke. My master was the guest of honour at the feast and he thought 

that thunder and lightening would be a fitting accompaniment to his 

entrance. In the end he \~s Qis~raced because he could find no way to make 

either thunder or lightening. He had wasted all his time and had not 

fini shed the painting which the Duke had commissioned and was ta be 

presented to the court during the feast. Sal~i's tricks, however, are 

nothing like ~y master's. They tao are often failuresi but much pettier 

failures. He is not bright enough ta try ta invent anything. He is merely 

a buffoon. 

And so Salai sauntered carelessly about the studio, waiting for me ta 

beg him for the message from my master. l watched him out of the corner of 

my eye. First he would walk over ta one painting, lift the cloth caver off 

it and, standing back to give the appearance of one appreciating the 

masterful technique that makes a work of art, nad his head approvingly. He 

would then put the cover back on and go ta another painting and repeat the 

whole spectacle. My master's studio is filled with unfinished paintings, 

sa Salai could have continued all day in this fashion. Yet, he was not 

really interested in the paintings, he was only trying ta force me to ask 

again for the news from my master. Saon he became sulky and gave up the 

pretence of being an art connoisseur. He knows l perceive that his 

interest lies not in art, but in adoration. He wants only to be looked 

upon as beautiful, he cares nothing for any beauty outside of himself. And 

sa he sauntered back over to where l was cleaning brushes in a pail of 

water. 

"Francesco, do you not want ta know the other news?" he said. 

"1 vTill not play your game, Salai," l said. "'rell me the message." 
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"1 would not try to keep the rnaster' S orders from you," said Salai, 

trying t.o look offended. "You had only to ask." 

"Tell me," l said. 

"Very well! You are to go to the home of Francesco Giocundo, the 

"lealthy silk merchant," said Salai. "That is the master's message." 

"But he must have said why l am to go there," l said. 

"You ask why?" said Salai, now with a sly grin on his lips. "You are 

to go there because at that house you will find a certain Florentine lady 

whom you are ta escort here. The master is to paint a portrait of her. 

Her narne is Mona Lisa." 

The name meant nothing to me at that time. It was only Salai who 

derived sorne childish excitement from the fact that l was ta escort a lady 

ta my master's studio. l thought nothing of it. It is not unusual for my 

master ta require me to do errands of diplomacy for him. He never orders 

Salai ta do such errands. Salai cannot be trusted to be civil. He is 

never diplomatie. And sa naturally I was the one who had been chosen ta 

escort Giocundo's wife, the lady Lis?, to my master's studio. 

After having cleaned my master's brushes, and 

morning tasks about the studio, l prepared to depart 

Francesco Giocundo, thinking at the time, "Why has 

completea my other 

for the home of 

that man my same 

Christian name, yet l have not his same earthly wealth?" Telling myself to 

be rid of such jealous thoughts, l put on my sandals and bru shed off my 

best cloak, which l reserve for times when l must present an image of 

well-being to public eyes. I then stepped out into the street. 

l began walking through the dusty, meandering streets of our quarter 

in the direction which leads to Giocundo's home. l knew that his home was 

built on the other side of the Great Market Square in the quarter where the 

richest merchants of Florence live. Giocundo's mansion is the grandest in 

the quarter. He is known throughout Florence as a man of enormous wealth 

and he has considerable influence over the city governors. He is said to 

be a Plan of fiery temper, wi thout mercy for his enemies. Then.. IS a story 

about Giocundo: When he was a much younç'er man he had a rival in the silk 

industry, a fellow named Zanobi di Cela. One season Giocundo was competing 
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with Zanobi for a cargo of rare silk worms which had just arrived by 

caravan from the Orient. The caravan was stopping for only one night in 

Florence. Giocundo was bargaining for the worms, but Zanobi's competition 

made the worm merchant keep the price very high. Giocundo was furious. 

The story ends with the mystery of Zanobi 's death. He and his new bride 

were found together in ted on the morning the caravan left. Bath their 

throats had been eut. It is not without guile that Giocundo has become the 

richest silk merchant in aIl of Florence. 

After my walk through the narrow, winding streets which lead from our 

quarter into the Great Market Square, it was sornething of a relief to be in 

the open space which the Square provides. Even so, the thick, ~Qtley 

throng of market people soon made me feel once more closed in by the city 

walls. l seldom venture into the streets of Florence. l prefer to stay 

and work in my master's studio. The crowded streets only remind me of my 

loneliness. l am a stranger here and so for me these city streets are 

filled with cOld, st0ney faces. 

And so it was that l pushed and jos"!.-led my way through the crowd that 

day. The Great Square was alive with the energy of a new spring season. 

There were aIl the usual merchants shouting the nature and the price of 

their wares: fishrnongers and poultry vendors, sellers of glassware and 

china, butchers with their whole suckling pigs to sell by the pound, and 

old peasant women selling the vegetables they had sold aIl their lives. 

There were also young peasant women with their baskets of chestnuts and 

pears. There were pilgrims on their way to Rome and pickpockets attracted 

by the large crowds and bulging purses. There were sellers of Mongol 

slaves from the Black Sea region and artis3ns from the neighboring 

villages. Prostitutes and their pimps, beggars and thieves, bankers and 

sorcerers - aIl these people found the source of their being in the life 

which made the Market Squar"' the pulsing heart of Florence. Bllt my blood 

does not flow from this same heart. l am a stranger in this city and l see 

the crowds wi th the eyes of a stranger. l cut my way through the life of 

the market crowd and continued my way to the horne of Giocundo. 

It was not long before l arrived. The sun was now high overhead and l 
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was hot from my walk through the dusty streets. The Giocundo servant-girl 

brought me water while l waited in the front hall for her mistress to 

appear. The hall was cool, with a lofty ceiling, great marble pillars and 

beautiful tapestries on the walls. It was the hall of a man who wishes his 

visitors to be awed by his wealth and fine taste. 

After waiting for a considerable arnount of tirne, just as l was 

beginning to become impatient with my forced idleness, l heard footsteps 

approaching down the hallway. A moment Iater, a young lady appeared. l 

stood and bowed to her. 

"You are to be my escort?" she asked. 

"I am," l replied. 

ilLet us depart, Il she said. 

l wondered irnrnediately why this enchanting young wornan was speaking in such 

an abrupt rnanner and why she seerned to be so upset. "What could be 

disturbing her?" l thought. She was such ë.. lovely young wornan, wearing a 

sim~le dress, with her dark brown hair falling in little curIs about her 

shoulders. "Her life should be filled with only happiness," l thought. 

Then l looked into her eyes, and l saw a tear - the tear that shall rernain 

forever frozen in my mind - as it fell to the cold marble floor. 
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CHAPTER 2 

l had no time to voice my concern at the young lady's distraught 

state. True enough, at that time it was not my place to inquire into the 

personal problems of a woman whom l had never met before. But that did not 

matter. Before l could collect my thoughts or ut ter a word, Giocundo's 

wife discreetly wiped away a lingering tear and motioned that we should 

depart. Although l had almost fully regained my outward composure after 

the initial shock of seeing Lisa's distress, my mind was racing with a 

flurry of questions. Even while l tried to convince myself that whatever 

was disturbing her was none of my business, l couldn't help but feel an 

interest in the affair. What has happened to upset her? l wondered. Does 

she know l saw the tears she tried to hide? Will the lady continue to try 

to conceal her aIl too obvious despair? Or will she try to find sympathy 

from whoever offers it, perhaps even from a complete stranger? 

As these questions formed in my mind, l realized that l was 

experiencing a strong surge of compassion for this woman who was suffering 

sorne mysterious pain. And then, looking at her shapely full figure as she 

drew he~ street cloak about her shoulders, l recognized, with not a small 

portion of astonishment, that my compassion was accompanied by another sort 

of emotion. 1~is emotion was felt as a surging flame burning deep in my 

loins. l understood with a strange mixture of surprise and horror that l 

was very strongly attracted to the wife of the wealthy and ruthless 

rnerchant, Giocundo. 

Obediently l followed the lady Giocundo out of the great house. We 

passed in silence through the court yard which separated the front of the 

mansion from the street. To the side of the court yard were rnanicured 

cypress and olive trees. The heat of the court yard paving stones burned 

through the hardened leather of my sandals. l mornentarily wished to be 
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back once again in the cool of Giocundo's hall. Then l remeffibered the task 

at hand. l turned my attention to Mona Lisa. 

l guided the laüy at a brisk walk through the hot, ernpty streets of 

the residential quarter. Though her cheeks were still flushed, she seerned 

content to be in the open street, away from the confining walls of 

Giocundo' s palace. Her tears soon stopped. Only an occasional sob 

betrayed the fact that she had been crying heavily for a long while. l 

deternlined that, before reaching the studio where Salai and perhaps my 

master also would be wai ting, l would engaç,e the lady Lis? in conversation. 

l hoped to gain sorne clue as ta what had upset her. AIso, l wanted ta 

establish myself as more than merely an anonymous escorte l wanted to 

prove that l was more than just the silent servant of Maestro Da Vinci. 

When, after a few moments, l spoke, rny voice startled the lady 

Giocundo. 

"Forgive me for intruding upon your meditations, Il l said. "But l have 

remarked that you are much upset by something. If there is anything l can 

do to ease your troubles, l would be honoured to be of service." 

Mona Lisa looked at me with curious, attentive eyes. She was squinting 

slightly because of the glare from the SUll. The air was utterly still. No 

breeze gave relief from the close, stifling heat. Only the measured rhythm 

of a blacksmith' s hammer from someivhere in the next block indicated that 

the city contained any life other than ourselves. As usual, Florence 

seemed empty al that tirne of day when her citizens rested in the cool 

interiors of their homes after the afternoon meal. Although l knew that in 

just another hour the streets would once again be crowded with people, at 

that moment there were only we two strangers walking in the mid-day sun. 

Arter having first addressed her, l waited a few moments for Lisa to 

speak. She walked on, however, as if ignoring the fact that l had spoken. 

l cleared my throat and spoke again. 

"If you share your troubles with someone, they will perhaps soon seem 

lighter, Il l sa id • 

Lisa hesitated, remaining silent for a minute. She looked at me with 
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a poisonous glare. She obviously did not appreciate rny attempt at 

confidential communication. 

"You are a rnost rnodest-Iooking young man, yet evidently you are 

capable of extravagant impertinence," she said. 

l knew that this was a crucial moment. l was faced with a critical 

choice. l could apologize for forgetting my proper place, beg the lady's 

forgiveness and implore her to say nothing about my conduct to her husband 

or my master. Alternatively, l could risk aIl and demand ~hat she speak 

honestly to me about whatever was distressing her. l decided to take the 

risk. Yet, l proceeded with caution. 

"Though l am only a humble servant, my lady, You ,vould do weIl to 

consider me also as... your friend," l said. 

"1 see no reason for friendship between us," she replied. 

"Must friendship alway.s be grounded in reason?" l asked. 

"No, perhaps not always," she answered. "And your offer is kind." 

Then in a soft voice, almost as if murmuring to herself, she added, "but do 

you promise never to be false?" 

Upon hearing this, l understood that, despite her aloofness and 

seeming arrogance toward me, this young woman craved compassion. She was 

reluctant to speak for fear that her confessions would be betrayed. 

"1 have only the deepest respect for your trust," l said. 

Mona Lisa gave me a quick, sidelong glance. But she sa id nothing 

irnmediately. 

For several minutes we walked on in silence. 

The noon heat burned. A lone market merchant driving a small donkey 

over-Iaden with bundles of cloth passed us, going in the opposite 

direction. The man's face was hidden by his hat brim which was pulled down 

to afford protection from the sun. Impatient to find shelter in the shade, 

the merchant beat the struggling dor.key on its tender underflanks with a 

wooden swi tch. He cursed their slow progress. The donkey fought 

desperately to obey the sharp cornmand of the whip, but he could not rnove 

any faster under the weight of his load. A trickle of blood dripped in the 

dust of the donkey's path as he plodded on and finally turned into a shaded 

sidestreet. 
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After the merchant and his donkey had passed, my attention was 

suddenly re-focused when Mona Lisa grasped my arm. With her hand tightly 

clutching me, she looked searchingly into my eyes. 

"1 am a prisoner in Giocundo' 5 house," she said. "1 will not return 

there." Startled J.;y this sudden revelation, l nevertheless tried to return 

the steady gaze of Lisa's eyes. But, somehow unable to endure their 

desperate quality, l soon lowered my own. 

1 now realized that while Lisa was risking much by talking openly with 

me, l too risked much by encouraging a relationship between us. Any deep 

involvement with this woman carried with it dangers which WOüld destroy the 

peace and stability of my life. l feared change. Suddenly l was terribly 

afraid of saying anything more which might prompt Lisa to reveal further 

secrets to me. l now wished to regain the anonymity which l had so very 

recently despised. l wanted to repel Lisa, yet l dared not. 1 knew that 

any attempt to retract my offer of friendship would seem a terrible insult. 

l had flattered Lisa 1 s vani ty. She was aware of her personal charms and 

not blind to their effect on me. Before l had a chance to say something 

which might have freed me from any further cornmitrnent, Lisa spoke again. 

"Do not misundersLand me," she said. "Giocundo has shown me great 

kindness. He protects me. Yet, although l am grateful to him, l can onl'l 

think of him as a horrible old man." 

"But you must remember tha t he is your husband," l said. 

"1 feel cl bond of loyalty, not as a wife to her husband, but as a 

slave to i ts master 1" she replied. "Until now 1 have despaired. l COlùd 

do nothing other than continue in mi~ery and servitude under Giocundo's 

roof. But now you have come." 

"But l have so lit tle to offer you," l replied. Il In place of the 

splendor of Giocundo's mansion, l have only a small loft room which l rent 

from Messer Da Vinci. 

"That does not matter," Lisa said. "Don 1 t you understand? Giocunda 

may be rich and respected, but l am rnuch tao poorly loved. If you promise 

ta lovp me, l will gladly forsake Giocundo's wealth for your affection." 

Not knowing what to reply, l walked on in silence. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Lisa was brooding when we arri ved at my rnaster 1 s studio. Perhaps she 

was angry because l had refused to reciprocate her sudden commitment of 

love. Ferhaps she was ashamed at having exposed her weakness. While l "ras 

interested to know precisely why Lisais mood had become so reserved and 

anxious (1 later learned that the reason was entirely different from 

anything l might have imagined), my most pressing concern was that she 

should not reveal the impropriety of my conduct to Maestro Da Vinci. As l 

opened the gate of the court yard which fronts my masterls studio and sets 

it back from the street, l was tempted to take bold of Lisais hand. 

However, l resisted this impulse. l was prepdring to re-adopt the role of 

servant to the genius, Da Vinci. 

The studio door was aj ar 1 half open. "Flease enter," l said, ushering 

Lisa before me. She entered hesitatingly, pausing in the threshold. lIed 

her dO~in the hall from the foyer. The cool darkness inside instantly set a 

contrasting rnood to the one which had developed during our ~dlk. Without 

the heat and glare of the sunls fierce rays, emotions seemed less urgent, 

less necessary. 

When we reached the doorway to Leonardols main studio, l saw him 

sitting at his worktable. He was bent over sorne project, studying with 

intense absorption. His appearance forbids interruption when he is at 

work. l stood and waited. In a moment he looked up. On his face, which 

is covered with deep furrows of old age, was the expression of profound 

thought. Maestro Da Vinci often seems lost in contemplation. Even just 

looking at a simple rock, he seems to see wonders. His is a world which 

does not admit the presence of other men. Often he orders Salai and me to 

leave the workshop when he must concentrate. We distract him. He tells us 

that when there is another person in the room he no longer feels alone. 
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And Leonardo often needs to be alone. l believe that he lS not happy in 

the world of men. Sometimes l think that he fears it, and that is w~y he 

prefers his loneliness. 

Eventually, after l had silently waited several minutes for Leonardo 

to acknowledge rny presence, l made a slight sound to attract his attention. 

He looked up from his work. As his eyes fell upon me, they slowly grew dim 

as they drained of whatever marvelous vision had held his imagination. His 

face, \lith its long, grizzled beard, regained its farniliar composure. 

"'Francesco, where have you been? Why are you standing there dumb? 

Have you something to report?" he asked, his voice strong, yet displaying 

its characteristic high, almost feminine tenor. 

"I have just returned from the Giocundo household, " l said. "I have 

brought Giocundo's wife here as you requested." 

"Ab, yeso That is fine," said Leonardo. "Bring her into the studio 

immediately. l will be ready to begin the painting in a few minutes. You 

will prepare the necessary oils. And bring rny new brushes from the tray in 

the back studio. Be quick about it! If we must paint rich men's wives to 

put bread on our table, let us at least do it swiftly!" 
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CHAPI'ER 4 

The interview that afternoon had been uncommonly brief. When Lisa 

entered the studio, rny master observed her. Re studied her face vii th a 

pensive gaze which became more and more contemplative, as though seeking 

something there. He stood up and went over to her. He lifted her chin 

wi th his long, slender forefinger. Lisa, rather than curtseying as is the 

custom of young Florentine ladies, stepped back and held out her hand. Rer 

eyes met Leonardo' s ",i thout fal tering • A curious, almost imperceptible 

srnile lvaS on }-1er lips. A strange spark of intimacy seerned tCJ pass between 

them. For an e.,.xtended moment, neither one spoke. Then Leonardo said: 

III see, Madam Giocundo, that you are a lady quite different from the 

usual procession of spoiled young wi ves who tramp through my studio in 

their powdered faces and gariEh finery. Your smile reflects a rnystery that 

intrigues me. Please tell me about yourself." 

"1 have little to tell, Messer Da Vinci,1I said Lisa. III am here at my 

husband' s cornmand. You are to execute the portrait which has been 

cornmission(d. 1 may then return to my daily life. l did not wish to corne 

here. Now -:'~at l am here, however, l see that my time may be spent in a 

fashion more interesting than l had anticipated. r have heard your talents 

as an artist are somewhat extraordinary; yet l wonder if you can capture 

the truths of my soul wi th your brushes and canvas." 

lIyou wish to mock the powe'::"s of my art, Madam, but you must su1:mi t to 

my will if l am to create a portrait which reflects your inner light and 

your darkness also. My painting shaH mirror your soul, and you will 

believe that my brush is the instru:nent of truth." 

IIWe shall see, Messer Da Vinci, Ilhether your words are mere shallow 

pools, or whether they promise something of interest. For now l am 

intrigued. l shall submit to your will and place my trust in you. But you 

must bê warned. You roay paint my face, but l shall guard closely the 

secrets of my soul." 
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After this brief dialogue, which l must admit perplexed me somewhat at 

the tirne, Leonardo abruptly cancelled the sitting. "We shall postpone 

beginning, " he sa id "to a more sui table day. Il He needed ta be more 

properly prepared. r was told to return the lady ta her home. 

The afternaon was now dra\ving ta a close. The sun was less fierce 

overhead, and at f irst i t appeared that the wëllk back to Giocundo 1 s ITlê îsion 

would be more cornfortable and less eventful than our earlier trip. Lisa 

held her reserve toward me, and l kept my eyes on the cracked red clay of 

the dusty road. Saon we neared the city center. We passed under the 

shadows of the Cathedral Santa Maria and the Medici Palace. Peasants with 

their empty \vooden push-carts ,vere travelling in the opposite direction. 

The market day was over and when \le reached the Great Square i t seerned 

almost deserted compared to the press of the earlier afternoon crowd. City 

street cleaners wi th huge iron buckets of steaming water were washing down 

the great slabs of pavement stone. The multitude of Florentines who 

swarrned to this core were by now in their homes, resting before the evening 

meal. The only reminder of the day' s long bartering was the browïlish 

stream of oozings from the bruised and discarded frui t w·hi("'~ had been 

trodden underfoot and now flmved into the run-off gutters. 

Immediately after we passed the staIl of the street dentist, \.,ho was 

packing the last of his worn instruments in the dirty felt wrapping~ to 

which they returned every evening, Lisa suddenly stopped. Something had 

caught her eye. She was looking deep in the midst of heaps of cloth which 

lay strewn in bundles on the counter of a rag-vendor' s cart. There sat a 

battered wire cage inside which perched a tiny 

mesrnerized. E"viden tly this ,li lapidated cart 

gOlden bird. 

belonged to 

Lisa stood, 

a squat old 

reasant wornan who was sitting beside i t on a small wooden staol. The 

woman 1 s gnarled hands were busily stitching a torn piece of black shawl as 

her sunken eyes watched us. Her tangled web of sil ver hair and her 

toothless grin warned me that she clearly was of that host of Florentine 

poor who are nourished or. a diet of too li ttle soup and tao mu ch cheap 

wine. r wished we were on our ,vay, but this was not to be. Just as r 
reached to turn Lisa toward the street, the old woman spoke to us. Sbe had 

a voice that was wheezing and cracked wi th age and dissipation. 
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"You are admiring my bird," she said. "l):) his feathers not shine like 

the sun? A pretty finch, my young ones. A perfect gift for lovers! At 

day 1 s end he will sing you to sleepi at dawn 1 s break he will wake you to 

joy. For a few sil ver florins you may buy this pretty finch to hold cupped 

in the palms of your hands. You will feel the pulse of i ts tiny heart, 

wonder at the softness of its feathers! It is a softness finer than silk. 

Secure the lady's love, good sir! Il said the old wornan, looking cunningly at 

me. '''l'his bird is a gift that will bring a SHeet song of freedom to your 

mistress 's chamber. Il 

Needless to say, l was astonished and embarrassed by the unwanted 

outburst of this chattering old woman. For her part, Lisa rnay have 

blushed, but her eyes remained hypnotized by the golden-yellow finch 

perched in its cage. From time ta tirne the bird would sing a short, pretty 

melody ana then fly about in a tight, frantic circle. It ruffled i ts 

feathers and fluttered its wings against the rusted wire cage. When it did 

sa, Lisa' s eyes blinkec1 momentarily and then lit with pleasure. She smiled 

in amusement at the tiny bird' s play. She was absorbed in this spectacle, 

and seemed unaware of the old waman and myself. 

Unaccustomed ta scenes such as this, l did not at first know what ta 

do. The old woman' s assumptian that Lisa and l were lovers had put me off 

balance. l wanted to urge Lisa that we should depart and leave this old 

wornan ta jabber at the next set of strangers who passed by. Obviously that 

is what l should have done, but something deep inside of me sought to 

appease the look of longing in Lisa 1 seye. l thought that if l could buy 

her this present it might be received as a humble token of my esteem. l 

also thought i t rnight make amends for our earlier confrontation. Yet l 

lacked the courage to buy this glft and brazenly present it to Lisa in the 

open space of the Market Square. This l cons~.dered far tao impulsive and 

unseemingly forward. So instead, l tauched Lisa's arm and beckoned that we 

should leave. l told her that l was expectec1 back at my rnaster' s studio. 

l insisted that l must escort her the remaining distance to her home. 

Lisa lowered her eyes as we turned to go. The old rag-vendor wornan 

was now silent. She seemed ta read my thoughts; she knew that as l passed 
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through the Square on my way back to Leonardo' s l wculd return to purchase 

the tiny finch in its battered silver cage. She stood, watching us with 

her li vely, crow-black eyes and smiling her r 0thless grin, as ",e continued 

our journey to Giocundo's mansion. 

CHAPI'ER 5 

It was past twilight when l finally returned to my master's studio, 

having seen Lisa safely through the front gates of Giocundo's court yard. 

As l silently mounted the dark, winding stairs to my room on the second 

floor, l could hear Salai and his loutish friends laughing in the ki tchen 

below. The lamp was still lit in the front room where Leonardo was 

working. With one hand trailing the worm-eaten banister and the other 

balancing the canary's wire cage, l held my breath and prayed that l would 

reach my bedChambeL' unnoticed. 

Now that l had bought the golden finch, l felt sure l had cornmitted a 

dreadful rnistake. It was absurd of me to suppose that l could deliver this 

gift to the Lady Giocundo. If rny master discovered my intentions, he would 

be furious. If Salai found me out he would ':ait me relentlessly. Perhaps, 

l considered, l could hide the golden bird in rny chamber. Later l would 

decide upon a courSE' of action. After all, how could I, a mere artist' s 

apprentice, presume ta offer 0ifts to a rich rnerchant's wife? The very 

idea would be construed as an attack on Giocundo's honour. And the gift 

i tself, now tha t l had brought i t wi thin the threadbare confines of 

Ieonardo' s studio, seemed to me insignificant and dull. It was wanting the 

air of romance i t had acq'Jired wi th the ardor of the rag-vendor' s words. 

l managed to reach my chamber without drawing the attention of 

Leonardo or Salai. l entered my srnall room and searched about for a candIe 

to light. Having lit the candle, l quiCkly found a length of cord and 

knotted a loop. l then hung the battered silver cage from an exposed 

overhead bearn in the back of the attic storeroom adjacent to rny charnber. 
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The golden finch was sleeping, its sharp, tiny beak tucked llnder its wing. 

l resolved to forget about i t until next moming when l would decide what 

to do. 

Tired from the day's events, 1 sat down at the small wood en desk set 

against one wall of my chamber. l lita fresh candIe from the stub of the 

first 'Vlhich, as it died in its socket, was causing shadows te dance and 

flicker. The flame of the new candIe created a wider circle of light 

and the objects in my chamber becarne visible. 

My room has al1Vays :been sparsely furnished. There is a hard, narrow 

bed set against the 1vall opposi te my desk. Beside the bed, on a small 

rickety table, there stands a ";'ihite porcelain wash-basin and chipped blue 

water jug. There is a square woolen carpet in the middle of the otherwise 

bare wooden floor. On the end wall a brown wooden crucifix hangs on a 

nail. This crucifix has been with me since l was a boy of fourteen. It 

was a parting gift from my mother w'hen 1 left my family home in the 

mountain countryside of Balogna. At night, before sleep, l once prayed to 

the image of the Saviour carved ln these sticks. l prayed for his 

guidance. Though i t now sounds umneaning, i t brought me comfort. l 

defended myself from the Devi 1 's whisperings with a simple cross and 

prayers. 

Aside from these few furnishings, the sole abject in my chamber is a 

lean, bronze statue of a pipe-playing satyr. It stands, nearly ho feet 

tall, in the darkest far corner of my room. It dances on one leg as it 

plays its pipe. It was a gift from Salai on my last birthday. In 

ernulation of t.he late Lorenzo Medici, there has grown amongst the merchant 

class a lust for collecting such heathen idols of classical antiquity. 

Salai knows l disapprove of this irreligious Florentine fashion. He gave 

me this gift to prick my conscience. l 1'iould destroy the leering satyr in 

a moment if l didn' t know that Salai would jurnp at the chance ta jeer and 

accuse me of prudery. The statue is with me still, and how l loathe it. 

l avoid the glint of its taunting, mischievous eyes. 

Although l would have gladly prepared for sleep at this time. the 
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goose-quill pen lying beside my papers rerrùnded me that the day's duties 

were still not complete. The parchment leaves scattered about my room 

represent but a small part of the volumes of Leonardo' s notes, v!hich i t is 

my self-appointed task to assemble. My master is incorrigibly haphazard in 

his work habi ts; if l did not take the initiative these notes vlould soon go 

torn and lost. Yet, that evening l could not immediately face another long 

night of deciphering Da Vinci' s peculiar script. My eyes 'Ivere already 

heavy and strained. My banes ached. l felt 1,ieary beyond my years. l 

stood up and went over to the one large windml with \Vhich my room is 

blessed. l opened wider the shutters and breathed deeply the evening air. 

A faint, teasing breeze promised a niqht slightly cooler than many previous 

ones. To Florence, that spr ing brougbt no delight. Trapped ivithin the 

'Ivalls of the city, 'Ive prayed for relief from the heat. Tt 'Ivas not much 

past Easter and already i t '\Vas as if a cloud of hot mist had settlpd over 

the city. While the peasants were free to return to the fresh country air, 

we in the city suffocated. 

As l looked out of my window over the tiled roofs of Florence, 1 could 

see the great river Arno flowing beneath the Ponte Trinita, the central 

bridge which connects the two halves of this city. As l watched the 

river's swirling eddies, rny thoughts were drawn along its currents to 

memories of my pasto When l closed my eyes, l could see once again the 

small house on the mountain San Gervaso, where 1 was raised. l could see 

my father digging in the vineyardsi his white shirt billowing in the wind. 

1 could see again the olive trees he tended with such care. l could hear 

the clucking of fat chickens in the court yard , and l could srnell the aroma 

of hot vermicelli cooking on the stove. l could almost taste again the 

nutty tang of cinnamon, which seems such a vital part of my childhood. l 

could even remernber how l woulà lie a'lvake and listen to the swollen drops 

of rain splash in the court yard below as my farnily slept secure in their 

beds. 

As l remember these sensations now, l realize that it has been nearly 

thirt0en years since l last saw my family. My childhood days are long 

past; then answers were simple, the questions left unasked. When 1 

departed from my home to corne to study in this city, my father said to me, 
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"If you would lose your soul, Francesco, then go ta Florence and Messer 

Leonardo." He had heard the old men 1 s tales of Da Vinci. It was said in 

those days that Leonardo 1 s mind was darkened wi th Satanic pridei that he 

sought to penetra te the mysteries of nature by steeping himself in 

rnathernatics and the arts of black magic. Perhaps sorne of this was true. 

It was not my place to judge. l had worked hard at the rudiments of 

perspective and rule, which l believed lay at the heart of the artist 1 s 

craft. l had learned these rudiments under the guiding hands of the 

Franciscan monks in rny village school. Yet 1 yearned to learn more. 

Despite the love that 1 knew there, l desperately needed ta break from my 

farnily home. 1 knew that Florence was the place for me to go. l, too, had 

heard the tales about Da Vinci. However, aIl of this rnatters li ttle now. 

Leonardo has aged greatly since then. No,", despair is often seen in his 

pale-blue, enjgrnatic eyes. Yet, even if rny life has turned out much 

differently from my dreams, perhaps l have learned from Leonardo 1 s rnany 

failures. People have corne to talk of him now as a pitiful and impotent 

old man. However, this, as with aIl things, l believe to be true only in 

part. 

The sound of the Cathedral bells ringing brought me back to the 

present. l returned to rny desk and sat down. Just as I picked up rny pen 

ta begin work, the door handle clicked and Salai stuck his head into the 

room. Fire flashed from his dark green eyes. l knew he had important news 

ta ternpt me with. 1 restrained myself from rising to anger at his having 

entered my charnber without knocking. 

"Francesco," he said, "1'lhy are you cooped up in your dingy little 

room? Why aren 1 t you scarnpering off to evening vespers? Did you not hear 

the clanging Cathedral bells? Have you no faith? They say Fra Girolamo is 

ta preach the sermon tonight. Fire and Brimstone! Plague and Pestilence! 

You must not miss i t. The master and l rely on you ta pray for our sins. 

Have you no sense of Christian dut y? Il 

l sa id nothing. l refused to let Salai get the better of me. 

"Come now, Francesco," he continued, striding over to the window-sill 
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where he sat down. "Do not be so morose. Have you not heard? There is to 

be a bonfire tomorrow rlight. AlI the vanities Girolamo's collectors have 

been piling up these past vleeks are seon to be torched. We are getting 

drunk downstairs to celebrate. If this ridiculous priest insists on 

burning our trinkets, 1"ho are we to yowl in despair? l handed over my best 

plum-colored tunic, and a mirror and ivory comb to boat! You have 

sacrificed nothing. You own nothing! You should be proud. Who else in 

Florence is so eagerly virtuous as our very mm Francesco?" 

Saying this last, Salai lifted his cup of \Vine. With malicious mirth, 

he looked straight into my eyes. His face was fixed in one broad srnile. 

His contempt for me ivaS almost palpable. 

"Salai, can you not leave me in peace?" l said. "1 have no desire to 

defend once again the righteousness of Fra Girolarno' s 1"ords. We have 

gnawed this question to t!-te bane. If you choose not to repent your ways, 

that is your own ill-fortune. l believe that Fra Girolamo is just. This 

ci ty is corrupt wi th heathen worship and idle luxury. Girolarno perce ives 

this iniqui ty. He has rall ied the people to his cause. You are angry 

because you have been obliged to sacrifice a few of your precious 

possessions for a cause you do not believe in. But i t is for the best, 

Salai. Sometimes sinners need help te relieve themselves of the pagan 

trappings of vani ty . " 

"How dare you preach to me, you self-righteous toad!" sa id Salai, his 

face darkening wi th frustration and anger. "You beware of your mm sins. 

You are a simpleton and an ass! l' 11 see you yet in hello You and 

Girolamo ooth. Peor fool! You have caught the fever of his deliriu.'l1. You 

are no better than the thick-skulled peasants who tremble and '1uake before 

his cursed visions. But l tell you he is just another black-minded priest, 

clutching his crucifix as a drunkard clutches his bottle. l, for one, 

shall pay him no heed." 

"But you dare not renounce him!" l said. 

":-f l do not renounce him in public, that is because l have no wish to 

be flogged. But inwardly, l lal.lgh at his prophecies! And while l still 

have breath, l shall go on singing and drinking. Tonight let us feast, for 

tomorrow we die!" 
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l sat qui te still, avoiding the threatening gleam in Salai 1 s eyes. He 

was challenging me to defend my position. He knew full weIl how precarious 

that position was. How could l, who conmitted myself to the irreligious 

arts of Leonardo wi th far greater zeal than Salai had ever shown, also 

expect to present myself as a true disciple of the Church. Was Da Vinci, 

wi th his constant meddling \Vi th science, not considered the very enemy of 

God? How could l explain my devotion to these contrary forces? As Salai 

knew l could never hope lo answer this question in a satisfactory manner. 

Many sleepless nights l had spent examining my situation from every 

conceivable angle. And still l was tortured by self-doubts which strove to 

cleave my mind in two. l had no cl~ar answers. l could only resolve that 

this was a forro of penance which l must suffer in payment for my inabili ty 

to choose one path or the other in an age ivhich demanded that men must 

takes sides. 

Salai had still not accompli shed what he had come to do. Wi th the 

new"s of the bonfire of vanities, v/hich aIl of Florence had been expecting, 

he had re-lit our disagreements about Fra Girolamo Savonarola. Yet l lmew 

he held in reserve a tid-bit of gossip or scandaI which would touch me 

deeper than the usual goading over Girolarno. Having uttered his last 

speech, Salai grew quiet. He sat on the window-sill, whistling softly and 

sadly as he looked at the stars. He vlr.ls pretending to be in a 

contemplative, philosophical mood. 

l knew his game, however, and l refused to play i t his way. 

"Salai," l said. "If that is all you have to say, kindly leave now. 

l am busy with the masterls notebooks, and unable to go to vespers this 

evening. Anyway, this is none of your business. Hadn't you better get 

back downstairs before your greedy-mouthed friends drink al! the wine?" 

"But Francesco, Il said Salai, not looking at me, but still at the 

stars, "I really came up here to tell you sorne other new"s. My friend 

Rudolfo just arrived at my little party. His lover, Maria, is a 

maid-servant in Messer Giocundo 1 s household. Maria tells us that soon 

after the lady Giocundo arrived home this evening, she had a terrible fight 
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wi th her husband. Giocundo ordered her locked in her bedchamber. When 

Maria went in to bring the lady comfort, she found her lying on the floor 

beside her great satin bed." 

Saying this, Salai paused and turned to face me. 

"Maria says that her one ltTI'ist 1vaS iITInersed in a basin of bloody 

water. A jewe11ed knife, glistening vlÎth rubies, was still in her other 

hand, which lay open on her breast. Giocundo 1 s men-servants used the 

private enclosed coach to rush the lady to the hospital of San Dorninico. 

But of course she ' s made a mess of i t . The whole town wi 11 soen knm.;. 

They bandaged her ,,,rists and with her luck she'11 probably live to be an 

old woman of one hundred long years!" 

Salai said these last 1vords ,vith a characteristic sneer and a toss of 

his golden head. He ernptied his wine cup. Then, clapping me rnerriIy on 

the shoulder, he strode out of my charnber, slaImling the door behind him. 
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CHAPTER 6 

It uas several 'veeks later before ne.xt l met Lisa. These lveeks had 

passed slawly, though the days were eventful. It was now the third week in 

May. The city, stIll enveloped in a cloud of heat, had continued ta 

ftmction in a listless routine under the sun' s '\vatchful eye. l longed for 

the birds and the grass in the meadows, but l had Little time for such 

pastoral thoughts. Florence was abuzz l'li th aH manner of intrigue. Though 

perhaps rny rnemory plays me tricks, i t aIl seemed to follow hard upon the 

night of the bonfire of vanities. 

l remember that night vividly. l can still picture Fra Girolamo in 

his black flowing robes, his sharp, yellow face emaciated from fasting. l 

can see his thick, purple lips spi tting out prayers, his misshapen ja1v 

snapping the air. His fiery, coal-black eyes still bum in rny mind. l 

remember the crowd in the Square that night, tremendous and pulsing. 

People were shoving and pushing forward in an effort to get closer ta 

Girolamo's altar. The bells of the great Cathedral clanged continuously. 

Above all this din, l car' still hear the piercing cries of Girolamo 

hirnself. His right hand 1'laS raised, clutching the crucifix. His neck 

sinews were corded tight from screaming his prophecies. He cried to us of 

floods and war, pestilence and hunger. He chastized Florence and Italy; he 

cursed us for our sins. He lifted open arms toward he aven , pleading for 

mercy and forgiveness. In a half-circle behind Girolamo stood his 

torch-bearing disciples, their faces hidden inside their black cowls. And 

in the center, the pyre, stacked high with vanities, wooden carvings of 

pagan idols piled on a bed of lesser iniquities. The crowd began chanting 

a hymn in slow rhythm to Girolamo's frenzied lead. l remember the fury of 

the fire's close heat, the hissing and crackling flames. And, finally, the 

thick smoke, grey, then blackening, as it rose in coils tOW2 d heaven. 
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Sùon after that night, two fateful items of news came to Florence. 

The first was a vague rumor from the East of a plague so virulent that men 

who were healthy at sun-up fell dead before nightfall. The second news, 

rnuch more irnmediately alarming, ilaS that Charles VIII, bastard king of 

France, had taken up arms and was marching to conquer the di vided states of 

Italy. • Panic spread throughout the city. In the minds of the people, 

Girolamo' s prophecies \lere being fulfilled. The priest was raised high on 

his altar and, for a tirne, his ivords governed Florence. Even the Duke 

hirnself dared not rnake policy before consulting Girolarno as his first 

counsel. Girolamo' s visions ilere gi ven aH rightful credence. Florence 

clung to his words. We prayed for salvation. 

Despite my interest in these affairs of church and state, my thoughts 

during this tirne were focused mostly on private concerns. My daily routine 

in my rnaster' s studio continued urlinterrupted. Together wi th my regular 

duties, l now had the added responsibility o~ bringing seed and TNater to 

the golden finch, whose cage still hung in the attic storeroom. l did not 

know vlhat to do with this creature, ivhich had grown silent and merely 

pecked at its food when l brought it. During this period, l also thought 

rnuch about Lisa. l reflected on the conversation of our first meeting. l 

tried to shake out of my head the image of her blood-stained hands. l told 

rnyself that l certainly was not to blarne for her act. l considered going 

tmannounced to Giocundo' s home to speak wi th the lady, but l knew this ta 

be impossible. And then, just when l had firrnly resolved that l would do 

rny best to forget all about her and concentrate on the silver-point studies 

which Leonardo deerned vital to my education, Lisa reached out to me once 

again. 

It was one afternoon, during the lunch hour. l was busy at my easel 

in the studio, putting the last finishing touches to my umpteenth effort at 

a scaled-down, full skeletal anatorny study. The windows were open and the 

streets were quiet. l could hear the shop-woman singing in the bakery 

across the road. l was enjoying the peacefulness of working alone in the 

studio. Salai was off on one of his junJŒts to Rome. There he whores and 

gambles, staying away sometimes for more than a vleek. He cornes back 

bleary-eyec" and sleeps as if dead for two nights and two days. Leonardo 
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was at another appointment at the castle of the Duke. With the threat of" 

the bastard Charles reaching over the Alps to snatch at Italy, the old man 

Da Vinci had once aga in found useful service. He was employed in the 

design of var-machines ta help defend the Duke. l had seen the sketches of 

his "Exploding Deviees" and "Armoured Fortifications". That May afternoon, 

l was thinking about how i t .vas that Leonardo cared nothing for the Duke 

himself. Rather, he willingly drew his plans ta save this ci ty which 

contains sa much of his making. Also, he naturally '\vanted ta see his ideas 

put into forme l was absorbed in these thu .. qhts - imagining the wheels and 

pulleys and blades of Leonardo 1 s toy-size drawings cast in the larger, 

solid proportions of timber and steel - when a faint Imocking at the h.1ck 

door of the studio interrupted my reflections. l put down my sharp-tipped 

silver-point pen and 'vent ta answer. 

Standing on the doorstep ,vas a fine-featured girl of about seventeen 

years. Rer cheeks were colored a russet-tan, and her auburn hair was tied 

in loose, beaded braids. She wore a light cotton servant-girl' s dress. 

'l'wo thin silver bracelets jangled on one of her wrists. Her azure eyes, 

flecked wi th tints of yellmv, sparkled as she smiled shyly at me. 

"May l help you?" l asked. 

"Although you do not know me, Messer Francesco," she sa':1, "my name is 

Maria. l am a maid in the household of the rœrchant, Giocundo. l have 

come here on behalf of my mistress. She wishes for her portrait ta be 

re-comrnenced at Messer Da Vinci 1 s earliest convenience. Il 

The thought of what it ''lould mean ta see Lisa again flared in my mind. 

Yet l retained my composure. 

"1 am afraid that the Maestro is much preoccupied with concerns of 

state at this time, Il l said. "However, l will deliver your message ta my 

master and he will decide if a sitting is possible. Il 

"Thank you for your courtesy," said the house-girl, bobbing p:>li tely. 

Then, just as she seerned aoout ta leave, she smiled again ar~d looked 

knowingly at me. It was as if she could clearly hear my heart thmnping its 

quick rhythm beneath rny thin ribs. 

"And you, Messer Francesco," she said, "did you have ... a personal 

message you would like delivered ta my mistress? 
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My blank face must have given her the answer she required. With a 

short, lilting laugh, Maria turned on her heels and left me standing dumb 

on the doorstep. 

Needless to say, 1 was greatly surprised when, upon being informed of 

Giocundo's wish to have his wife's portrait started again, my master 

assented immediately. 

"Yes, yes," he said. "She was a most perplexing young 'tvoman. And how 

peculiar to have so feared beginning the painting that she l'lent to such 

lengths to postpone i t. Qui te remarkable... indeed." 

This 'tvas the first time 1 had heard my mas ter speak of Lisa's action. His 

interpretation of the inCIdent disturbed me and gave me pause. 

"Yes, i t promises to be 

thoughtful gleam in his eye. 

interesting work," said Da Vinci 

"We shall begin in three days." 

't'li th a 

1 soon fOllnd out these three days would be put to good use. My master 

had Salai and me prepare the front octagonal studio in a special way. We 

were told to paint the walls black, and to secure thick canvas curtains to 

dull the sun's light. Leonardo said that these measures 1vould give a 

special charm to the face of the Lady Giocundo. He said that this ,laS the 

perfect light, when shadows seemed to float underwater. l was told to set 

up his best three-Iegged easel in the middle of the room. A chair of 

smooth, dark mahogany was set out for Lisa. Later, Leonardo's white cat 

would be bl:ought. in for the lady to hold in her lap to help distract her 

fr~)m boredom. Salai vlaS told to tune his gilded lyre and sit in the 

background, playing his saddest S\"eet love songs. 

"We shall attempt," said Leonardo, "to rnirror in these surroundings 

the deep currents of the lady' s dark heart." Then, setting down the sketch 

of the Madonna he was working on, he lookf!d wearily out of the window at 

the night sky and, in a softening voice, he added, "This may be the last 

portrai t 1 paint in my lifetirne. Yes ... 1 shall make i t. .. my last." 
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CHAPI'ER 7 

On the morning of the third day, having prepared the studio to 

Leonardc's liking, l was sent to escort Lisa from her home. 

Before setting out for Giocundo' s mansion that morning, l took care to 

shave closely and to comb and oil my hair. l put on my best leather tunic 

and l rubbeè the copper buckle on my street-cloak till it gleamed. l even 

stole into Salai' s room 'vhen he was not there and splashed on my face a 

moderate amount of the perfurne which he keeps on his dresser. l looked at 

myself one last time in the hand-mirror beside Salai's bed, and then, 

treading softly down the stairs, l went out the front door and into the 

street. 

It had rained the previous night - a short shower-burst that, for a 

time, relieved our parched throats - and the day seemed slightly fresher 

than usual. My mood that morning was open and genj al. l could not help 

but enjoy my surroundings. It was a Saturday morning, and children played 

on the steps outside their homes in the poorer quarter where Leonardo's 

studio lay. Old men sat talking and s1TIOking pipes of tobacco under 

colorful awnings which hung over doorvmys. From the sidewalk bistros 

percolated the aroma of strong coffee. Overhead, the narrm., strip of ,.,rhite 

sky between the roof tops unraveled like a thread into the distance. 

After about twenty minutes ,valk through the streets, l came to a small 

park that layon the outskirts of our district. There were then a few such 

patches of green left wi thin the two hundred acres circurnscribed br the 

walls of this ci ty. SornetimE:!s l 'vent out of my way to visi t that PêŒk when 

l needed to ,valk and think alone. l entered the main gardens by a winding 

footpath. On either side were olive trees \vhose under-leaves blew silver 

in the rippling wind. As ,vas my custom, l had stopped at a confectioner's 

booth to purchase a sac of crusts to feed to the pair of swans which glided 
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on the blue pond nestl,=d in one corner of the park. l walked along the 

side of the pond, scattering the crusts to the stately whi te birds. l 

talked to them softly. They arched their proud necks and, nipping at a 

group of mottled ducks which had paddled over, they greedily ate the bits 

of bread which floated on the lvater' s surface. l .vatched tl1ese birds preen 

for several more minutes and then, having rinsed my hands at the water's 

edge, l continued on my way to Giocundo' s. 

As l walked out of the park, my thoughts were light and pleasant. 

Having spent two sleepless nights thinking anxiously about seeing Lisa 

again, l felt strangely carefree once the time arrived to fetch her. After 

a while, l neared the city core. Soon l crossed the bright Palazzo Vecchio 

where the upstart Angelo' s "Dôvid \1 stands. Despi te my master' s n valry 

wi th this rough-he'ID young sculptor ,.".ho knows nothing of decorurn and 

manners, l could not help but admire the fine workmanship of the statue's 

srnooth lirnbs. As l passed beneath l ts pedestal, my hand reached out to 

toueh the cool, grey marble. However, l refused to allow thoughts of Da 

Vinei ' s ri valries to spoi l my good humour. The day "ras mild and my rnood 

was the Sarn€. Anyway, l reflected, my artistic loyal ties to Leonardo 

rernained steadfast, even if my deepest convictions sornetimes ~ere 

othen.".ise. 

Although l tried to still my mind, as l drew nearer to the rich 

merehants' quarter, rny thoughts ran ahead of me. Once again, for the 

thousandth time, l tried to anticipate how Lisa would act toward me. Also, 

l thought of how l should act toward her. l began to realize that perhaps 

l was foolish to hope that all could be well betHeen us. After all, the 

cireumstances of our first meeting had been rather unusual. As l walked 

the last short distance along the paved streets of the merchants' quarter, 

l fel t again an uncertain dread creeping over me. There was an emptiness 

in the pit of my stomaeh. When l turned into Giocundo's court yard , l 

kicked a loose stone at a grolmd lizard which was sleeping lazily in the 

rnorning sun. Its yellow eyes sprang open, and it scurried into the shadow 

of a large red rock wedged between the roots of a cypress tree. l told 

rnyself to be calm as l walked the last few steps to Giocundo' s front door. 
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As l had hoped might happen, the rnaid-servant Maria answered to the 

sound of Giocundo's silver door chirnes. With averted eyes, she asked me 

kindly to wai t for her mi stress . l sat on the same \vooden bench "lhich l 

had occupied on rny first visit. Once again l admired the grandeur of the 

cool, lofty hall. Absentmindedly, l noted beside me a fan of peacock 

feathers set in a blue Darnascan vase. TI1Îs ",as a new addition to the 

spiendors of Giocundo's home. As l "'ëlited, Iran my forefinger along the 

strong spine of one of the feathers. After enduring this idleness for 

nearly ten minutes, l heard voices approaching from the corridor ,,,hich 

leads to Giocundo's back garden. In a few minutes, Lisa and her husband 

arrived in the hallway. They evidently didn't see me at first as l "~s 

partially hidden beLind the fan of peacock feathers. l sat frozen. 

Perhaps unreasonably, it had not occurred to me that Giocundo might be 

here. Confronted by this fact, l,vas mornentarily stunned. While rny lirnbs 

twitched and then ''lent nurnb, my mind reg istered Giocundo 1 s appearance. He 

was a short, balding man wi th tired brmm eyes beneath vhich sagged puffed 

pouches of skin. Though ''lell past middle age, the merchant' s 

thick-shouldered build shm.,red that he had once been as strong as a bull. 

Even now, somevlhat unstable on his feet, he still cormnanded a certain 

respect. His voice had a menacing edge ta it. He took off his embroidered 

felt hat as he and Lisa crossed the \Vide hall toward me. 

liA morning ivalk in my gardens is al,vays oost refreshing, " said 

Giocundo. "But now l must be off ta my \,arehouses. Affairs cannot be run 

\Vithout me. The city tax collectors and notaries a\wit me this rnorning to 

discuss my contribution ta the Duke's war effort. l must not be late or 

they will appropriate sorne unspeakable surn that will serve to ruin me." 

"Yes, of course," said Lisa. 

"Once again, l am pleased that you have decided to resurne the portrait 

with Maestro Da Vinci," said Giocundo. "It will be another pretty ornarnent 

for my home." 

"Yes," said Lisa. 

At this moment, l stood up ta announce my presence. 

"Ah," said Glocundo, "here is your escort, my dear. Leave me now. 

And do not expect me for supper as l shall dine with Messer Martuccio this 

evening. We are to discuss the insurance finances for a cargo of silk 

worms from Mecca. l must prepare the necessary papers before l depart." 
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Having sa id these words, Giocundo turned and entered his study. I 

felt my face redden. Considering me a rnere servant, not once had Giocundo 

addressed me directly. Wi th obvious conternpt, he had seen me as too 

insignificant to warrant his slightest attention. I felt the tips of my 

ears burning crimson. My eyes refused to look upwards as Lisa crossed the 

hall toward me. 

"We may depart now, Il she said, taking her street-cloak from Maria, who 

had hurried forward when the heavy oak door to Giocundo 1 s study closed 

with a muffled thud. 

"Yes, Madam, Il I said, as I ushered the Lady Giocundo before me. I 

nodded politely to Maria, ioJho suddenly looked timid and quickly turned to 

return to her duties. 

Once out in the street, Lisa and l walked quietly for sorne time. Not 

a ward was spoken between us until we passed out of the merchants ' quarter, 

where the houses of the great families of Florence vie for standing by the 

height of their towers. Lisa ioJalked by rny side with her eyes fixed 

straight in front. The silence began ta grow brittle. We continued on in 

this fashion for nearly another whole black. A fat man riding a sturdy 

horse doffed his cap ta us as he passed, going in the opposite direction. 

From the rich ernbroidery of his apparel and the polish of his saddle, it 

was clear that he was one of Giocundo 1 s nei'::Jhbours. Even after this man 

had passed, Lisa still did Ilot seem to want ta speak. Her lips were 

pressed tightly together. Despi te my fear of re- igni ting the tinderbox of 

our first conversation, I decided that it would be wise to clear up any 

misunderstanding between Lisa and myself. I screwed up my courage, and 

spoke the first words. 

"Do you not find the day much more temperate than when last we met?" I 

said. 

But Lisa said nothing. 

"And these past weeks, have you been ... weIl, Madanl?" I asked. 

Lisa's steps hesitated for a moment, but then she went on walking in 

silence. 
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Soon we reached the 'ofalls of the Porta Maria, which leads to the Ponte 

Trini ta - the central bridge of Florence which Lisa and l had to cross to 

reach my rnaster' s studio. On the street Wl1ich ran parallel below the 

hill-side road along which we travelled, densely packed tenernents 1I'ere 

built close to the banks of the great river Arno. These dilapidated 

dwellings stood on sturdy wooden stilt-like supports. The roof tops of the 

houses Ilere cut at 

brown roof tiles were 

aIl different levels. Many of the serrated, red and 

broken and loose. Disfigured wooden sheds i'iere 

iVedged in the spaces betiveen dwellings. Even from a distance, l could see 

the mud-colored water which flowed freely in the gutters. Here in this 

district lived the countless number of men and women employed in producing 

the wool and fine cloth which are this ci ty'.3 main expert. l had rl.=ver 

ventured into this quarter i'lhich l Jmeiv to be dangerous to walk through 

even in daylight. In certain parts of the district, the roof tops leaned so 

closely together that they blocJced out the sun. In those streets, l 

reflected, even a modestly dressed stranger vlould soon be stabbed in the 

back for his purse. l shuddered at this thought, and unconsciously 

quickened my steps. 

When l did so, Mona Lisa suddenly stopped in her tracks. Without 

turning her head - standing really quite still - she said to me in a voice 

tha t was almost a whisper, "I ivas born down there, you know." 

l was tao surprised by this abrupt revelation to say anything at aIl. 

"My father first worked washing and cardi~1g wool, and then later as a 

superv isor in Giocundo' s first factory," said Lisa. "My rnother died 'oihen 1 

vJaS very young and Papa worked hard all his life to erase her memory. Like 

aIl others .vho work at such tasks, he slowly choked to death inhaling the 

wool-fibers in the i'larehouses. My two younger brothers now 

Giocundo' s factories, but before the} are old they too will choke 

fibers." 

"1 am sorry, " 1 said. 

work at 

on the 

"Oh, do not be sorry, " said Lisa. "1 do not seek your pity. l need 

nobody' s sympathy." 

Lisa then paused; she lowered her eyes. 
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"But you have it in your power to do me a great service, which will 

cost you nothing," she said. 

Natura11y l was astonished and secret1y de1ighted at these words. 

"And how may l be of service, Mistress Lisa?" l inquired. 

"First, l must ,mm you of one thing," said Lisa. "What l am about to 

tell you, beware of repeating a single würd of i t to anyone." 

"May God be my ,vi tness!" l said. 

We walked on slow1y. The sharp cries of scavenger birds feeding on the 

remains of fish so~ded from the c10th mi11s by the riverside. Lisa did 

not seem to hear cheir distant screeches. 

"1 have escaped from the life of this district," she said. "At 

seventeen, l left my home a virgin to be given away in marriage to Messe: 

Giocundo. He had seen the deaths of two wives already. Whether it was my 

luck or misfortune, l cannat say, but Giocundo was taken 'vi th my face one 

day and l was chosen to be Iifted from one cruel existence to another with 

entire1y different concerns." 

"Surely you have been rnost fortunate, " l said. 

"Perhaps," said Lisa. "But l disappoint my husband. l may yet finish 

rny days as an old wümen turning one of the wooden handles which churn the 

'v001 in the dying vats." 

"1 do not understand why you are te1lÏng me these things," l said, as 

we stopped at a high bluff from which the road we were on descended in a 

sloping grade to connect with several others leading ta the Ponte Trinita. 

"1 am tel1ing you because l il'Ïsh for you to understand," said Lisa, 

looking directly into rny eyes. "As you can see, l am a woman. When l 

first met you that afternoon several l'leeks past, l sensec1 your ardor for 

me. Unfortunately, that day l ",as great1y distressed. That morning, my 

husband had renewed his threats to me with increased violence. l must 

apo1ogize if l proceeded in d fashion too impulsive; but r am sometimes 

driven to despair. l hate Giocundo for the life he forces me to endure. 

Despite Fra Girolamo's campaign, our house is filled with ornarnents of 

luxury. l am but another ornarnent in rny husband 's cOllE'ction. l am 

trapped like a fly in crystal. l have no means of' 0scape. Giocundo will 

not admit to hirnself that he is the one incapable of producing a chi Id. He 
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accuses me of depri ving him of my one useful service. Il Lisa now lowered 

her eyes. "That, Francesco, Il she said "is why l so impulsively determined 

to have you for rny lover. Even now l would have you before any other rnan 

in the world if you will promise to be true to my viishes. Il 

Understandably, l was ShOCJŒd by these i"ords. 1 told myself that, if 

Lisa was a virtuous wornan, there would be no one she loved or cheri shed 

more than her husband. Yet here she was offering ta commi t adul tery i"ith 

me. And yet again, 1 lias in love wi th her. l had never knmm the 

customary arts for winning the favor of a lady and, put into these 

circumstances, l vias at my wi t 1 S end. Ignorant of hmv to conquer my 

passion, yet finding it beyond the scope of my conscience to consider her 

proposal, l was spI i t in tVIO on the double-edged blade of Lisa 1 s love. 

Everything ,vas hushed e..'<:cept for a silver ringing in my ears. 1 knew 

that if 1 let this opportunity slip, it 'vould not offer itself again. l 

silenced my conscience and made up my mind ta take i t, come ivhat may. 

l reached out and took Lisa's hand in mine. 1 began to caress it. 

She tllrned and embraced me; a sweet, lingering kiss with her soft 

rose-petal lips. 1 held her warm body in my arms. My mind raced with a 

flurry of strange new sensations. l looked down into Lisa's upturned face. 

Her eyes vIere close<l. For a moment, l understood ivhat the poets were 

trying to say in their sonnets, Then Lisa pulled away. For a full ten 

seconds, l stood dumb as a post. Then l reached out to pull her toward me 

again. 

"No, listen to what l have to tell you before you come closer!" said 

Lisa. "I want you ta come to my chamber this evening. Come ivi thout 

raising suspicion. l will give you the key ta the gardener 1 s gate at the 

rear of our house. My husband will be away until the early hours of 

morning. He and Don Martuccio vill undoubtedly drink too much wine as they 

al wa ys do. My husband i s eas il y t2Itlpted to becorne a sot. Il 

"But Madam, your plan is far too risky," 1 said. "How imuld 1 get 

into the house? What if the servants were ta see me?" 

"That will present no difficulty," said Lisa. "You can easily climb 

the trestle which runs up the honse beside my balcony. The moon is in i ts 

lowest phase tonight, sa you will be safe and unseen in the shadows." 
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Although l would certainly have protested this arrangement had l had a 

few moments to think things out, Lisa gave me no 5uch opportuni ty. She 

squeezed my hand, then suggested that Ive had 1:::etter hurry along to Maestro 

Da Vinci 's studio since the first sitting l'laS to begin before noon. Unable 

to order my thoughts or emotions, l meekly acquiesced. 

Lisa and l walked dmm the hill toward the Ponte Trinita. 

At a brisk pace, 

As l ~~tched the 

gaily-painted gondolas passing on the slvift lvaters under the eroding stone 

arches of the great central bridge, 1 silently cursed my mm inabili ty to 

alter my course. AlI that 1 truly desired at that moment ''''aS to mal<e sense 

of my life amidst the reigning confusion of that fair and vrretched Tuscan 

city. 
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PART II 

CHAPTER 8 

Far into the night l lie awake examining the question of what l must 

do next. l turn it over in my mind. l explore it from every possible 

perspecti ve. And yet, l am strangely blinded. The mist still surrounds 

me. My tale attempts to gather together the facts of the matter, yet 

memory is often elusive. Most assuredly, rny pen will continue to scrawl 

its black ink over this eggshel] parchment. Only thereby can l set down rny 

history for all men to see. But even if l get it straight, will my dull 

soul be unburdened? And if l perceive the answer, will l act? 

Doubtless, the evening when l went to see Lisa again marked a 

significant change in my life. l remember that night all toc well. It was 

still and warm. The moon hung like a Turk's silver scimitar in the black 

velvet sky. As l wound my way through the dark narrow streets, the shapes 

of buildings could barely be distinguished in the distance. There was a 

thin, noxious mist in the air, and l coughed occasionally as l breathed in 

the fog. In the streets and alleyways around me, Florentines hurried to 

reach their homes before the midnight curfew took effect. They disappeared 

like phantoms into doorways. Carrying the gOlden finch's cage, which l had 

wrapped in a brown burlap sac, l too walked as quickly as l could. My eyes 

strained to see through the mist as l hurried on my way toward the safety 

of Giocundo's garden gate. 

As l reflect upon it now, l realize that that evening has always 

remained with me because of its nightmarish uncertainty. My heartbeat 

still quickens when l think of it. l try to erase it from my mind. But, 
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in reality, the fearful sight which l saw might have been nothing at aIl. 

The darkness of that night could ~ave conjured up its own images. Even so, 

l have never been able to cross the Ponte Trinita since th en without 

feeling a shiver run down my spine. Of course, I hardly gave a second's 

thought to the commonplace sight of the great central bridge as I 

approached it enroute to Giocundo's mansion that night. The bridge itself 

was barely visible in the dlstance until I came well wlthin earshot of the 

powerful, groaning 

blade of the moon. 

listened to my 

great rlver Arno. Clouds passed in front of the curved 

For several minutes, I walked ln complete darkness. I 

sandals clapplng the wet pavement as I crossed the Great 

Market Square. Then, withaut warning, the Ponte Trinita rase befare me as 

l had never seen it before. Its humpbacked frame arched across the breadth 

of the Arno like the colossal spine of sorne prehistaric beast. Just at 

that moment, the golden finch sang a faint note of dGspair. For the first 

time in my life, a sense of helplessness swept over me. At that moment, I 

knew l was lost. l could not bring myself to traverse thlS hridge which I 

had crossed withaut thinking so many times before. My limbs were frozen. 

My mind was numbed. My spirit was as blank as the starless night sky. 

Precisely how long l remained in this condition, I cannot say. Aiter 

some time, however, I managed to summon enough courage to dispel my 

groundless disquietude. I clenched my teeth and forced my feet ta 

continue. with my eyes fixed straight in front, I crossed the Pante 

Trinita. l dared look to neither the left nar the right. Most of aIl, I 

did nat dare to look down. 

When at la st I arrived at Giocundo's back gate, my pulse was racing. 

l unlocked the latch. The gate closed behind me with a soft, hallow click. 

l began to walk up the footpath toward Giocundo's back court yard. My eyes 

were straining to see ahead of me. The paving stones of the footpath were 

damp from the mist, and my sandals were wet and slippery. Holding the 

finch's cage aloft, I walked slowly and carefully as l approached the house 

which I soon knew ta be just up ahead. Ta my right, a stane boundary wall 

about eight feet high gu~ded my way. To my left, l could see the twisted 

branches of fig trees in a small orchard at the back of Giocundo's 

property. As l neared the house, I passed several statues and fountains in 
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the smaller gardens. Though my curiosity was aroused, their features 

remained indistinguishable in the gloom. Eventually, l came to the square 

court yard which lay right behind the house. l noted, in the center of its 

alabaster paving stones, a private weIl which supplied water for the 

household. Although l was perspiring and thirsty, l did l1r)t dare to haul 

up a pail of water for fear of waking the servants. 

For quite sorne time, l stood silently in the court yard. My eyes were 

fixed on the large window of a marble balcony above me. The wooden 

shutters were closed. l had t anticipated the possibility that Lisa 

would not be ready to greet me, and l was seized with uncertainty. l 

cursed myself for having let Lisa convince me to follow this dangerous 

course. Having thrown caution to the wind, l had been led into ternptation 

and sin. My skUll was throbbing. My very consciousness pained me. l 

wished l was asleep in rny bed. l thought of what a ridiculous figure l 

eut, standing in the pallid moonlight. l knew that this was immoral 

1:ehavior. Yet having COIn? this far, l could not bear to turn back. 

"God be with me!" l rnuttered to rnyself, as it occurred to me what l 

should do next. Setting down the finch' s cage, l stooped and picked up a 

handful of smooth, round pebbles from Giocundo' s flower-bed. After a 

rnornent's hesitation, l began tossing them singly at the balcony window 

above . At te r three or four throws, the shut ters of the wi ndow opened . 

Lisa peered out. 

"Francesco?" she asked. 

She could not see me 1:elow in the deep shadow. She was holding a lamp. My 

eyes beheld her, dressed in a translucent, white robe with tight-fitting 

sleeves. Aloft in the larnplight, she was like a celestial virgin, the most 

beautiful of angels. 

"It is I," l replied in rny loudest whisper. 

"1 expected you sooner, " said Lisa. 

"The tower bells have only just struck midnight," l said. 

"Yes, well you must clirnb up the vine trestle beside the balcony. Be 

careful, but hurry!" sa id Lisa. 

Unable to think of any alternative, l slung the loop of the rope 
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attached to the finch's cage over one shoulder and crept furtively to the 

base of the ladder. l looked up ~nd saw that it was just barely close 

enough to the balcony to allow me to climb into the window. l began 

mounting the vine-ladder. My hands and feet clung to the rungs of the 

waoden frames which bent under my weight. The brick wall was inches from 

my face and it glowed dusty red in the lamplight. The strong sweet perfume 

of rose blossoms was almost overpowering as l climbed to the second story 

balcony. An occasional thorn pulled at my street-cloak; once, the covering 

on the finch's cage caught and l had to stop to free it. When l reached 

the lip of the balcony, my teeth were chattering. l was filled with fear 

and desire. l reached out and managed to jump onto the balcony without 

slipping. Lisa quickly drew me into the room, securing the shutters behind 

her. 

From between the shutter slats, the moonlight shone on Lisa's neck and 

body. Her robe was undone. She led me over to her huge satin bed. Then 

she turned and crossed to the other side of the room. Seating myself on 

the bed, l took in my surroundings. In the flickering lamplight, l could 

see the heavy silken curtains on Lisa 1 s windmvs. There were fine goat-skin 

carpets on her floors. A red cross glistening with set jewels hung over 

her dressing table. Apart from this cross, the ,,;aIls were bare. On Lisa 1 s 

dresser there was one small portrait whose face l couldn't immediately 

determinû in the poor light. Sitting in that room, l began to feel sinful; 

like a typical, love-sick Florentine fool. Lisa lowered the flame in the 

lantern and placed i t on a srnall tablp. beside the door. Then she caIl'e baLK 

over and sat down beside me. Neither of us said anything for a long, tense 

moment. 

Then l remembered the golden finch. 

"1 have brought you a small present," l said. 

"How kind, Il said Lisa, wi th a smi le. 

"Yes, Il l said, taking the sack-cloth off the bird cage and holding the 

golden finch out toward her. "I couldn't help but remark that you were 

most impressed with this pretty finch when we passed through the Market 

Square on our first meeting. l was in the Market again recently and l 

decided to buy it for you." 
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"How kind, Il said Lisa once again. "1 shall treasure it dearly, l'm 

sure. And if rny husband asks me where l got it, l shall tell him that 

Mar la asked me to buy i t as a pet." 

With these words, Lisa took the finch's cage from me and carried it 

over to the larnplight. She talked softly to the bird for a few moments, 

and then set the sil ver cage on the floor in a dark far corner of the room. 

She covered it with a heavy silk veil which she picked up from the cushion 

of a slender-backed chair. 

"The bird is asleep," she said. "I will inspect my present more 

closely in the morning." 

"As you wish, Madam," l said wi th a slight bow. 

At that moment, Lisa reached out and slipped her hand into mine. 

"You must leave before daybreak, we must not wait," she said, pulling 

me gently toward her. 

"Perhaps there is not enough time, Il l sa id • "Were i t not better we 

waited?" 

"No, Il said Lisa, laying her hand softIy on rny neck. 

"But, it is a terrible sin!" l said. 

Lisa drew me nearer to her until we were lying entwined on the huge satin 

bed. 

"WeIl, l will take the sin upon my own soul," she said as she guided 

my hand to her breast. 

My eyes were glued ta the passageway door. Beside this entrance, l 

could see two pale maths in the lamplight, circling the flame. 

"But what if your husband discovers us?" l eventually stanmered. 

But Lisa said nothing. She was breathing softly. l could feel her 

gentle heartbeat. l could smell the subtle fragrance of her skin. Her 

lips were warrn and quivering as WP embraced. Her tongue flickered in 

search of my own. Soon l was flushed with a strange, delicious excitement. 

l was joined in Lisais rhythm. For a minute or more, l closed my ~yes 

tight. Then, suddenly, rny body convulseà wi th pleasure. In wide-·eyed 

horror, l ernptied rny loins. 
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After a minute or so, the lamplight sputtered and died. Vanquished, l 

fell down beside Lisa. 

We lay still in the silent, shifting shadows. Only the silver 

moonbeams which shone between the shutter slats made anything visible. 

When l turned toward Lisa, l could see the faint smile of contentment on 

her lips. AlI was silent for several m~nutes more. Then, almost without 

thinking, l j umped out of bed. "Oh, dear God, wha t have l done?" l 

muttered to myself. Not daring to look at Lisa, l .vent over and stood by 

the window. Without a stitch on my back, l stood naked and shivering in 

the moonlight. Lisa looked at me with curiosity, not understanding my 

state of perplexity. 

"You have done me a very great service," she said, sitting up on the 

bed. "1 must admit that l was unsure at first whether to invite you here 

tonight. But, having let you in, you have proved yourself most capable." 

"You must not speak to me of i t, mistress Lisa," l said, blushing 

crimson, l 'm sure. "While l understand what i t must be like for a lovely 

woman like you to have an old miser for a husband, l am terribly ashamed of 

my behavior this evenil1g." 

"Ah, weIl that is your concern, " said Lisa. 

"This must never happen again," l said. 

"It i8 up to you to act as you see fit," sa id Lisa. 

"Yes, it is my trial," l said. 

"But remember," said Lisa. "You must keep your word and say nothing. 

My husband is a jealous man as well as a rich one." 

"1 am not so crack-brained as to confess my sins openly to the world," 

l said. "1 have no wish to play the gloating trickster. l give you my 

word." 

"Good, " said Lisa. "Now come to bed and sleep by my side. We still 

have two or three hours before dawn, when it will be time enough for you to 

leave." 

The room fell silent. In the distance, a dog began to bark. Having 

no real alternative at that time of night, l reluctantly consented, and 

went over to the bed. 
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The next morning, l was 

Cathedral bells and children's 

slept, a tender smile still 
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CHAPl'ER 9 

awakened by the sun and by the sound of 

voices. l àressed hurriAdly while Lisa 

on her lips. The room was cool and 

cOmfortable, yet l thought only of how to gel: awar as quickly as possible. 

In my heart boiled a mixture of love and confusion. l needed desperately 

to be alone ta t.hink. 

Having descended the vine trestle, l found that outside the dawn was 

grey and mild. My head was spinning and my thoughts flew in tight circles. 

As l scurried down the footpath through Giocundo's back gardens, l breathed 

deeply the perfume of fru i. ts and herbs. On ei ther side of the footpath 

grew ashen-white and lead-black mulberry trees. Silky-throated swallows 

twi ttered in their branches. Looking at the blending col ors of leaves, my 

thoughts wandered to tales l' d heard of gnomish alchemists \.'ho consumed 

their entire lives searching for something they called the philosopher's 

stone. l involuntarily shuddered to think that l could end my own life as 

one of their kinà. Thinking these odd thoughts, l locked Giocundo' s garden 

gate. Walking as quickly as possible, T left Lisa and the mansion behind 

me. 

As l walked along, l might have continued thinking my guil t-ridden 

thoughts had my attention not been suddenly brought back to the present. 

Just as l was nearing the end of the main street of the residential 

quarter, l saw coming toward me Lisa' s husband, the rnerchant Giocundo. 1 

irnrnediately noticed that he was wobbling drunkenly on his black mule. His 

lace was bloated and red. He "as attended by two servants. The one 

leading the mule by the reins was a giant, clurnsy bear of a man with a 

huge, shaggy head and a black pa tch over one eye. The other man was a 

small, wasp-like Florentine wi th narrow sli t eyes and a carefully trinmed 
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beard. He humned about the inattentive merchant in the manner of an overly 

sol ici tous valet. As they approached, l lowered my glance and stepped 

quickly to the gutter side of the road to allow Giocundo and his servants 

to pass. l held my breath and prayed that the merchant would not recognize 

me. Fortunately, however, he passed me by wi thout an inkling of suspicion. 

1 breathed a sigh of relief. W~ thout further ado, l hurried through the 

whi te-washed streets of the rich merchants 1 quarter. l then followed the 

long, straight Canale Navegerio northward as 1 sought the seclusion of my 

mas ter 1 s studio. 

When 1 arrived back at the studio, Leonardo was already at his wri ting 

desk. 1 quickly mounted the stairs to my room where l changed into my 

coarse linen work shirt and tanned Ieather apron. 1 then went immediateIy 

downstairs. By this time, L€onardo had finished at his desk and was now 

sitting before his ease!. He was beginning a sketch of an angel. Salai 

was sitting on the window-sill, whistling. He was wearing a new 

green-feathered cap and red vel vet slippers. My master was using his 

profile ta draw from. Without saying a word, 1 quickly went over to the 

wooden panel and frame which served as my own easel. Leonardo hardIy 

noticed rny entrance. He merely glanced at me from under his thick, 

overhanging eyebrows. Then he tumed his gaze back to Salai. As for 

Salai, he deliberately stared at me with a rnischievous grin. He gave me a 

sly winJ{. Then he resurned his characteristic {X:)sture of apathy and conceit 

a posture which our master has always mistaken for a rare and precious 

innocence. Grateéul that Leonardo was tao preoccupied to address me, J 

went directIy to my own work area at the back of the studio. 

It was Sunday moming, yet 1 knew that 1 could not go to early rnass at 

the Cathedral as was rny custom. l needed first to sort out rny thoughts. 1 

had aly,rays had rny self respect to rely upon. My life of regular prayer 'lnd 

absolution had brought ease and cornfort to my soul. Now l feared to 

confess even to rnyself my recent iniqul ty. My shameful appeti te had 

conquered my best intentions. Lisa 1 s words about taking the sin upon her 

own soul echoed in my head, yet they sounded terribly hollow. 1 knew that 

l had brought this disgrace upon myself f and that any child barn of such an 

unholy union was at Ieast half my responsibility. However, while l told 
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myself that these were the facts of the matter, a srnaII voice deep inside 

of me whispered that if Giocundo found out that 1 had usurped his place, my 

lif e would not be worth a pi ttance. In vain l strove to determine a proper 

course of action. Like a worm slowly burrowing toward the corI? of an 

apple, gUIl t and fear gnawed at my conscience. 

After sorne time 1 my emotions gradually began to subside. My one 

consolation in life is that 1 have always been able to lose myself in my 

\'/ork. As l began to trace lines on the colored drawing paper in front of 

me, the necessary concentration blocked out aU other thoughts. l was 

copying an anatomical figure and had to pay careful attention to the 

required dimensions and proportions of the body. l was following as 

minutely as possible all of Leonardo 1 s rules. His axioms of perspecti ve 

guided my hand. Yet, l confess, as always my goal eluded me. The more l 

tried, the less l succeeded. My outlines were coarse and heavy, my shadows 

remalned tlllck and unnatural. Al though the monotony of ha rd work has 

always been my only refuge, i t is also my gre3test burden. l devote myself 

to the glory of art, yet l lack the inspiration neeessary ta produce more 

than merely InEdiocre work. l have studied the examples of the old masters, 

and l h?"c contemplated the beauty of Nature herself. Yet my sketches and 

paL .... ings always appear fIat and lifeless. In his teaching seSSIons, 

Leonardo says that 1 distrust myself too mueh. Along wi th the exal ted 

science of perspective, he says that l must learn ta have faith in my own 

judgement. Possibly he is right. Perhaps l truly am my own worse enemy. 

If l cannot change this, l shail never attain the lofty heights of art to 

which Leonardo sa effortlessly soars. Yet, even if thls must be so, if l 

do not despair, might my unrelenting self-criticism not one day enable me 

ta achieve the knowledge of light and shade which l believe to be the 

primary tools of every fine craftsman? Even if l never become a great 

painter, might l not at least be allowed to penetratc.> these most hurrble 

mysteries of artifice? 

My hopeful musings on my chosen vocation were interrupted by the sound 

of bells and shouting from the street. At Fra Girolarno's bidding, it had 

been decreed, saon after the bonfire of vanities, that cripples and lepers, 

formerly barred from Florence 1 s interior, should henceforth be allowed 



""-..... 

44 

within the walls of the city. They were permitted the freedom to beg 

openly in the streets. Until that Sunday, however, i t had never occurred 

that these lepers found it necessary tu canvas the streets of even our poor 

quarter. The lepers' bells, which they ,vore on collars welded around their 

necks, warned the crowds to clear the way as they proceeded. Soon the 

sound of the bells drew nearer. Out of the back window of the studio, l 

could see a group of three beggars moving slowly down the street toward my 

mas ter 's studio. AlI the neighbourhood Florentines threw copper coins into 

the middle of the road. They then stood as distanL as possible, hugging 

the shadows of walls until the lepers had passed. 

Although the approach of these tmfortunate beggars created quite a 

stir outside in the streets, my rnaster noticed nothing at first. Then 

Salai, who was still sitting at the South window, spoke up. 

"Maestro Leonardo!" he said. ·'Corne quickly to look! Here are sorne 

truly ugly rnodels for you to draw!" 

Hardly believing the impudence of Salai' s ridiculous remark, at first 

l paid no special attention to his outburst. But then l felt a twinge of 

revulsion in the pit of my stomach ,.,..hen, Ieaving the picture of the angel 

unfinished, Leonardo stood up and went over to the window. 

"Exquisi te! " he said. "Call to thern Sala i ! Invi te them into the 

studio. Offer them sorne wine and small money." 

Disbelieving that my master could possibly be serious, l spoke up. 

"But master Da Vinci," l said, "surely you jest! You cannot truly 

desire to draw these fouI wretches." 

"Hold your peace, Francesco," sa i d Leonardo. Wi th a wave of hi s hand, 

he silenced me and then bid Salai once again to ask the lepers into our 

hous.? Salai looked at me wi th a confident sneer. My face whitened. 

"But rnaster, do you ... think i t best?" l stamnered. 

"Silence'" said Leonardo. 

Soon Salai had ushered the trio of beggars into the front studio. He 

seated them in one corner, beside the chinmey. Two of the beggars were 

men, the other one was a wrinkled old wornan. AIl had gaping mouths and 

swollen, purple tongues. Spittle drooled from the split Iip of the oldest 
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man, who was the IOOst wasted with disease. A spreading, cancerous wart, 

which sprouted hairs, grew on the face of the other man, whorn the two 

others treated as their leader. The old woman was a humpbacked crone with 

withered dugs and a face which was all but consumed by her disease. All 

three of these lepers had stuffed scraps of cloth into their festering 

wounds to help stop the scabs from bleeding. Surrounding aIl three was a 

sharp, bi ting odor reminiscent of rodent droppings. l looked at this party 

with horror and revulsion. Involuntarily, l shuddered. 

Once these unfortunate grotesques were seated in 

Leonardo's eyes lit up. 

the studio, 

"Give them sorne wine to drink," he said, rnotioning impatiently at me. 

When l returned wi th the wine, Leonardo poured i t himself. At first the 

beggars were restive and suspicious, not knowing why they had been brought. 

But Leonardo sat down with them and soon elicited their goOO will with 

amiable, ernpty words. After a short time, aIl three were slightly drunk, 

laughing and making the most horrible faces. Leonardo watched them 

closely, his cold gaze filled wi th deep and eager curiosi ty. When their 

hideousness reached i ts height, he took out his sil ver-point pen and began 

to àraw. l restrained myself and said nothing. By this t ime, the old hag 

had started licking the fallen crumbs from the table. l was disgusted and 

looked away. 

Salai kept refilling the beggars' goblets with wine. In less than an 

hour, my master had cornpleted several drawings. As l stood behind him, 

awaiting instructions, l could finally hold rny peace no longer. 

"Master, how is i t possible to see the slightest beauty in such 

deformity?" l whispered ta him. 

Leonardo did not even take his eyes off of his work. 

"Great deformity is as rare as great beauty, Francesco," he said in a 

low voice. "As l have told you many times, only rnediocrity is negligible." 

Stung by tr.ese words, 1 felt my blood begin ta rise. Unable ta 

respond, 1 clenched rny teetr. tightly until rny jaws ached. Yet, althoug:h l 

said nothing out loud, at that moment l vowed ta rnyself that i in due 

course, l would impress my rnaster enough sa that he would come to admire rny 
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abilities as an ëlpprentice. l swore that before 1 was through 

would sornehow gain Leonardo's respect. 

CHAPTER 10 

l 

For the next several weeks, Lisa came to the studio almost daily. 

Sometimes she was escorted by Maria, other times l was sent to fetch her. 

During this period, the lady Giocundo and l spoke little to each other. 

Lisa seemed unwilling to rliscuss the night we had spent together, and l was 

grateful that the subject was never broached. When l look back on it now, 

l realize that we were both equally stubborn and prideful. Lisa was a 

clever woman and knew how to suspend moments indefinitely. She smiled 

benignly. She skirted the theme and then refused to pur sue i t. Al though l 

found this most exacerba ting, l must in truth also admit that l was 

secretly delighted. These circumstances afforded me the opportuni ty to 

conti.nue my liaison wjth Lisa without having to deal with it directly. l 

was eager to play the role of the dark, mysterious lover wi thout having 

responsibilitjeu attached. Still, oftentimes l cudgeled my brains. l was 

certain that there was something l had missed - something yet unlearned. 

During this period, Leonardo worked with unprecedented zeal and 

devotion. Lisa arrived daily for her session at noon. She sat in the 

middle of the large, octagonal front studio which slowly filled with soft 

liquid shadows. My master worked at her portrait until early evening light 

faded into darkness. As 1 went about my duties in the studio, l watched 

the portrai t' s progress. 

Evidently, it was to be a painting of modest size. Leonardo had 

ordered me ta stretch, frame and pumice the canvas. 1 had also prepared 

and applied an undercoat of egg-shell paste to aid in preservation. While 

l worked at these tasks, Leonardo dre'lv many preliminary charcoal sketches 

of Lisa. He already knew that it was to he a full frontal portrait, and so 
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he did not bother to sketcn Lisa 1 s profiles, or to examine his subject from 

various vantage points. Time and time again, he drew her face as directly 

as possible. Leonardo worked on these sketches every afternoon for nearly 

a full fortnight. He slowly shaded Lisa's face into life. But when he 

carne to the details of her features, he laid aside hls silver-çoint pen and 

sat silently, looking into Lisa 1 s face wi.th an intentness, mixed with 

perturbation. Hy master discarded 

telling me to take them away 

many of these preliminary sketches, 

and bum them. AH this while, Lisa sat 

seemingly calm and suhnissive. She always wore the same dark dress with a 

transparent black veil covering her hair. She sat poised in ber carved 

mahogany cha ir, slowly stroking the long, sill<}' fur of Leonardo 1 s white 

Persian cat which lay curled in her lap, licking its paws. 

During these sessions, Lisa hardly ever ini tiated conversation. 

Sometimes Leonardo would Speaki but then only to demand srnall bit.s of 

information from the lady Giocundo, or to give orders to Salai or me. 

Usually the artist and his subject acted as veritable strangers toward each 

other. Yet they seemed to share a secret, unspoken trust. 

For the first week of the preliminary work on the portrait, i t was 

pleasant enough in the quiet atmosphere of the studio. Even Salai seemed 

content and subdued by Mona Lisa 1 s presence. He sat in the background, 

playing soft tunes on his silver lyre. He had curtailed his carousing to 

the evening hours, and was almost alwa:(s in attendance. He sat on a 

cushioned chair in one corner and played interrninably. While Lisa posed 

for Leonardo, oblivious to her surroundings, Salai plucked mellow nr-les and 

strurnmed brilliant arpeggios on his lamb-gut strings. l believe he was 

perplexed that Lisa seemed not to notice him. Salai was used to being 

parnpered and flattered by aIl the young Florentine ladies, and to his 

chagrin Lisa appeared to perceive his existence as sornething purely 

ornamental. 

The second week of preliminary studies for the portrait was much more 

stressful than the first. Leonardo grew frustrated with his inability to 

calculate the exact measurernents for the ~inting 1 s ideal point of 

perspective. l recall that he worked in an agitated, impatient manner, 
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drawing innumerable brief sketches of Lisa's lips and eyes. This went on 

for severa 1 afternoons, unti l one day, toward the end of the fortnight, 

Leonardo abruptly closed the coyer of his sketch-book and stood up. He 

slowly replaced the cap to his sil ver-point pen. It was only shortly after 

the beginning of the session, so Lisa, Salai and l turned in surprise to 

see wha t ivas ma t ter. 

"Madam Giocundo," Leonardo sa id . "You are as beautiful of form and 

featUl"2 as any woman alive, but it seems to me that you are weighed down by 

a burden which is much tao heavy to bear." 

"What do you mean?" said Lisa. 

"WeIl f you 1 ive wi th your husband in the midst of such l uxury, and yet 

l perceive that you are deeply troubled by something. You are tao 

sensitive to speak, yet tf'~re is always the slightest hint of sadness in 

your smi le. You must spe 1k to me of i t ! " 

"I warned you bef _.e we started that you would not be perrnitted access 

to the secrets of my soul," said Lisa, lowering her eyes. "You must paint 

the portrait as best you are able. l shall pose as you require." 

"If you are resol ved not to reveal your secret, l shall respect your 

silence," said Leonardo. "However, your manner and attitude will continue 

to puzzle me, and the painting will never be started, never mind 

completed." 

"As l have told you," said Lisa, "that is your own con cern . " 

"But, l cannot ... be ••. defeated once again," said Leonardo, in a dark, 

trernbling voice. 

Although Lisa paid little heed to Leonardo's grim countenance, l knew 

the importance of these words. So many of the projects whi.ch rny rnaster 

spent his lifetirne creating were already beginning to disintegrate: There 

were the rnany half-finished pain~.ings and sketches stored in the attic of 

the studio. Also, there were the many parchment leaves of notes \vhich he 

scribbled and then discarded. There was his great equestrian statue, the 

"Cavello", for which the bronze needed for finishing was far too expensive 

for even the Duke to afford. And there was his "Last Supper", which was 

already bubbling with mold because he had irnpulsi~ely painted directly on 

the walls of the Convent instead of using a canvas stretched on a frame. 
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Finally, of course, there was the flying machine which was Leonardo's 

greatest disappointment and most haunting failure. Knowing these things, 1 

understood the desperate quality in my rnaster's voice as he thought of 

painting this portrait which was to be his last bid for immortality. He 

could no doubt feel Death's cold breath on his neck. He lmew that the tirne 

left to him was tao short to allow for hesitation. 1 could see that my 

master was deterrnined to capture this last elusive vision so that he could 

still his guilty conscience, and die in peace. 

After their brief dialogue, Leonardo's gaze locked into Lisa's in a 

glaring battle of defiance. Salai stopped playing his lyre. There was a 

long moment of terrible silence in the studio. Then Leonardo suddenly 

turned his back on Lisa. Turning to me, he ordered that the very best 

paints should be inmediately prepared. 

Having antidpated this moment, 1 quickly set to work. Even though he 

was undoubtedly certain of my competence, Leonardo watched over rny shoulder 

as 1 mixed and measured in separate bowls the dark oily hues and the pasty 

ash-white flesh tones which he required. 1 mixed each basic mixture with a 

compound of arabic gurn. Then 1 heated the potions over a candle flarne. 

Once they had achieved the correct consistency, 1 divided the result into 

six srnaller bowls. To these bo1vls, 1 added the various ground minerals, 

strained liquids and sifted powders to make the necessary djfferent shades. 

This was slow work which dernanded a steady hand and careful concentration. 

Once this had been accompli shed , howe"Jer, 1 quickly prepared a sui table 

palette which 1 proudly presented to rny rnaster. 1 then took out of a 

drawer three new paint brushes 'ihich 1 offered to him. Eonardo chose one 

with fine, long bristles. With a 1vide, sweeping gesture of his arrn, he 

then ordered me to draw the canvas curtains to dull the sun' s afternoon 

light. It was time, he said, for the real painting to begin. 
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CHAPTER Il 

Although many incidents occurred during the days and vleeks that 

fG~lowed the commencement of Lisa's portrait, these facts seemall but 

irrelevant now. Certainly, life went on in the usual fashion: Leonardo 

painted, l worked at my studies and small tasks about the studio, and Salai 

continued his characteristic pranks and merry mischief. This ~~s Wj 

immediâte world. Outside of this world, events unfoldEd as they inevitably 

will: News that the bastard Charles and his army had taken Milan reached 

our city during the early days of June. Fear and panic gradually 

heightened as Florentines anticipated the imminent invasion of their 

streets. Also, during this time factions led by certain Franciscan friars 

began to grow within the city. Neighbours and families split over their 

opinions of Fra Girolamo and his rigid Dominican precepts. As if this was 

not enough trouble to contend with, during this period superstition also 

gripped the citizens of Florence. This was due to the fact that tmvard the 

middle of the month a merchant ship drifted into the main port of the city, 

its entire crew dead of sorne peculiar pox which even the Duke's physicians 

were unable to explain. 

These, then, were the circumstances of the tirne. Yet, although these 

facts are perhaps significant in and of themselves, they are really 

important now only insofar as they form the backdrop of my history, most of 

the battles of which were fought wi thin the confines of my skull. When l 

think of that time now, l believe that, as far as my personal histOLl{ is 

concerned, it is best explained by one recurring dream whjch continued 

right up until the June nights shortly before Summer Solstice. It was on 

one morning following this dream that finally, driven beyond my limits of 

endurance, l took my fa te into my own hands and acted in a manner directly 

opposed to that which my conscience demanded. 
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In my dream, l am greatly aged - an old man in his seventies at least. 

When the dream begins, l am walking slowly, lost in thought, through the 

narrow, deserted city streets. My sense of balc;, 'has begun to fa il , and 

l am unsteady on my feet. My joints creak as l walk, and l am bone-tired 

and seant of breath. Because of my paor eyesight, l cannot see far ahead. 

l have no idea where l am walking to since l have never travelled through 

thjs partieuldr quarter before. 

"You are lost," a voice in my head whispers. 

And, indeed, there are no signs of human life. As l look around me, l 

am certain that any building l may enter will prove to be uninhabited and 

abandoned. 

"You are lost!" the voice ,~hispers again. "You are lost, and yûu are 

mad, and you are going to die!" 

Yet, my sandaled feet shuffle om~rd. 

Leaning heavily on my ~~lking stick, l navigate the unfamiliar streets 

and alleyways, past the deserted dwellings. Already it is near sunset. 

Although l am wizened and bent with years, my shadow stretches out before 

me, enormous and elongated. 

IICall on the demon to punish her! Il whispers the voice in rny head. 

"CalI on the dernons, and have your revenge!" 

"I shall not, " l mut ter outloud. 

almost forgotten. It does not matter 

forgiven. " 

IIIt was so long ago. 

any more. The sin 

Now it is 

is surely 

In the distance, l hear the rumbling thunder of an approaching storm. 

For an extended moment, the city is lit with fire as streak lightening 

flashes across the skye Mindful of the first hesitant drops of rain, l 

hobble onward in search of a likely place to take shelter. 

The voices in my head are now several. 
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"There is no escape," the voices whisper. "No one escapes! Here 

there are no longer choices to be made about which pa th to follow. 'l'here 

is no possibili ty of redernption. You are a prisoner! But then you were 

always a prisoner. Did you not choose to sacrifice your freedom for a mere 

moment of pleasure?" 

l say nothing. It is impossible to reply. 

After some time, l come to the steps of what appears in my dream to be 

the Cathedral Santa Maria. Already the city has begun to darken. A 

feeling of helplessness wells up inside me. Unsteadily, l climb the steep 

stone steps toward the huge iron-studded oak doors which loom above me. 

The doors open slowly with a sigh. 

The Cathedral is empty. 1 hesitate for a moment in the threshold, my 

eyes adjusting to the deep gloom inside. l shake the dust off my sandals. 

Slowly l begin to walk up the main aisle, rny eyes fixed on the empty wooden 

pulpit ahead. 

"Despair!" the whispers cry in my head. "Soon to be still. Ashes 

scat tered in darlmess. Despair! " 

Yet the coo. air under the great arches of the Cathedral ceiling seems 

comforting. l stop beside a huge grey marble pillar. l touch the smooth 

stone, and i ts surface consoles me. 

For a moment, the whispering voices subside. 

Despite my stiff limbs, l genuflect and enter a pew. For some time, 1 

kneel in silent prayer. Then 1 i t back on the pol ished hardwood k.1Ch. 

For a lingering moment, l admire a spiral rosette whiclt is set ln one of 

the Cathedral' s mul tj -colored stained glass windows. This wi ndow 5 t.:..i 11 

glows slightly as the evening sun sinks in the west. 1 close my eyes. 

Gradually, 1 become aware that the silence is being disrupted as the 

Cathedral organ begins to play a faint, somber fugue. l slowly become 
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aware of the organ, yet my thoughts do not linger on i t. As the music 

builds, however, l becorne filled with an unspeakable barrenness. 

The chorus of voices in rny head now returns. 

"Yes, that is right!" the voices whisper. "You must now understand. 

Blind, and yet seeing. Yet no :"onger to touch! Above aU, understand! 

Here there is no rnulti-folÎate rose to behold. Here only the silence 

blossorns. Here darkness prevails!" 

As l sit aU dIane in the empty Cathedral, l can no longer escape the 

truth. l becorne aware that this drearn is an enactrnent of rny death. l sit 

guilty and ashamed. My soul is like the dried out husk of an insect. l 

have been justly condenmedi l am greatly afraid to watch the proceedings. 

"But what man is not guilty of sin?" l absentrnindedly rnutter. "Who is 

there that does not share my great sorrow and shame?" 

Yet, although l reprirnand myself for having allowed rny life to pass 

out of my control, l am not entirely peni t2nt. As l view my moment of 

death, l am relieved that the truth of my life will be buried forever. l 

am content that this should be so. l am prepared to suffer even eternal 

damnation to guard the jealous secret close to my heart. 

What happens next is perhaps merely a vision resulting from my brewing 

disquietude, but still i t lives in rny rnind as if real. In rny drearn, the 

bells in the Cathedral spire begin ta tolL They soon drown out bath the 

sound of the organ, and the voices in my head which continue to whisper. 

Slowly, l become aware that the darkness surrounding the al tar is broken by 

the glow of candlelight. l see that there are two black-robed figures 

preparing the Eucharist. At this moment, l hear the sound of fluttering 

wings. When l look upward, l see that there is a huge black raven perched 

on one of the wooden rafters supporting the dorned ceiling. The bird' s 

glittering eyes flash in my head. Its caws echo in my ears. Suddenly, it 

rises from its perch. Slow'ly, it swoops in dirninishing spi raIs down toward 

the al tar . It lands wi th fl1.lttering wings and piercing cries on the 
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shoulder of the high priest, who is occupied with the chalice. This 

priest, who appears as a hollow, faceless figure, takes out a handfuJ of 

black rice and feeds his loyal pet. Then the priest and his server rnove 

forward toward the altar-rail, where the faithful usually kneel to await 

cOIl1llUIlion. The two figures stand there. Instinctively, l know that it is 

me they are wai ting for. The raven flies in circles above me. This l take 

as a sign that l am to walk toward the altar. 

As l slowly proceed up the main aisle, my lips feverishly mutter the 

disjointed lines of a psalm which l sang by heart as a boy. Soon l am 

kneeling on the hard ma.rble step in front of the altar-rail. My trembling 

hands are clasped tightly in front of me. As the two priests approach, l 

open my mouth to receive the blessed corrmunion, but ,,,hen the high priest 

lOlvers the golden chalice in his hand, l see that i t is filled, not wi th 

whi te-wafer hosts, but wi th burning black embers. Wi th a pair of long, 

silver tongs, this priest lifts a glowing coal from the chalice. Although 

l want to cry outloud, he places the red-hot stone on my tongue, and l am 

cornmitted to everlasting silence. 
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CHAP1'ER 12 

Every IOOrning after my dream, l awoke shivering in a co Id sweat; my 

body curled in a tight baIl, my knees tucked closely against my throbbing 

chest. l tried to erase the dream from my mind. l shunned sleep, fearing 

its consequences. ! Imew that l had to rectify the direction of my sinful 

life. Yet now contrition seemed impossible. l knew that above aIl l had 

to see Lisa alone in her room once again. For better or for worse, l had 

chosen my path. Despite the forbidding premonitions of rny dream, l was 

complacently prepared to accept the consequences of damnation. Seeing only 

what l 'tmnted to see, l followed the ungodly course of my increasingly 

wayward, unscrupulous nature. 

l was obsessed wi th regaining access to Lisa' s honeyed favors. l had 

fallen victim to her charms. Oftentimes, l was overwhelmed with fits of 

passion. During those last days in the final weeks of June, Florence was 

suffering in a sweltering heat which foreshadowed the scorching sumner 

months ahead. Yet, at the tinte l hardly noticed the intemperance of the 

weather. My soul was suffering from a far more painful fire which 

smoldered deep in my loins. As l toiled and sweated for my master in our 

studio, l secretly plotted how to pur sue my liaison with Lisa. Flesh and 

blood is weak. Blessedness or daImlation aside, l was no longer full of the 

peculiar scruples of which Salai so often accused me. l was soft-headed 

enough to suppose that Lisa could he persuaded to share a moment of 

fleeting passion with me once again. 

Yet, despi te rny infernal longing to re-establish intimate contact wi th 

Mona Lisa, l did not know how to speak to her in the oily, smooth-tongued 

manner which l had often heard Salai successfully practice wi th the 

fashionable ladies. When l escorted Lisa to or from her home, l stanrnered 

feeble responses to her occasional, unimportant questions. Sometimes we 



c 
56 

passed idle pleasantries. Other times ive even exchanged furtive, lmmling 

glances. But nei ther of us ever uttered a serious word concerning the 

love-child that was surely grovling wi thin her womb. Although l am still 

unable to me2.süre the exact balance in which des ire and fai th struggled for 

possession of my soul during my time with Lisa, l now make no bones about 

revealing my great love for her. The sight of Lisa sitting quietly 

composed dut" ing the long afternoons of the portra i t 1 S progress drove all 

whispers of indecision and renunciation from rny rnind. During these tirnes, 

l had only one central concern: How was l to arrange to see the Lady 

Giocundo alone once aga in? 

The answer to this question cëlIne to me in an unexpected, fortui tous 

manner. It happened on the Summer Sol:::t j ce holiday, on the last Sunday in 

June. Having told my rr.dster that l was going to high rnass at the 

Cathedral, l Wf'!lt .i.nstead to feed the white swans which swam on the blue 

pond in the small park on '\:.he outskirts of our quarter. To my great 

surprise, while l was dreamily feeding the swans, l saw the Lady Giocundo 

and her maid-servant, Maria, enter the park. Although my first instinct 

was to hide or to draw up my cl oak and scurry away, l girded rny loins and 

bravely resolved to approach the ladies. l told rnyself that l would be 

ca suaI and gallant. l convinced myself that i t was time to prove my 

self-assurance as a lover. By this tirne, it ivaS too late to flee, even if 

l still wanted to. Lisa and her maid-servant were now strolling over 

toward the pond, and it was impossible for me to escape their notice. 

The two ladies walked sloi'lly through the park 1 s terraced flower 

gardens. They stopped for a few moments to admire the beds of pale-blue 

irises and deep red roses. Soon they passed beneath the overhanging 

branches of a grove of ancient willml trees which bordered one side of the 

clear blue pond. l stood on the grassy bank opposite, holding a bag of 

stale crusts in my hand. Lisa noticed me standing there, and l sheepishly 

waved in greeting. Just at that moment a bird, flushed from the foliage by 

a small animal, flew out from the bushes beside me. Startled, l dropped 

the sac of crusts into the shallow ivater at the pond 1 s edge. Before l 

regained my wits enough to bend over to salvage what l could of the crusts, 

the pair of wai ting long-necked swans quickly paddled over and began 

greedily to devour the floating bits of bread. 
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When the Lady Giocundo and Maria approached wi thin speaking distance, 

l took off ~ motley cap. 

"Good day, Mesdames," l said clumsily, my tongue feeling swollen and 

dry in my mouth. 

Maria lowered her eyes and stood shyly behind and to one side of her 

mistress while Lisa addressed me. 

"Messer Francesco, are you also out taking a 'valk for your leisure?1I 

said Lisa, with a touch of sarcasm in her voice. 

"Yes, l am," l said with a slight bow, trying with difficulty to 

maintain my casual composure. 

During these first few seconds of conversation, rny eyes registered 

Lisa' s appearance. l saw that instead of the black dress and veil which 

she habitually wore when sitting for rny master, this Sunday Lisa was 

wearing a light silken dress, wi th a rich red scarf draped over her 

shoulders. The ruby and emerald rings on her fingers sparkled in the 

sunlight. As l admired the white skin of her bare neck and arms, my 

passion was rekindled anew. Hoping to rnake a good impression, l sought 

words to compliment her beauty. 

"You look most radiant and lovel;: today, Madam, Il l sa id . 

However, Lisa chose to ignore my bold remark. Apparently she was reluctant 

to speak while Maria was still in our company. 

At this point in our conversation, a breath of cool wind blew through 

the park, and a few first hesi tant drops of rain began to fall. 

With a wave of her hand, Lisa dismissed Maria, who walked a short way off, 

soon disappearing between the rustling white and black leaves of the 

mulberry trees which grew atone end of the park. Once Maria was out of 

sight, Lisa motioned that 1ve should take shel ter under the roof of a nearby 

pagoda. 

For several minutes, Lisa sat quietly on the wicker bench which ran 

along one wall of the pagoda. The warbling of sweet-throated birds drifted 

over from a small grove of pear trees, and we listened to their songs. 
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After several false starts, which dissipated into idle pleasantries, l 

ordered rny thoughts and cut to the heart of the matter. 

"Mi stress Lisa," l said, "1 do not want you to have any doubt of my 

good intentions. However, l find that l can no longer remain fai thful to 

the staunch resolution which l made after our la st intimate meeting." 

"What do you mean, Francesco?" sa id Lisa. 

"1 mean ta say that l have discovered that rny feelings for you are 

more than mere desire of the flesh," l said. "Although it may be my 

gravest misfortune, l find that l am unable to resist your charms. l pray 

of you, eaf,;e my wretchedness! Promise me that l may saon once again be 

allowed access to your riches!" 

"You are indeed a most fervent young man," said Lisa, looking deep 

into my eyes. "Last time we met intimatelY you solemnly swore that i t 

would never happen again. If your conscience is sa easily disturbed, do 

you not think it unwise ta fall into the same trap again?" 

"Please spare me the pi~'rcing arrows of your irony, mi stress Lisa," l 

said. "ean you not show me sorne small mercy? Do you not love me even a 

little?" 

"1. •• do not believe in such things," said Lisa with a shrug of her 

shoulders. '''I11ey do not concern me. " 

"God help us!" l exclaimed. "Have you no sense of propriety? Are we 

not together responsible for the child that is growing within you?" 

"Please, let us not quarrel," sa id Lisa, looking away. "I am willing 

ta meet you again if you think it is necessary, but l refuse to linger over 

the details of our last e!1counter. l shall see you, but do not forget that 

you swore a vow of secrecy. In this regard, you must be most careful not 

ta betray ne. Remember, my husband has a suspicious nature and an unruly 

temper. We must be careful not to arouse hirn." 

"You can depend on me," l said. "1 shall not betray your conf idence. " 

"Very good," said Lisa. "Well, you still have the key ta our garden 

gate. You may come to rny roorn again in two nights time. My husband has a 

business engagement in Pisa, and it will be safe. But again, l warn you, 

take every precoution and raise no suspicions." 

"Of course not," l said. "1 have given you my word!" 

Presently, the light rain-shower stopped, and Maria returned. The 

-
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Lady Giocundo and her maid-servant irrmediately departed. Satisfied, and 

perhaps inwardly srnug wi th my success, l too soon left the park and began 

the journey back to Leonardo's studio. My feet ,,,ere light of step, and 

that day the walk seerned pleasant and short. 

CHAPl'ER 13 

When l arrived back at the studio, rny rnaster 1{aS busy "'Irking at his 

writing desk. l did not dare disturb him, but rather irnmediately climbed 

the stairs to my room. There l changed into my work clothes. Then l ~ent 

back down to the studio. l spent the rest of that afternoon carefully 

painting the intricate details on the black wing-tips of the smiling angel 

in Leonardo' s "Madonna of the Rocks." l enjoyed this peaceful, therapeutic 

work. It seemed to soothe my soule When evening fell, Salai had still not 

arri ved back from his Sunday afterncon' s promenade wi th his crowd of gay, 

pretty-faced friends. After waiting for a considerable arnount of tirne, 

Leonardo ordered that supper should be prepared regardless of Salai' s 

absence. Together lie sat in silence in the kitchen at the back of our 

studio. We ate a simple meal of bread, cf'eese and wine. OUr kitchen is 

rather a large roorn, 1vith dirty brown walls and a black wood-burning stove 

in one corner. Leonardo and l sat at opposite ends of the large square 

table set in the middle of this roorn. He spoke to me only when he wanted 

his cup of wine refilled, or when he wanted me to pass the plate of bread 

and cheese. l was accustomed to the silence and the rudeness of his 

brusque manner. In truth, l know that oftentirnes rny rnaster rnerely 

tolerates me as an apprentice 1~ause of rny usefulness as a servant. He 

does not prize me highly. But then, aIl his other stud~nts have deserted 

him in his old age, and so l have sorne merits as a disciple. 

am loyal. Sorne day, Leonardo will came to appreciate this 

will deeply appreciate rny service. 

Above aIl, l 

fact, and he 

After clearing the few supper dishes from the kitchen table, l went 
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directly to my raom. During dinner, Leonardo had been obviously upset 

that Salai was not back. l left my rnaster alone in the front studio in 

order to avoid any conflict that might arise if l ,vere ta disturb hirn. For 

the duration of the evening, l tried to catch up on my self-appointed task 

of sorting out Leonardo' s notes. l had decided that this ,vas an excellent 

,vay to impress my master. l intended to organize and bind in logical order 

the bulk of these notes. l would then present tnem to Leonardo, and he 

would surely admire rny worthy industry. 

However, as l recall, tha t evening l was not making rnuch progress in 

rny task. l was thinking, the thousands of loose pages which l have stored 

in the woDden trunk in rny room are overwhelming in their dispersiveness and 

diversity of subject. They are aIl in fragments; rough sketches and 

snatches of 'tlriting in such disorder that years will be necessary to sort 

it aIl out. Oftentimes, l find that the prospect of accornplishing this 

task is tao daunting to allow me ta continue. Yet only in this way can l 

win Leonardo' s respect. 

l believe that the reason l am unable to sort out rny master 1 s notes is 

not just due to the difficulty of having to read his script in a mirror. 

Al though this is often cumbersome, and l am able to work only I"hen Sala i is 

gone and his hand-mirror is free, l have grown accustomed to these minor 

inconveniences. No, the main reason the sorting goes so slowly is that l 

am constantly distracted by the seerning opposition between theory and 

practice in Leonardo' s work. 

As l sort through my mas ter ' s notebooks, l pay scant heed to the 

hundreds of parchrnent leaves filled wi th calculations and geometrical 

diagrams. Nor do l pay more than cursory attention to the countless 

sketches of engines and buildings, or to the thousand fragIll€>nts of ideas on 

rnatters of natural science and anatomy. These things have never sparked m:' 

interest. l place aIl of Leonardo' s notes on these subjects together in 

separa te piles, to be dealt 'vi th later. On the subject of art and 

painting, however, l am always curious. l fi!1d that my rnaster's views 

often give me pause. As l sit reading in the mirror by candlelight, his 

theories force me to reflect on the direction of my own thoughts about the 

techniques of artifice. 
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Yet, l am powerless to express my ideas. 

There has always been one problem '\vhich has perplexed me more than 

all the others, and i t is this: Concerning the exal ted science of 

perspective, i t often seems to me that .lhat Leonardo wants more than 

anything else is to pin his subject to the canvas in the same manner that 

he pins beetles and butterflies to the pages of the book in which he 

collects insect specimens. In this approach; i t seems to me, sornething 

vital is lost to the meaning of art. Perhaps l wonder \Vhether Leonardo's 

ideal point of perspective even truly exists. After aIl, is it not 

possible that the truth can only be seen if viewed in i ts essence from 

spveral different directions at once. Oftentimes, when these ideas pr"'ss 

on my mind, l feel that they are trying to fire my imagination. Yet, l am 

reluctant to voice my ideas. l am certain that my master would disapprove 

of my dissent. 

While l was thinJdng in this manner, my thoughts were suddenly 

interrupted when a lL10Ck came at my door. l quickly shuffled the papers l 

was working with back into the drawer of my desk. l managed to accomplish 

this wi thout a moment to spare. Just as l closed the drawer, the door to 

my room opened. l saw that Leonardo ,vas standing in the dim light of the 

hallway. He moved as far as tlle threshold. For several seconds, he did 

not utter a word. He was 'iearing his customary wide-sleeved, brown \loolen 

robe. For the past three years, his old bones have fel t the cold even in 

the hottest weather, and so he had a heavy, purple mantle draped over his 

shoulders. With one hand, he stroked his long, grey-grizzled beard. He 

held his white Persian cat nestled in the crook of his other arm. My heart 

was pumping loudly, and the tips of my ears felt like they were burning. 

Fervently, l hoped that my master had seen nothing of my clandestine 

acti vi ty . If he discovered my work before i t ,ras complete, all my planning 

would be ruined. However, evidently my master suspected nothing. There 

were several more moments of silence, durj ng 'vhich time Leonardo' s tired, 

pale-blue eyes surveyed the contents of my room. Then they returned to 

rest on me, and Leonardo spoke. 
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"Francesco," he said. "We cannot let Salai stay out until all hours 

again tonight. If the city guard patrols find him in the streets after 

curfe.v, he will be imprisoned again for public misch.i.ef. " 

"But mas ter ," l said, "1 am not Salai' s keeper. It hardly seems 

fitting that as part of my duties l should have ta play nurse-rnaid to hirn." 

"Tomorrow the Lady Giocundo Wl.l1 arrive earlier than usual," said 

Leonardo. "She smiles in a much sweeter, rnelancholy fashion when Salai is 

on forro to play the lyre. l want you to go to fetch him." 

"He is undoubtedly drinking and gambling in one of the filthy wine 

ce11ars with his foul-tongued friends," l said. "1 would much prefer not 

to have to go there at this time of night." 

"You do not appear to be doing anything useful," said Leonardo. "Try 

not to be so petulant. You are al ways puffed-up wi th a sense of your own 

self -- importance, but you accompl i sh so lit tle, cloistered like a fretful 

monk in this dingy little room of yours. Now go to fetch Salai as l ask! 

The fresh night air "\"i11 do you good!" 

"1 \lill if l must," l said, "but l protest ... " 

"Do you propose to argue with me?" said Leonardo. 

"No, of course not, rnaster," l said. "1 just. want you to know that, 

,,,hile l willingly fulfill aIl your other orders wi thout cornplaining, l 

resent enorr.;ously having to look after Salai' s welfare into the bargain." 

"Is that so?" said Leonardo. 

"Salai is a cunning rascal, and l loath his fawning, lazy, heedless 

marmers, Il l said. 

"Must you be such a jealous dullard?" said Leonardo. "Salai is 

perhaps a mischievous rascal, but he is certainly not so notorious a mave 

as you would rnake him out to be." 

"But master, l tell you ••. " l began to say. 

"Silence!" said Leonardo, "1 am tired and going to bed nmY'. It is a 

simple enough task; see if you can complete i t wi thout fouling things up. 

Show some obedience!" 

"Yes, master," l said, bowing rny head as Leonardo turned his back on 

me and walked slowly down the corridor to his awn chambers. 

After rny argument wi th Leonardo, l "TaS hardly conscious of putting on 

my cloak or of leaving the studio. However, when l regained sorne of my 
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composure, l found myself following the narrow, winding city streets in the 

direction of the quarter 'lhere the filthy wine-cellars of Florence are 

located. The angry, throbbing pulse in my temples continued as l 1valked 

along. With my eyes cast down to the rough cobblestones on which l trad, l 

hurried through the darkness. When l turned into the roads leading toward 

the drinking quarter, the flickering light from a street-corner torch 

aroused me from my stupor. l Sa1Jl that a small group of city guards was 

standing under the light of the torch. They were dressed in silver-plated, 

ha rd , leather tunics, and they 1vere heavy, bronze helmets on their heads. 

The captain of the guards was leaning on his spear, and the others ,vere 

laughing and rough-housing amongst thernselves. As l walked past them, 

their jesting subsided for a moment as they 'vatched me. l lowered my 

glance, and prayed that they would not bother me. Thankfully, hm'i'ever, l 

1;'i'aS not halted. l sighed with relief, and scurried on my 1;'i'ay. 

Presently, l turned into a dimly lit alley and descended the steps to 

the doorway of the wine-cellar ''i'hlCh Salai and his bunch frequented. l 

knew where it was located since Salai often sarcastically invited me along 

when he and his seedy friends were going there. However, l had never been 

to this den of iniquity before. As l stood in the open doorway, hesitant 

to enter, l saw that i t was a cavernous place, 'vi th a low \vood-beam 

ceiling. Smoke and noise filled the air. The scene was one of bar-room 

confusion and mayhern. It appeared as a dark cave where workjngmen, 

hooligans, and affluent patrons aIl mixed together in their various stÀtes 

of drunkenness. There were rough-he1m benches set against the yellowish 

stone walls and many large, round, 1vooden tables set in the center of the 

room. By the light of dim lanterns, 1vhich were suspended on brackets at 

intervals along the 1;'i'alls, l could see clusters of men and women laughing 

and drinking around the central Hooden tables. l was repulsed, but at the 

same time, l must admit, im:ardly fascinated by this scene of Dionysian 

revelry. As l awkwardly tried to push my way through the crowd, l fel t 

myself drawn into the heart of this bedlarn. 

l soon spotted Salai. This waS not a difficult task since he al,vays 

laughs too loudly and he naturally stands out in a crowd. As always, our 

golden boy was at the center of attention. He stood at one end of a dicing 
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table, his angelic face set in a broad, grinning smile as he shaok, kissed, 

and cast the dice. l started rnaking rny way over toward hirn. However, my 

mind was saon distracted from my goal. Just as l 1vaS jostling my 1fay 

through a motley bunch of swarthy-skinned Florentines gathered around a 

barrel-shaped man ''l'ho ,vas singing a lewd drinking song, l saw out of the 

corner of my eye the old rag-vendor woman whom l had first. met in the 

market-place several months prevlous. She 'W"dS sitting at an empcy table at 

one far end of the roorn. She was gazing in rny direction, hmvever, she 

se:e.'lted to look straight through me. Against my better judgement, l could 

not resist going over to speak to her. Discounting the voice in rny head 

which began to ,.,hisper faint warnings, l detoured over in her direction. 

At first the decrepit old rag-vendor ,voman did not seem to recognize 

me. But when l sat down beside her, she lifted her tangled head of silver 

hair and looked at me vith her deep-set, crow-black eyes. She then grinned 

a wide, toothless srnile of recognition. But before either of us ut tered a 

word, a lasci vi ous 1 ooking barma i d wi th large, almond -shaped eyes, came 

over to the table and demanded what we wanted ta drink. l ordered a glass 

of cheap 'vin'2 for the old rag-vendor 1voman, but then said that l wanted 

nothing for tri' self. However, the barmaid stared at me suspiciously, and 50 

l ordered a goblet of wine to appease her. When the bannaid returned 1-li th 

our wine, the old rag-seller speke: 

"And how is your lover?" the old wanan asked. "Is she enjoying her 

present? Did l not tell you my golden-finch was the perfect gift for 

lovers?" 

"1 have not spoken to my mi stress about the finch sinee l gave it to 

her," l said, evasively, taking a sip of my wine. "1 am sure, however, 

that i ts songs hring much joy to her heart." 

liDo not be so coy with me," said the old' woman. "Come, come, young 

man! You rnay speak to me in all confidence. Your sins cannot he 50 great 

that they will shock me. l am a widow seven tirnes over, and what sins my 

husbands didn 1 t think of between them will never be invented. Come now, 

don't be 50 coy!" 

"1 see no reason that l should have to explain to you my heart 1 s 

desire," l said, taking several large swallows of 'vine. "1 admit that the 

golden-finch has served i ts purpose precisely as you promised i t wOuld, 



l 

.. .. 

65 

however, 1 do not see why that obliges me t:> reveal the passions which l 

share wi th my mi stress . " 

"But have you enjoyed your mistress's favours often?" the old wanan 

aSked, with a drunken, drooling snigger. "1 Jrn.m'lof sins that would shock 

even an abbot! You cannot surprise me! Come, tell me your secret!" 

"1 do not see that it is any of your concern," l said, finishing rny 

cup of ''line and motioning to the barmaid to bring me another. 

"Ah, you are rnarried to your honour," said the old wornan. "But 

surely, because of rny finch, your innennost ,-.rish has been granted? Do 1 

not deserve sorne srnall sign of your gratitude?" 

Uncertain of what to say to the persistent old warnan, l rernained 

obstinately silent. 1 quickly gulped dmm the second goblet of wine which 

the barmaid brought me. 1 irnrnediately ordered another, hoping to fortify 

my nerves with the heady, intoxicating liquid. Although 1 resisted the 

idea of talking openly with this strange, old woman, 1 deeply longed to 

make my confession to sorneone. l thought that perhaps it vlould give sorne 

relief to rny tortured soul. Only later did 1 realize that rny confession 

did greatly more harm than ever i t did good. For qui...e sorne time, l S?t 

rnotionless, weighed down by wine. Although l pondered my dilernna, 1 had no 

VOlce to speak of rny misery and vrretchedness. During this time, a great 

many L"lorentines driftecl out of the bar-room as the midnight curfew drew 

cl oser . However, Salai was still at the gaming tables, and 1 did not feel 

pressed to leave. 

"1 want her wi th aIl rny heart," l heard rny slurring voice 

mutter aloud. "1 -want her with aIl rny heart, yet my life is a continuaI 

hell of passion and fear when l think of her." 

"Ah, 1 see that your heart is sore with delight," said the old ''loman, 

snickering drunkenly at rny words. "Yes, yes! Just as aIl moon-struck 

lovers worship only the stars in the firmam:mt, you have grown giddy wi th 

passion my love-sick young friend! But tell me now, have you failed so 

completely to satisfy your passions? Have you not sealed your secret love 

with a kiss?" 

"Oh, with a kiss and rnuch more," l said . 

"Ah, well, that is very good!" said the old woman. "But if this is 
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true, then what grieves you now? You must tell me of your difficulty. How 

can l give you solace if you refuse to reveal l'our distress? Have you been 

given a key to open your mi stress 's gate? Have no feari make your 

confession! " 

"But of course," l said, sure and proud of my proficiency as a lover. 

"And ",hat is more, l am to go there again in two nights' time!" 

"In two nights' time?" said the old woman. "You don' t say? WeIl, 

enjoy your delight while you can, rny young friend! Passion is a candIe 

whose flame burns but briefly. Perhaps your unhappiness is a virtue whic~ 

brings caution in i ts wake. Your mi stress will not be a young maid 

forever. Enjoy your good fortune 'l'hile you can! Cherish your illusions! 

And so, good-night my fine, over-bold yOllth!" 

With these la st words, the old rag-vendor's voice began to trail off 

into incoherent drunken mutterings. Disturbed by her words, l gulped down 

the la st dregs of rny third goblet of wine. Bidding the old woman 

good-night, l {ose un3teadily to my feet and focused my already blurring 

vision in the direction of the gambling t~ble where Salai and a few 

last-hangers-on stoor-j laughing, drinking, and rolling the dice. 
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CHAPI'ER 14 

As l approached the small group of men and vlOmen gathered about the 

dicing table, even through my drunken vision l could see that Salai ~,as 

having a most successful night. He was luxuriating in the admiration of 

his onlookers. Yet, l was unable to rouse myself to j ealousy . 1 t Has aU 

l could do to stand upright 1 without falling to the floor. In the poorly 

ventilated room, the air was heavy with the stale odors of tobacco and 

wine. l was nauseous, and could hardly b;:-eathe. l was perspiring freely, 

and for a moment l thought 1 was about to faint. When l reached the place 

where Salai and his group were playing clice, l held rnyself steady against 

the edge of the table. For a long IrIOIn€'nt, nobody noticed rny arri val. l 

stood in a daze, rny brain numbed wi th vTine. 

When fil1ally l speke, my tongue felt thick and swollen and l heard rny 

voice utter slow, sluggish words. 

IISalai! Il l blurted in a loud, belligerent tone. "Time to come home! 

Past your bedtirne! Master says time to come horne! Il 

Salai had not noticed me until that moment. Understandably, he was 

greatly surprised to see me standing there in rny flushed condition. Yet, 

he sa id nothing. He gave me an artful wink, and motioned for silence so 

that he could roll the dice. Hmvever, 1 refused to tolerate his obstinacy, 

Before he could throw the dice, 1 reached out and grabbed his wrist. Salai 

was ruffled by this bold move. For a moment, he glared at me; but then he 

smdled mischievously, feigning patience and friendliness. 

IIWhy sa woefuI, Francesco?" he said. "Be a good fellow and hang on 

for a few minutes while l finish this game." 

liNo, now ... must go, now!" l said, still holding Salai '8 wrist tightly 

in rny gras!:,. 

"Another cup of cheer for our friend while he l'laits!" Salai called to 

the barmaid, seeking to rebuff me. 
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"No, now!" l said, my courage bolstered with wine and the knowledge 

that l was expressly serving Leonardo's orders. 

But at that moment, Salai wrested his hand free, and l was SpWl 

around, almost losing rny balance. 

In retrospect, looking baek on that night, l realize nm; that my 

aberrant, aggressive behavior was in large part due to the fact that l was 

trying absurdly to ShOli an outward display of strength since l felt so 

terribly out of place. The small group surrounding Salai had stopped their 

laughing and drinking to stare at me when l grasped Salai' s hand to prevent 

his throwing the diee. One of this group of Salai' s admirerE. was a beefy 

albino 11ith a shaved head and massive, fat-laden arms which were eovered 

with black tattaos. This man l kne'Vl to be namEti Bulvero. He was one of 

Salai' s most loyal friends. He was known to be a man of li ttle 

intelligence. His pink eyes glistened with the inherent maliciousness of 

his nature. Bulvero looked at me, and spat on the ground. When he speke, 

it 1vaS wi th a deep, bull-frog voice. 

"Seram!" he said. "Salai don't need to go if he don't wanna. He's 

gonna stay here." 

Befuddled by this situation, l sought words to express my distaste for 

this thiek-skUlled albino whose slovenly malli'1erS ,vere beneath my eontempt. 

However, my tongue was paralyzed by drink. After l stood staring at him 

for a full minute without speaking, tne beefy Bulvero took rny silence as 

the intent to provoke a fight. As l stood there frozen, he flicked open a 

silver switch-blade knife. When he spoke again, there was venom in his 

words. 

"1 told yuh to scram," he said, with a tJhin, menacing smile. "Yuh 

want l should stick yuh?" 

l was tao terrified to say or do anything. My knees felt as if they 

were about to buckle beneath me. Wine was churning in my bel1:. and l 

fought desperately to keep it down. Bulvero, taking Iny continued silence 

as a sign of obstinateness, started walking over to~~rd me, brandishing his 

sil ver knife. 

"1'11 carve yuh up!" he said, with a snarl. 
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At this point, however, Salai stepped forward and put a restraining 

hand on Bulvero's shoulder. 

"Hah! Il said Salai, "Tith a g.dn. "Its okay, Bulvero. Francesco is a 

harmless chump unused to libations. Let's not ffiV'eat over it! l'll go now 

while my dice are still lucky. l had better guide this jackass home! Il 

With thes~ words, Bulvero stopped his menacing approach toward me. 

Though visibly disappointed, he sr.apped his swi tch-blade shut. 

"Duh, okay. If you say so, Salai, Il he said. "I 1VUZ only tryin to 

protect yuh." 

Although l was annoyed at having to Ieave after being so rudely 

insulted, l was also greatly relieved to reach the door of the \vine-cellar 

unscathed. l follmled Sal3.i up the cellar steps into the street. 

"1 know the best way back, Il said Salai. "Nm'l be a good feIIow, and 

follow me closely. It's weIl after curfew, and we'll have to dodge the 

guard patrols." 

l did not respond. l followed Salai in silence for several blocks, 

refusing to answer his scurvy questions or laugh at his base wi tticisrns, 

My heart was pounding violently. l was seething with anger and frustration 

after the scandalous scene in the wine cellar. Yet deep down, l knevl that 

l was as rnuch tu blame as Salai and Bulvero were for ,,,hat had happeneà. As 

we skulked through the dark city streets, l silently reb~èd myself for 

allmving events to get so out of hand. Although, for a time, Salai 

persisted in his attempts to draw me out of rny sulky mood, he soon gre\V' 

annoyed at rny ill-humored reticence. When we reached the Great Market 

Square, he bid me good-riddance. Before l could formulate words tu stop 

him from leaving, he disap~eared into the shadows. He did this just as 

the sound of heavy 1 marching boots \vas heard from around the street-corner 

where hs left me. 

A.ll l remember next is the fierce glare of torchlight held close to my 

face. Through my bleary 1 wine-shot eyes, l saw the glint of the 

copper-helrneted city patrols. l was vaguely aware that l was being spoken 
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to, yet aIl l could do was to curse Salai for leading me into this trap. l 

heard the frantic chorus of whispers and the silver ringing of bells in my 

head. Then l felt myself being roughly propelled forward. Suddenly, my 

face hit the ground. At that instant, sparks of fire burst in my brain, 

and then everything went black. 



.. 
,~ , , , .. 

71 

PART III 

CHAPl'ER 15 

On the morning after rny expedi tion to the wine-cellar, l was awakened 

by the continuous thud of heavy, marching boots. For quite sorne time, l 

lay in a dazed, semi-conscious state. l listened to the rhythmic pain 

which throbbed in my head. Although l tried desperately, l was unable to 

move my limbs. l was immobilized by a sickness in the pit of my stomach: a 

nausea such as l had never before experienced. My sole awareness was of 

this nausea, and of the bitter-sweet taste of dried blood in rny rnouth. 

Slowly, l became aware of rny surroundings. l saw that l was in a 

cramped, rectangular jail-cell. l was lying on my back, on a ~ile of straw 

matting which had been carelessly flung into one corner of the padlocked 

room. l lifted rny head. A chilI, fiery shiver ran down my spine. l saw 

that black, rusty prison bars surrounded me on three sides. On the other 

side, which faced opposite to the corner where l lay, there was a single 

small window, which also ~s barred. Through this window strearned rays of 

mid-morning sunshine. 

Almost as soon as l became aware of my inmectiate environment, l saw 

that there was another person in the cell wi th me. This stranger was a 

thin-boned, olive-skinned man in his middle years of life. He had a sharp, 

narrow face and wispy tufts of already greying hair. He was lying across 

the cell from me, his back leaning against the granite wall. He wore a 

garment of dark blue cloth which looked threadbare and soiled about the 

cuffs. The stranger's large, hazel-brown eyes watched me gradually regain 

consclousness. 
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l tried to speak, but was unable to. My throat would not ut ter the 

words which formed in my brain; my lips were dry and clotted with blood. 

For an instant, l thought that l was going to lose consciousness again. 

But then the st ranger spoke, and l was forced to gather together my 

distracted thoughts. 

"Do you want sorne water?" he said. 

l rnanaged to nod rny head in assent. 

The st ranger stood up and walked over toward me. He was carrying a 

brown, earthen juge He poured sorne water into a cup, and held it to my 

lips. 

"Drink," he said. 

As l swallowed, the water brought cool relief to rny parched throat. l 

drank deeply from the clay cup which the stranger held for me. For a 

blissful instant, my thirst was slaked by the life-giving liquide l felt 

my nerves calm. But then, l looked again in horror at my irrmediate 

environment. l suddenly trembled as l conternplated what Leonardo would say 

when he discovered my previous night's antics and my present predicament. 

l was sure that l would receive a severe chastising. Nevertheless, l was 

anxious to return to the studio. Having been arrested by the guard 

patrols, l felt like a complete and utter fcol. Inwardly, l seethed wi th 

anger and frustration. More than anything else, l wanted to pay Salai back 

for the vicious trick wr ich he had played on me. At that moment, 1 swore 

that l would have my revenge. 

After handing me the cup as soon as l was able to hold it, the 

disreputable looking stranger - whose name l later learned to be Signor 

Niccolo Machiavelli - walked slowly back to the other side of the celle He 

left the earthen jug of water on the ground beside a simple wooden chair 

set in the center of the floor. When he reached his place, he sat down as 

before, with his back against the heavy stone wall. This tirne, however, he 

closed his eyes as if he were sleeping, or in deep contemplation. 

l believe that. for sorne tirne l slipped in and out of cor.ticiousness. 
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For precisely how long l lay lost in my nether-world, l am unsure. 

Eventually, however, with forced concentration, l summoned up enough 

strength to organize my wits. Though unable to quell the feeling of nausea 

in my stomach, l spoke: 

"Victuals!" l said, thinking instinctively that the gnawing sickness 

in my belly would be eased if l had something to eat. 

Immediately, Signor Niccolo blinked open one eye. "You 'lI have to 

wait, " he said. "The guard does not come wi th food until evening. The 

warden plans it that way to keep the prisoners quiet; too hungry to protest 

in the daytime, and just full enough to sleep at night. But here, l have 

sorne crusts left over fram yesterday' s meal." 

Saying these last lines, Niccolo tossed over to me a few stale pieces 

of bread which he had wrapped in a red handkerchief and saved in a small 

leather pouch attached ta his belt. 

l gnawed at the crusts of bread. 

"What are you in here for?" l 3sked, after a tirne, not liking the 

thought that l might be taking food from a filthy, cOIllllOn criminal whose 

motives l was unaware of. 

"1 don' t think that is any of your concern," said Niccolo. "Let' s 

just say that the city governors do not always agree with my views and 

prefer to keep me quiet, not knowing the cost of their timidi ty. " 

"50, he is a conmon rabble-rouser," l whispered to myself. 

Having regained consciousness to a reasonable degree, at this point my 

mind registered the low, dull thunder of marching feet and the sounds of 

shouting in the streets. Niccolo saw the questioning look on my face. 

"Soldiers," he said, opening bath his eyes. "The French king and his 

arroy." 

"~bat is i t you say?" l asked. 

"The French invaded Florence at dawn. Not a man was killed. There 

was not even any fighting!" said Niccolo. 

"But how did it happen?" l said. 
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"The French simply battered down the Porta Vincento, and crossed the 

main draw-bridge without hindrance," said Niccolo. 

"But that is impossible!" l said. "My master hirnself designed the new 

draw-bridge. It was cast in layers of armor to make it impenetrable." 

"1 know nothing of what you SnV," replied Niccolo. "1 know only what 

l heard the g1.1ards saying; that the draw-bridge was inoperative because of 

sorne broken cog-wheel mechanics which had not been repaired by the Duke's 

chief engineer." 

l did not say anything more, suddenly realizing Leonardo's complicity 

in these events. 

In order to verify the Signor Niccolo's report, l lifted myself up off 

the stone floor and walked unsteadjly over to the window. Immediately, l 

knew that his words were true. l could see past a large cypress tree which 

grew just outside our jail-cell window. In i ts branches several young 

starlings played noisily, adding to the general confusion of the scene. As 

l looked from the window, which overlooked the Piazza Vecchio, not more 

than a hundred feet away, the steps of the Duke's Palace were filling up 

with marching, uniformed soldiers who arranged themselves in single file. 

Crowds of Florentines looked on, shouting and bickering arnongst themselves. 

l could see fear in their eyes. They were afraid to hear what sort of 

servitude this French king intended to impose upon them. In the center of 

the chaotic crowds and the marching soldiers, stood the bastard, Charles, 

surrounded by his glittering entourage. From my close vantage point, l 

could see the thin, dry smile on 11is lips. His beady, black eyes surveyed 

the spoils of his conquest. King Charles' ugliness was legendary 

throughout Italy, though when l saw him in the flesh, it did not quite 

measure up ta the gossip which l had heard in the streets of Florence. 

Charles stood, slightly deformed by a back which was twisted, smiling 

sardonicaLLy at the people who were now under his power. His hand was on 

the hilt of his sword. He had never even had to draw it out of its 

scabbard. In fact, his thin, frail arms looked like they would probably be 

incapable of performing such an act, even as a mere gesture of victory. 

Having verified Signor Niccolo's explanation of the disturbances 
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outside, 1 turned away from the window and walked over to the single wooden 

chair which stood in the middle of our cell. 1 sat down heavi ly. Al though 

l felt no syrnpathy for these no-good Florentines who had allowed the French 

to invade their city. l shuddered to think that l had been blind-drunk in 

the gutter a mere few hours before the invasion took place! l felt my 

heart palpitate at the thought. Inwardly, l grimaced at my folly. 

During the rest of the afterneon of that day which l spent in the 

humiliating confines of the city jail, l sat in silence. Signor Niccolo 

did not seem to be bothered by my sullen behavior. He sat with his back 

against the stone wall, busily scribbling notes in a thin, shabby red book 

which he took, together with a pendl stub, from his leather pouch. When l 

looked askance at his activity, Signor Niccolo laughed. 

"Do not worry, " he said. "The guards give me paper and pendIs to 

write with since they know that it is the only way they can keep me quiet. 

They know that there is little chance anyone will ever read my words." 

As the afternoon wore on, the commotion in the streets died down. 

Mter making a long speech, in which he made certain that Florence knew she 

had been well and truly conquered, Charles declared that he and his arrny 

would rest in the city for a week or so and then march on to vanquish the 

other divided states of Italy. He announced that a contingent of soldiers 

would be left behind, to insure his interests. While l periodically went 

over to the window to observe the proceedings, Signor Niccolo sat 

apparently oblivious both to me and to the events outside. So absorbed in 

his work was he, he scribbled in a manner which had a quali ty of 

desperation about it. Although l was curious as to what exactly he was 

writing, 1 did not think it appropriatE' to inquire. Anyway, it seemed 

certain that it could not be anything of grpat importance. 

As Signor Niccolo said would happen, towards twilight a guard came 

down the j ail passageway wi th vlctuals for the prisoners. The rneal 

consisted of a bowl of lukewarrn broth, which was supposed to be soup, and 

one gr€enish crust of bread for each man. The guard also refilled our 

earthen water jug. Mter we ate, darkness seon fell. Wi th not even a 

tallow candIe to light, Signor Niccolo and l layon our separate piles of 
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straw matting at opposite corners of the pitch black celI. For quite seme 

time, silence reigned. Then, unable to sleep, l decided to provoke Signor 

Niccolo to conversation. 

"Please tell me what crime you committed to be thrown in here, Il l 

said. "You Jmow my circumstances from the dnmken state l was in when l 

was brought here last night, but l know nothing about you, other than that 

you profess views which the city governors find unpalatable. l would like 

very much to hear more of your story." 

For several minutes, the silence continued. l could not see Signor 

Niccolo, and so l did not know how he reacted to my words. After sorne 

short time, however, hesitatingly at first, from out of the darkness his 

impassioned voice declaimed the following plea: 

"Why have l been imprisoned?" he said. "Perhaps, in general, the 

reason lies in the fact that those who dissent from official dogma must pay 

dearly for their views." 

"What do you mean?" l said. 

Il l l:ave been incarcera ted because, for sorne t ime now, l have protested 

openly in the assembly the way irt which we self-professed men of culture 

and learning fight amongst ourselves and invent ways to kill each other in 

a manner unknown even to the beasts," said Signor Niccolo. "Florentines 

know nothing of what is noble and brave! OUr govemors are weak-willed, 

lily-livered cowards, and the Duke is no better. Why should these men 

deserve our loyalty? What Florence needs, what aIl of Italy needs, is a 

strong-willed ruler who will stop the petty bickering that divides us. Il 

"But how is that possible?" l said. 

"In the book which l am writing at present, l advocate a political 

system which is under the absolute control of a Prince who must he as 

strong as a lion, and as sly as a fox," replied Signor Niccolo. "Under 

such a system of state-craft, we should be able to protect our beloved 

nation against aggressors, such as these French infidels who have so 

blithely invaded our land. Instead of fighting amongst ourselves, we 

should be able to rally together as a people united under one supreme 

leader, in arder to dispel such invasions! Il 

At the end of this unexpected, passianate speech, Signor Niccola liaS 
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silent for a few rooments. When he speke again, his voice sounded tired, 

and worn. 

"But l talk tao much," he said, sighing heavily. "Talk is idle. It 

grows late. Let us sleep." 

Yet, l was unable to sleep for quite sorne time. l layon the rough 

stone floor, thinking about Signor Niccolo's words. He was a man who took 

fate into his own hands. He acted according to a morali ty of his own 

making. He professed a code of behavior which was a balanced mixture of 

logical cunning and sheer ruthlessness. As l tossed and turned on my bed 

of straw matting, squirming to find a comfortable position to sleep in, l 

thought of how Signor Niccolo' s story colored the day' s events. Mter aIl, 

was it not Italy's own fault that Charles, bastard King of France, was free 

to exercise his open bid to ru le aIl of Europe with an iron gauntIet? He 

came as a conqueror. He was the scourge for our sins which Fra Girolamo 

had promised. Yet, despite the warnings of Fra Girolaroo, and despite the 

words of Signor Machiavelli himseIf, now that it had happened, the invasion 

seemed alIOOst anti-climactic. It seemed that not much would change, that 

life in Florence would go on the sarne as it always had. Her destiny, it 

appeared, was unalterable. 

As l lay sleepless, contemplating Signor Niccolo's story, l also 

reflected on my own personal history. l thought about my loyalty to 

Leonardo, and began, for the first time, to question what sort of mutual 

bond it was based upen. l also thought a great deal of Lisa; of the secret 

which we shared, and of my pledge not to forsake her trust. For a fleeting 

moment, l realized, but did not openly acknowledge to rnyseIf, the fact of 

my drunken seIf-revelations to the old rag-vendor woman. LastIy, for 

pernaps the first time ever, l consciously reflected on the indisputable 

role which Salai pIayed in rny life. l recognized that he was ~ disruptive 

prankster who delighted in disputing reason; a trickster who loved malice; 

a rival who goaded me to passion! l knew that it was rny sacred dut Y to rid 

myself of his devilish influence. 
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CHAPI'ER 16 

Shortly before noon the next morning, as l had hoped would happen, 

Leonardo came to bail me out of the city jail. For an instant, as he 

looked at me through the prison bars, l thought that he was going to turn 

away in disgust and leave me to spend the entire three day sentence usually 

given to rnakers of public mischief. The guard who had led Leonardo down 

the prison passageway harangued about how there was enough for city 

officiaIs to con tend with in catering to the whims and wishes of King 

Charles and aIl his men, without having drunken troublemakers like myself 

loose in the streets at aIl hours of night. However, Leonardo ignored the 

guard's complaints. He looked at me with a hitherto unknown gleam of 

curiosity in his eyes. My heart was gladdened when my master took out his 

purse and paid the small fine which was required to free me. He motioned 

for the guard to unlock the jail-celI. "Come along, Francesco," he said, 

taking me by the arm. 

Just before l left the cell, l turned and nodded a curt good-bye to 

Signor Machiavelli, who nodded to me in turn, and seemed about to speak a 

few words in farewell, but then thought better of it and resumed his 

writing. As the heavy, iron door sw~g closed, l immediately forgot about 

Machiavelli 's plight. with great contentment, l followed my master down 

the dim passageway into the streets. 

Outside, the day was pleasantly mild. Thick grey clouds overhead 

shielded the city from the sun's rays. As Leonardo and l walked at a brisk 

pace through the bustling streets of Florence, l noted the activity around 

me. l was looking for signs that Charles' invasion had changed the 

demeanor of the people. However, other than the fact that now and then 

small groups of thick-set Norman foot-soldiers and lean, sharp-faced Breton 

archers could be seen lounging in the sidewalk bistros, calling 
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occasionally to the young Florentine maidens who passed by, life in 

Florence went on much as always. 

On reaching the studio, 1 immediately went up the stairs to my roam, 

washed my hands and face, and combed my haire 1 knew that Lisa would be 

arriving for her session soon, 50 1 wanted to make myself presentable. 1 

changed into fresh work clothes, and then went down the wooden stairs to 

the front studio where my master always conducted LisaIs sittings. There, 

1 saw Salai in his usual place. He was tuning the strings of his silver 

lyre. Sitting before his easel, Leonardo was filling in the background to 

LisaIs portrait. Painted in dark browns and greys, it suggested SQ,ne 

distant, unknown shore. There were two rivers with swirling eddies, lush 

vegetation, and the outline of a far-off castle concealed in the mist, 

surrounded by rocky crags. 

When he noticed that 1 had entered the studio, Leonardo asked me to 

mix sorne new paints and to prepare his palette for the sitting. This 1 did 

with great satisfaction, since Leonardo did not watch over rny shoulder. 1 

was still mixing the required paints when Lisa arrived. Salai answered the 

door and let her in. Lisa was accompanied by Maria, who sat quietly just 

inside the studio door. Brief pleasantries were passed between Lisa and 

Leonardo. By the time Lisa was arranged in her chair, 1 had finished 

preparing my masterls palette. Leonardo then took his seat, and the 

session officially began. 

As usual, Salai played his lyre - on which even 1 must admit he had 

become quite expert since he had practised much during the past several 

weeks. As she was wont to do, Lisa sat calm and complacent, stroking the 

fur of Leonardols white Persian cat, which lay contentedly curled in her 

lape As for my part, l was set to work varnishing a picture which l 

tbougbt Leonardo had long finisbed and forgotten: bis painting of Bacchus. 

Leonardo ordered me to perform this task as a punishment for my 

irresponsible bebavior during the night before last. Until that day, l had 

always despised tbis painting, and made certain tbat it was covered witb 

sack-clotb and stored with aIl of Leonardo's other unfinisbed paintings. 

Naturally, Leonardo had used Salai as bis model for tbis picture. But even 
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so, as l applied the first coat of varnish to its surface, l could not help 

but admire the painting's strange allure. In the expression of the 

mysterious, mythical Bacchus pointing cunningly toward the entrance of a 

cav<~, my master had captured the fear in the heart of al! unwary innocents. 

Although l was at first somewhat disturbed by the painting's irreligious, 

pagan inspiration, l was inwardly pleased to perform my designated labor. 

Looking back on it now, l realize that l was secretly content not only 

because this job allowed me to make recompense for my unethical behavior, 

but also because it allowed me the opportunity to let my eyes caress Lisa 

for long, lingering moments as l plied my brush. 

Ah, indeed to be in love is most splendid! l never knew such 

contentment as during that brief time of my life which l spent adoring 

Lisa. Her delicacy of expression rnystified me, and drew me i~resistibly 

toward her. As l sat working at rny easel that day, performing my penance 

for Leonardo, Lisa's eyes often met mine, and sparks of fire passed between 

us. l could see that she had been thinking about me as l had of her, and 

that she too was eager for the coming night, when we would rendezvous once 

again in the privacy of her room. 

As usual, the afternoon sitt~ng ended only when the shadows in the 

studio grew too dark for my master to continue painting. After Lisa and 

her maid-servant departed from the studio, Leonardo stared for a long while 

at the portrait, and then he stood up and declared that he was leaving to 

go to the hot baths, and would not be back to sup. Unexpectedly, then, 

Salai and l were suddenly left alone together in the studio. Although l 

wanted to make aIl haste and finish my chores so that l could rest and then 

prepare myself to go to visit Lisa, l felt compelled to confront Salai for 

having abandoned me after my ordeal at the wine-cellar. l considered that 

if he apologized profusely enough, 1 might even be persuaded to forgive 

him. If not, my path was clear; l would be justified in pursuing whatever 

revenge l sought. 

Determined to confron t him, l strode over to where he Wé'S sitting. At 

first, Salai took no notic~ of me, but pretended to be absorbed in shining 

his sil ver lyre wi th a cloth of soft lamb' s wool. However, l refused to be 
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taken in by his ruse. l drew a deep breath, and stood rigid, with my hands 

on my hips. 

"Salai," l said. "1 believe that you owe me an apology for abandon::'ng 

me the night before last. You knew very well that the city guard patrol 

would arrest me; it was a dirty trick you played." 

"Oh, come now, Francesco," said Salai, stopping his polishing and 

looking up at me with a sly expression of innocence on his face. "Forgive 

me for my mischief, but you deserved to he taught a lesson. l played a 

merry prank which l thought would perhaps teach you to shake off your 

constant melancholy. You always seem 50 morose and glum." 

"You have no right ta take i t upon yourself to cri ticize my behavior, " 

l said. "You would do weIl to look to your own conduct; you are guilty of 

such wickedness that my ton~lle would burn to speak of it." 

"Oh, Francesco," said Sa).ai. "You think that you are so distinguished 

and respectable, yet l'ou are really an ignorant fool. Why must you always 

be sa anxious to guard your honor and self-serving reputation? You despise 

me because l live solely for sensual gratification, but what alternative do 

you offp.r? You take refuge in a specious, sulky sOlemnity which l find 

repulsive." 

"How dare you speak to me in this way?" l said, glowing wi th 

indignation. "How can you chide me for my desire to admonish vice? 1 do 

penance in the name of virtue. You would lay siege ta my words of reason, 

and stir me to passion! You want merely to have another companion in 

damnation; but l refuse to he attracted by your wiles. l despise t~e 

poison of your devilish resolve!" 

"Why, Francesco," said Salai. "1 truly do not understand why you are 

so irate. You refute passlon with such keen emotion! ls it that you are 

so unsure of yourself that you find it necessary ta protest sa? It seems 

to me that yOUI dogged, self-righteous convictions are bfcoming more and 

IOOre of an overbearing nUiSêlnCe, even to yourself. 11 

"Do not speak to me in this way!" l cried. 

"Listen to me," said Salai. "What l tell you is for your own good. 

Take sorne delight in life, before it is too late. Seek the company of sorne 

sweet lady; find the boldness ta take a mlstress. Live for intrigue, and 

for the pleasure of the IOOment!" 
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l was silent af+-er Salai uttered these last words. Wi thout Irnowing 

it, he had caught me in my sin. As l considered his words, l realized 

that, in his dull-witted fashion, Salai had pierced the heart of the 

matter. How could l judge his iImlOral behavior when l was already guilty 

of the very depravity which he advocated? Although my relationship with 

Lisa was no doubt filled with more grace and distinction than the illicit 

activities which Salai revelled in, it was useless to pretend that it was 

really any different. My lust was the sorL of infamy which Salai would 

gloat over and sneer about if he discovered its existence. For this 

reason, my pride was without substance. Despite the promise which l had so 

recently made, l saw that it would not be easy to rid rnyself of Sal~i's 

influence. In his canny, simple words, he ernbraced the complex feelings 

which animated rny very spirit at that tirne. Knowing that rny intrigue with 

Lisa was the dri ving force in rny life, l could no longer retain my 

prejudice against Salai. Burdened, yet also somehow relieved by this 

knowledge, l muttereù a few ernpty words to the effect that l was sorry to 

have taken his good intentions arniss. Then l returned te rny duties about 

the studio, leaving Salai looking pleased, but somewhat dumbfounded, by my 

inconsistent behavior. 
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CHAPI'ER 17 

After finishing rny appointcd tasks about the studio (which included 

setting Leonardo' s painting of Bac-:hus by an open window so that the first 

coat of varnish could begin to dry) l reposed ln my room for an hour or so 

in anticipation of the long, all but sJ eepless night ahead. Upon waking 

from my pleasant rest, l poured some ",-ater into the porcelaln basin beside 

my bedstead and bathed rny face witt, the refreshing water. l then donned my 

best red leather tunic, which I remarked was getting rather shabby, and 

would soon need ta be replaced. Before leaving the upper floor of the 

studio, l boldly entered Salai' s room ':.0 check my appearance in his 

hand-mirror. I splashed myself liberally with the musk-scented perfume 

which he keeps in the small, crystal bot tle on his dresser. l then fel t 

ready to set out for my rendezvous wi th Lisa. l descended the front 

staircase and, feeling fresh and sprightly, I stepped out into the street. 

The night was sultry, as were many during those early weeks of 

mid-summer. The sky was cloudless and full of gay, bright twinkling stars. 

Although the air 'V_S heavy wi th a stickiness which soon made my tunic cling 

to the skin on my back, I nevertheless retained my good-natured composure 

as I began my journey toward Giocundo's mansion. The giant, black, iron 

hands of Florence' s great tower clock were creeping closer to the midnight 

hour; however, in the streets which l passed through, the laughter of 

lovers could still be heard coming from the sidewalk bistros and cafes. 

Evidently, the sweet-mouthed Florentine maidens who frequented these 

establishments felt absolved from adhering to the midnight curfew due to 

the presence of their new-fmmd, stalwart French companions. As I passed 

one of these bistros, I unconsciously noticed the slit-eyed, wasp-like 

Florentine whom l knew to be Giocundo' s valet. He was sitting, stroking 

his carefully trirrrned beard, while talking to an old woman whose back was 

turned to me, but whase posture resembled that of the old rag-vendor to 
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whom l had recently revealed my secret in the wine-cellar. Al though l 

thought it strange that Giocundo's valet had not accompanied his master on 

his trip to Pisa, l dismissed this thought from my mind. Neither did l 

pursue the notion that this man could actuaIIy be conversing with the same 

old rag-vendor woman from whom l had purchased the golden finch. l lmew 

that a powerful man such as Giocundo would have spies about the town, but 

it seemed impossible that the decrepit rag-vendor was in cohorts with the 

rnerchant. No, these thoughts did not perturb mp. l was inflated with my 

sense of w'ell-being. Indeed, l was almost merry! As l walked along, l 

thought that Salai was surely right. It ,vas true that l had been too bard 

on myself of late. l told myself that life was meant for joyful living, 

and that the night was made for love. 

It was not long before l reached Giocundo' s back garden gate. Hunmting 

a soft tune to rnyself, l unlocked the gate's latch. Without hesitation, l 

entered the garden and walked up the footpath toward the house. OVerhead, 

the moon was fat and round as a giant pearl. By its glowing, silver light, 

l could see that the trees in Giocundo' s garden were heavy ,vi th figs, and 

that his vines were laden with clusters of fuH-ripened grapes. Still 

humming my cheerful melody, which l had often heard Salai playon his lyre, 

l continued up the faotpath. On reaching the square, alabaster court yard 

at the back of the mansion, l saw that the wooden shutters to Lisa' s marble 

balcony were open wide, and that she was standing on the balcony, awash in 

the pale maonlight, awaiting my arrival. She spoke a few erdearing words 

of encouragement to me, and l quickly ascended the vine-trestle. Not 

daring to linger tao long on the open balcony, lest one of the serv<l!1ts 

below in the ki tchen should come out into the garden to bl.":?'lth the sweet 

night air, we embraced briefly and then inmediately enten~ her roorn, 

closing the shutters behind us. 

Wearing a sheer, silken gown, Lisa was enveloped in the Iamplight. As 

rny eyes drank in her enchanting beauty, aH feeIj ngs of guil t and 

reluctance were washed from my mind. At that roornent, r lmew that l could 

devote rnyself solely to ensuring her every happiness. No doubt, l had, 

indeed, been most foolÏsh to subject myself to such monkish rigors in the 

pasto Knowing that l was saon to enjoy Lisa' s treasures, l wanted nothing 
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more. Just seeing the lamplight playon the soft curIs of dark brown hair 

falling about her bare shoulders filled me wi th delight. My soul was 

cleansed of despair. If l was no longer the proper, pious, iron-willed 

youth which l strove to be, at least l was content with my folly. Despite 

inarticulate, faint twinges of misgiving, l was truly thankful for the good 

fortune which clearly was mine. 

While l was thinking these thoughts, my eyes gradually became 

accustomed to the surrounding darkness. By the flickering lamplight, l 

could see that the room was essentially as before, except that now the 

battered wire-cage in which the tiny gOlden finch 't'laS perched hung by a 

silver chain in one corner of the room. After securing the shutters and 

drawing the curtains, Lisa led me over to her canopied bed. While we lay, 

talking in an idle fashion and making the gestures of fri volous delight, 

the finch chirruped a preHy song. 

liDo you like it this way?" Lisa would aSk, first kissing me softly, 

and then with increasing ardor. 

"Most assuredly, Il l replied. 

"Very well, then, Il said Lisa, speaking in a low voice, caressing me 

boldly, in search of her pleasure. 

Lisa' s warm lips tasted of cinnamon. l pulled her closer toward me. 

As her pale cheeks flushed with pleasure, l undid her silken gown. 

Throwing off aH inhibitions, l WaS soon inflamed wi th an uncontroHable 

passion. My hands caressed Lisa' s breastsi my eager mouth sought her red, 

ripe nipples. As l struggled ta take off my tunic, my loins burned with 

energy. Wi th a swift thrust, l penetrated Lisa, and we were locked in 

love's embrace. Panting with passion and clinging tightly to one another, 

we trembled and quivered as we sought to consurrmate our love. Together we 

shared a period of mounting ernotion until, in a shuddering moment of 

satiated desire, we exhausted our love and were unable to continue. 

For some time, Lisa lay silently with a faint, dreamy smile on her 

lips. We both lmew in our hearts that we were equal partners in the 

consUImlation which had just taken place. l was about to speak, when Lisa 

put one finger on my lips, and bid me listen to her for a moment. 
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"Francesco," she said, "1 helve entrusted you with my secret, and you 

have proven yourself a rnost worthy cornpanion." 

"Thank you, mistress Lisa," l said. "We have shared a moment of 

passion together once again, and l am content that l have been able to be 

of service to you." 

"Yes, but now, l must speak to you of the child," sa id Lisa. "1 can 

no longer go on wi th my plan to tell my husband that i t is his. Now that 

it is certain l am w'ith child, my greatest desire is to escape from this 

ci ty, to flee from Giocundo." 

"You cannot be serious," l said, shocked by Lisa 1 s words. 

"1 am a prisoner here," said Lisa, a tear forming in her eye. "Let us 

escape together, Francesco. l will go wi th you wherever you choose to take 

me. " 

"You have not considered what hardships such an adventure would 

entail, " l said. "For my part, l would have to give it much serious 

thought. Such a great change ... such corrmi trnent . And we have no money; you 

will have none of the comforts which you are accustomed to. It is a 

dreadful sin and bad luck will surely follow wherever we go!" 

"But no, Francesco," said Lisa, "aIl will be weIl. When tle depart 

from here, we shall not go ernpty-handed; we shall take my jewels to sell. 

Maria will accompany us to look after my domestic needs. And we have the 

golden finch to bring us luck! Il 

For a moment or two, l hesitated. But, in the after-glow of our 

love-rnaking, l was overcome by the temptation of Lisa 1 s proposaI. l 

thought that, indeed, it would be sublime ta escape from Florence. l 

longed for the sort of contentrnent which her plan promised to make 

possible. l thought to rnyself, "We shall escape together and leave behind 

aH rnemories of this blessed, unholy city over which the golden sun shines 

without giving any hurnan warrnth." 

"Yes, we shall go together," l finally said to Lisa, unable to resist 

the pleading look in her eyes. "Now let us sleep, i t will aIl tao soon be 

rorning. " 
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CHAPI'ER 18 

For nearly a full fortnight after my second intimate meeting with 

Lisa, nothing of great significance occurred in my personal 1ife. During 

this fortnight, I worked about the studio as usual. I applied the second 

and third coats of varnish to ÙJonardo' s "Bacchus", and l began to burnish 

a gilded frame in which Leonardo wanted the painting remounted. "We have 

had an offer for i t, Il he declared one afternoon. "From the servant of an 

anonymous patron." 

During this interval, Salai was rarely seen. Perhaps this is partly 

why time seemed to move so slow1y. Salai had grown strange1y melancholy 

soon after my Iast conversation with him. For two or three days, he 

shuffled about the studio, in one of his dark rnoods. He strove in vain to 

put on a false smile to mask his unfarniliar disquietude. He spent a night 

or two carousing wildIy about town. Then he announced one evening that 

Florence was far too dull for hirn. He and his friends were going off on a 

junket to Rome. There, he maintained, the wine-cellar patrons knew how to 

drink and revel in earnest! 

As for Leonardo, during this tirne, he spent the afternoons painting 

his portrait of Mona Lisa. Late at night, he sat by the window. With 

desolate eyes, he stared at the stars. On a great, virgin sheet of Hhite 

larnb-skin parchment, he traced the paths of the heavenly bodies with his 

silver--pojnt pen. 

Apart from my more rnundane tasks around the studio, l also worked long 

hours sorting out Leonardo's notebooks. 

responsibility. With Salai out of 

Thi s was my prime concern and main 

the way, l was able to spend 

uninterrupted pvenings sifting and sorting Leonardo's scraps of scattered 

genius. As l deciphered and campiled his rnemorabilia, l thought of how 
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very prouj l would be ta present the finished notebooks to him. Yet, l 

knew that this would have to be aC'cornplished saon if i t ,vas ta be done 

before Leonardo began his imminent journey tov~rd the dark cast le of Death 

which impatiently awaited him. 

Naturally, during this period, l also thought a great deal about 

Lisais proposaI to escape from Florence logether. l thought of Venice as a 

likely place for us ta flee ta. l'le could hire a small boat to take us down 

the svlift river Arno ta the main port of Venice, 1vhich lies at the great 

ri ver 1 s mouth. Once, as a boy, l had seen the city of Venice ' .... hile 

accompanying rny father on a 1.,inter 1 s voyage made from our family 1 s mountain 

home in the terraced cOt.mtryside of Balogna. r remembered the wann early 

morning sun shimmering on the crystal water of the canals. My father had 

taken me to that floating, island city to show rne the splendid sights, and 

ta buy special seeds and other supplies needed for the coming spring 

season. l remembered the central fish and fanners' market, and l thought 

that l could perhaps find work there, or close nearby. "Perhaps, Il r said 

ta myself in an increasingly confident tone, "1 could secure employment as 

an apprentice to a carpenter, or sorne similar honest tradesman." r 
envisaged Lisa and l renting a small loft apartrnent overlooking the canals; 

perhaps wi th a vie" ta the Sea. She would care for the child ",hich was ta 

be ours, and l would come home after my day's labor to spend the evenings 

in the gentle firelight of her loving company. Yes, l thought, with a wann 

sensation in my heart, in Venice, Lisa and l could live in moderate ccm~crt 

and continuaI, heavenly happiness. 

But, for the mornent, this aIl seemed like an impossible dream. r saw 

Lisa only when she came for her afternaon sittings with Leonardo. We were 

able to exchange only quick, furtive glances for fear that our secret ,vould 

be revealed ta rny master. r kne1." that he .vould he furious if he discovered 

our immoral liaison. Sornetimes Lisa and l were able to snatch quick kisses 

in doorways when r escorted her to or from her home. However, this was 

rare since Maria now usually P'=' r f orrned this duty. Not able to resist 

temptation, Lisa, on her way out of the studio with Maria, bru shed up 

against me whenever the chance arase. r recall that, one day, she passed 

me a note: "Francesco," i ts contents read. "Pray tell, when shall we go? 
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Time is pressing; my husband' s suspicions grow new thorns by the hour. My 

heart is with you! Pray, let me hear from you soon! Your loving Lisa." 

l read the words of this note over and over again. Often, l took the 

small square of crinkled, pink-pomegranate paper out of my desk drawer late 

at night, when l,vas supposed to be working on my master' s notebooks. 

"Your loving Lisa." l read these words outloud again and again. They 

tasted of sweet cinnamon, and rolled trippingly on my tongue. 

This, then was my personal sphere of existence. Within this 

inner-most circle of life, my mind was locked in a state of passive 

resistance; trying to maintain a balance between passion and the dictates 

of conscience and reason. Outside of this inner circle were the 

surrounding events of the public sphere. These events enveloped those of my 

personal life, yet at the time they seemed unrelated. It is only now, long 

after the facts themselves occurred, that l am able to draw connections. 

Even important events appeared merely as events, until they became history. 

As l remember i t now, after a week or so of occupation, King Charles 

and his army marched in double file out of Florence. The bastard King rode 

at the head of his army. Riding a giant white Arabian charger, he \Vas 

dressed in a ludicrously ornate uniform made from the finest golden silk. 

Although he tried to fulfill his role as the powerful leader of a 

conquering army, Charles had trouble reigning in his great war-horse. He 

tugged at the silver bridle, and bounced about in the leather saddle with 

the uncontrolled, lunatic gestures of sorne child's ragamuffin-doll. Behind 

Charles rode his officers and cavalrymen, aIl cl ad in new uniforms of the 

best Florentine clotho After these marched the thick-set foot-soldiers. 

Having raped Florence' s maidens, and pillaged and looted the city' s 

churches and homes to their hearts' full content, these soldiers rnarched 

out of Florence early one hot morning in mid-July. The sun glinted on 

their iron helmets, and on the heavy chests filled with silver and gold 

,.,hich Charles called Florence' s ransom, and which was carried in brown 

woolen 3acks on the shoulders of the newly sandaled foot-soldiers. 

Soon after the departure of Charles and his army, an event w'hich 
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seemed almost as abrupt as their arri val, more news reached Florence 

regarding the plague raging in the East. However, although there was sorne 

gossip and small talk about this in the streets, and even sorne debate 

amongst the ci ty governors 1 not mueh was said seriously for qui te sorne time 

concerning this approaching dilerrma. Florence was not yet the 

grave-digger 1 s paradise which i t became in the weeks and months which 

fOllowed, so for the time being life 'vent on in its usual fashion of 

blissful ignorance and contented apathy. 

For those uho witnessed it, the period of the plague will certainly 

always remain the most gruesome and pitiful rnemory of their lifetime. This 

l knmv now, as l did not know i t then. At that time, no one truly 

understood the rumors of plague in any heart-fel t sort of way. 

Implications seerned distant, and ronsequences aIl so remote. There were 

not yet the daily processions of donkey carts heaped with bodies moving 

slowly through the streets, crying: "Bring forth your dead!" 1 so li ttle 

was done to preserve the heal th of the general populace. The wandering 

lepers were expelled from the city, but then no further measures were 

taken. The city governors debated legislation, and the fickle crowd swayed 

first one way and then the other, forever undecided. No one in Florence 

realized that her citizens were saon to be faced with the need to pray for 

nothing less than a miracle to stop the sand-storm of pestilence which vas 

almost upon them. Men ya,vned and drank coffee in the bistros. Women hung 

their sheets ta dry in the morning sun. Children sang and played on their 

way to school. Florentines had not yet corrmi tted that act of corruption 

lvhereby they brought the wrath of Gad upon them. For a time the mundane 

routine of everyday life prevailed, and the people of Florence continued to 

balance their fears and their desires. 

The military presence of Charles and his army had ruled out the 

possibility for internaI unrest in Florence. However, with the departure 

of the army, this impediment was removed and the streets began ta buzz with 

the discontent which had until then been pacified. Inner-city turmoil 

resumed. Oaths were sworn. Fights broke out. Factions feuded over the 

central question of the time: vlhether or not the severe predicts of Fra 

Girolarno were justified in the eyes of God. It 1vaS suggested that he vas 
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perhaps himself an evil amen; that his fervor resernbled madness. 

Franciscans rnediated for a more balanced dedjcation to things solely 

religious. They pleaded for a sense of faith whereby Florentines would 

practise goOO ,vorks, first and foremost, and leave the rigors of ritual to 

take a lesser priority. Self-flagellation, they maintained, was absurd and 

1bhorrent in the eyes of our Maker. Houses divided on the issue, and for 

sorne time i t appeared that the question w'Ould end in a stalemate. 

Inevitably, however, the tide turned against Girolamo. 

At the tirne, l paid li ttle heartfelt attention to the increasing 

tension of this fundamentalist debate. However, thinking about it now, l 

realize that the images of that period are etched on my mind, like the 

vi vid colors of sorne lurid fresco ivhose smeared, running oils depict the 

scenes which follow. 

In truth, l had a most mixed reaction to the events which l am about 

to describe! On the one hand, l was horrified that the people of Florence 

could turn so cruelly against the prophet whose words they had fonnerly 

clung to wi th such gratitude and veneration. On the other hand, l 

understood that what "l'laS to happen could not be stopped. It had to be. 

Fra Girolamo only succeeded in frightening the people; they could not 

tolerate his existence. When the will of the people flared up, Fra 

Girolamo Savonarola was condemned for his heresies. He was burned at the 

stake for the dark, unwelcorne tone of his warnings. 

In recounting these events, l must be wary of giving the erroneous 

impression that the se things happened overnight, without motivation. 

Indeed, tensions built for quite sorne tirne. The multitude, ever fearful of 

deviating precipi tously from the right.eousness of God' s way, but also 

desiring to be rid of Girolamo's foreboding presence, quarreled arnongst 

thernselves about which path to follow. There was a great deal of bickering 

before the crisis came to a head. Then a proposaI for a solution was 

found. It was demanded that Fra Girolarno prove his validity as the 

emissarv of Gad by performing a miracle for everyone to see. It was 

decreed that he undergo a c.rial by fire. This, i t was declared, would 

secure the wavering faith vi the people. 



92 

And so i t was that Fra Girolamo' s predictions of ruin made him not 

only the people's possible savior, but also their probable scapegoat. The 

trial by fire was set up in the Piazza della Signoria, in front of the 

Cathedral Santa Maria. When the day came, the city guards sealed off the 

Piazza. The rnob gathered to watch Savonarola prove his state of grace, or 

perish in the flames. The demonstration was to be simple, for aIl to 

understand. There would be a lane of fire. Girolamo ,-,Iould walk between 

the two walls of burning sticks. It was to he proof by ordeal. The 

delighted crowd cheered Girolamo's entrance. The gaze of Heaven was upon 

Florence. l knew that l ,vas soon to witness a miracle; to see the 

repudiation or vindication of the ways of these Florentine sceptics and 

sinners. The noon bells rang in the Cathedral spire, and a general cry 

went up to pronounce the commencement of the proceedings. 

A young Franciscan, who had issued the original challenge to Fra 

Girolnmo, now moved forward and stood beside the resolved Dominican rnonk. 

From my place in the crawd, l could see that his brow was visibly dripping 

with perspiration. Lacking Girolamo's fervor and conviction, it was clear 

that this young friar regretted his earlier pledge to show-up the eIder 

monk. However, i t was too late for any thoughts of turning back. The 

crowd 's cheers bu il t to a crescendo. At Girolarno' s own behest, one of his 

elected disciples stepped fonvard, and put a torch to the oil-soaked tunnel 

of sticks. Then there was an breathless hush as the two priests rnoved 

slowly forward toward the bu-ning tunnel. 

It was then that the thunder rumbled. Murmurs were heard in the 

crowd. The heavens darkened. Angry cries went up. Heedless of the 

people' s outcry, a passing storm-cloud burst. Grey rain streamed down, 

drenching the people in the streets below. Heavy clouds rolled over, and 

the ensuing fierce but brief downpour made impossible any further attempt 

to re-ignite the pyre. The miracle was not to be. The rain seemed like 

sorne sort of judgement; (1 sign from heaven that the whole event was 

disgraceful. Whether or not Girolamo and the young Franciscan bath would 

have turned instantly to ashes, or walked from the flames, we would never 

know. Fate, it seemed, had played its forestalling hand. 
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Yet, even fate was powerless to stop the flood of history 1 s 

irreversible events. That very night, Florentines chose to direct t-1e 

course of their own fortunes. Distraught by their agony of faith, the mob 

set out to punish this rnonk who had promised them a miracle. They laid 

siege to Girolamo 1 s monastery, and dragged the priest from his cell. Wi th 

stomping feet, the throng carried Glrolarno through the streets, back to the 

Piazza della Signoria, where bath the banfire of vanities and the trial by 

fire had taken place. There a new pyre had been built. A tribunal of city 

governors sat ready. With li ttle pretense toward justice, Girolamo was 

sUIlIIlarily condemned for heresy and sentenced to death. 'The impatient crOYld 

pressed forward, shouting curses and dernanding that the heretic be bumed. 

Because i t was the will of the people, Girolamo was led up the stairs of 

the make-shift pyre by a hooded executioner. He I·ras strapped to a 

cross-like scaffold and, without further ado, the executioner descended the 

ladder. At a signal from the governors, the executioner rnotioned for the 

crowd to stand back. He then threw â lighted torch onto the high pile of 

oil-soaked wood, and a red pillar of flarne rushed up toward the heavens. 

When the crackling flarnes reached him, Girolamo twi tched wi th srnall 

IOOvements. Almost instantly, his emaciated face melted like yellow candIe 

wax. He died screaming raucously, wi th a blue, foaming rnouth and rabid, 

black-burning eyes. His sermons had stirred Florentines 1 ascetic passions, 

and then their fear and wrath. Unable to perforrn a miracle to save 

hirnself 1 now he would be forever silent. When the fire was spent, the city 

guards piled the ashes of Girolamo 1 s rernains into a cart, and took thern to 

the Ponte Trinita. FrOOl the height of this bridge, they dumped his 

blackenea banes into the deep waters of the great river Arno. 
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CHAPI'ER 19 

Soon after the burning of Girolamo, the deadly plague broke out in 

Florence. When it struck, it spread without mercy, causing the deaths of 

countless human beings. Physicians were unable to stop it; no knowledge 

was able to control it. Half of Florence's citizens repented on their 

knees, begging for God' s mercy to eradicate the pestilence. The other half 

feasted and drank with greater fervor than ever, in a desperate effort to 

wash the bitter taste of plague dust from their rnouths. But nei ther method 

of escape seemed to be in the least effective. Would-be-saints and 

unrepentant sinners alike were consumed by the disease. Sons and 

daughters, husbands and wives ,vatched th2ir relations die. Entire families 

perished withb weeks as the disease raged through every quarter of the 

city. 

The first time l truly realized that the outbreaK of the plague was 

iImlinent occurred when Salai returned from Rome after only two days 

absence. His face was crestfallen. The sparkle in his dark green eyes 

still glowed, but only feebly. His broad grin had been erased. He entered 

the studio where l was working on the final stages of burnishing the gilded 

frame in which l was to IOOunt the painting of Bacchus which l had recently 

finished varnishing. Inmediately, l knew something was terribly wrong. 

"What is it, Salai?" l asked with alarm. 

"The wine-cellars in Rome ... are empty," said Salai, in a shaky voice 

hi therto unknown. "They have aIl been closed down. AlI merriment is dead. 

There are corps es everywhere. The sick and dying wail in the streets. 

They are aH covered wi th hideous boils and lesions which are said to 

spread like wildfire. It was horrible, Francesco. Utterly horrible!" 

With these la st words, Salai's face blanched to a pasty, almond white. 

UnwiHing to speak further about what he had seen in Rome, he turned and 
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1eft the front studio to ascend the stairs to his room on the second floor 

where, he said, he was going to reste 

After Salai left the studio, l continued with my work. Although l 

wou1d have liked to have had the time to reflect on the implications of 

Salai' s ne1V'S, my master had told me that the servants of the 1V'ealthy, 

anonyrnous patron would be arriving that afternoon to take delivery of the 

painting of Bacchus. It was my dut Y to have i t ready on time. And, 

indeed, i t was fortunate that l did not pause to mull over Salai' s bad 

tidings since, just as l finished setting the varnished painting in its 

newly gi1ded frame, l heard someone lmocking at the door. 

Thinking about i t now, l am not sure 'vhom l had expected to see 'vhen l 

opened the front studio door. l had not given any serious thought to who 

the anonymous buyer of "Bacchus" could be. However, when l opened the 

door, l received a sudden shock. Instead of the docile face of a single 

servant of seme unknown patron, l was confronted by two figures whose forms 

l knew' aIl too weIl. In an instant of startled recognition, l saw standing 

there on the steps the slit-eyed, wasp-like Florentine and the huge shaggy 

bear of a man, both of whom l knew to be the personal servants and henchrnen 

of Lisa' s husband, the merchant Giocundo. As l stood gape-mouthed, unable 

to utter a word, the slit-eyed Florentine spoke: 

"Ah, Messer Francesco, we have not met, but l have heard much about 

you," he said with a thin smile, making a stacatto clicking sound with his 

tongue upon finishing his phrase. "You have a painting ready for delivery, 

l understand?" 

"Yes, the painting is ready," l replied, managing to find my voice. 

"Excellent, /1 said the wasp-like Florentine. "My rnaster, the worthy 

merchant Giocundo, asks would you be so kinà as to accompany us back to his 

house? He requires sorne infonned advice about how the painting should be 

hung to best advantage. Also, l believe, he requires a few words regarding 

a more persona1 matter. l 'm sure you have no objections." 

Naturally, l was unable to refuse Giocundo's servant's request. l 

lmew that rny master would he furious if l did anything to fouI up the 

cOlIllÙssion. Even without this t..'ressure, l had little choice but to comp1y 
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since, after saying his last lines, the wasp-like Florentine motioned to 

his burly companion to pick up the framed picture of Bacchus, which l'las 

waiting by the door, and then motioned to me with a sharp, ad amant gesture 

that IYI='. s!1r.uld depart. 

l put on my best cloak, and, though reluctant, 1 accompanied 

Giocundo ' s servants through the narrow, winding streets tmvard the 

merchant's home. The shaggy bear-like man with the black patch over one 

eye carried the large painting and walked in mute silence just behind 

Giocundo' s valet and myself. The wasp-like valet was a short man, and l 

noticed that he had heel-raises on his sandals to give him an extra inch of 

stature. He occasionally stroked his blac]<:, stiletto beard and glanced at 

me in a curiously threatening manner as ,.,e lvalked along. His every glance 

increased my nervousness. In the streets around us, signs of the plague's 

harmful presence could be seen and heard. The bccties of the sick and dying 

were being dragged about from place to place as the relatives of these 

victims sought aid ln curing the fatal disease. The wasp-like Florentine 

seemed unperturbed by the scenes of death around us and, in fact, it seemed 

to me that ,vith his every glance toward me, he was taking some sort of 

perverse pleasure out of gauging my reaction to the pitiful sights which l'le 

witnessed on our journey. 

When l'le reached Giocundo' s household, the sli t-eyed Florentine bid me 

follO\'I him. He led me to Giocundo' s study door. He Jmocked on the door, 

and l was led into the room. Inside, the room IYas somber. Gioctilldo sat 

behind his huge, oak desk. His bald head was bent over the large 

accounting books spread over the desk's surface. For quite sorne tlme, he 

did not look up. l shuffled back and forth from one foot to the other. l 

coughed nervously. But still the merchant ignored the tact of my presence 

in the room. Mter a minute or so, however, he raised his head. For a 

long moment, his tired brown eyes looked at me with a pained expression, 

almost as ':"f he was trying to remernber vlhy l had been called there. Then, 

after this taut moment of silence passed, he speke: 

"So," he said, visibly regaining control of the situation, "1 

understand that you are an apprentice to the artist, Da Vinci." 

"Yes, that is correct," l said, hoping against hope that this was the 

sole reason why l had been summoned. 
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"And how is the portrait of my young wife progressing?" asked 

Giocundo. "Its complet ion seems to be taking an inordinate amount of 

time. " 

"It is slowly nearing i ts final stages," 1 sa id • "My master is now 

working on the painting's background, and on the details of the lady's 

features. His rnethods are rnost methodical, and that is why it takes so 

long. " 

"Ah, yes," sa id Giocundo, "the Maestro is renowned for his painstaking 

exactitude. WeIl then, enough of that for the tirne being. Let us return 

to the matter at hand. Have you brought the other painting \vhich l \'lish to 

buy? - the "Bacchus" which, through rny sources, l have heard is so 

alluring." 

"Yes, l have," 1 replied. 

"Splendid!" said Giocundo. "1 shall have it hung together with the 

portrait of rny ,vife, when that painting is completed. They shall rnake a 

marvelous addition to my personal gallery. A rnost fitting tribute to your 

rnaster who, l am told, is not long for this world. A most worthy 

investment, indeed!" 

"Quite worthy, l'm sure," 1 said, rnomentarily buoyed with hope at this 

congenial reception. 

HOI'lever, at this moment, Giocundo 1 s face darkened, and his eyes 

narrowed as he focused more ir.tent.ly upon me. "Now, enough of this 

banter," he said. "Let us move on ta the real reason l have called you 

here. To put it bluntly, you have soiled rny reputation. My sources inforrn 

me that you, a miserable artist's apprentice, have had the audacity to take 

your pleasure wi th rny wife." 

l opened my rnouth to try to defend rnyself, but Giocundo raised his 

hand and bid me not to interrupt him. 

"1 know that this is true, so do not ,vaste your breath by trying to 

deny it," he said. "My sources are one hundred percent reliable. My 

personal valet was told this news by one of rny former employeesi an old 

rag-vendor wornan who once worked in one of rny factories, churning the woel 

in the dying vats. She knew that she 'lould be paid handsomely for the 
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information. A few golden florins buys rnany flasks of wine to help an old 

woman pass through these troubled times." 

Again, 1 opened my mouth ta make sorne attempt to refute this 

accusation, but Giocundo raised his hand once more in an impatient gesture 

for me to rernain silent. 

"Young man," he said, "do not be such a fool as to add further deceit 

to your already existent crimes. After receiving a whipping she will not 

soon forget, rny gentle wife has confirrneù this information. The question 

is no longer whether the accusations are true, but rather 1"hat am l ta do 

wi th you now?" 

Uncertain whether this question "t'las rhetorical, or 1vhether i t demanded 

an answer, l thought i t safest to say nothing. Unable to think in any 

coherent fashion about how ta alleviate the tortuous position 1 1VaS in, 1 

merely stood dumb, fidgeting wi th a loose thread ivhich was unwinding from 

the sleeve cuff of rny street cloak. After a long moment of tangled 

silence, l opened my mouth, hoping that 1 would somehow spontaneously 

formulate a denial of Giocundo 1 s accusations. But no words carne out. My 

mouth was dry, and my tongue felt ffivollen and incapable of articulating 

even a simple syllable. l lcnew that everything the merchant said was true. 

1 was :beaten. All that remained ivas for Giocundo to declare in what brutal 

manner my punishment would be aclministered. 1 anticipated him handing me 

over ta his thugs, 1.,ho would undoubtedly perforrn his dirty work for him. 1 

shuddered to think that my adventures ivould end like this. 

however, Giocundo broke my fearful chain of introspection. 

a low, gravelly voice \lhich gripped rny every nerve 

attention. 

At that moment, 

He spoke now in 

and ri veted rny 

"Sa then, what ta do with you?" he said again, as if still turning the 

thought over in his rnind. "1 have given this question much careful 

thoughl. You have attacked my honor by your impertinent behavior. In rny 

younger days such lack of respect would have demanded the severest 

punishment. But 1 am an old man now, and l no longer set much store by 

honor. l ~ a businessman. As a businessman, l have a proposition ta 

offer to you lvhich rnay be mutually beneficial. Are you willing to hear 
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this proposaI, or would you rather l followed my first instinct and have 

one of Illy trust y servants sli t your throat and feed your carcass to my 

dogs?" 

"No, please, " l stanmered, "do go on! l am most grateful for any 

opportunity to rectify my wrongs in a manner which will botb serve your 

advantage and keep me fran a painful punishment." 

"Fine," sa id Giocundo. "I see that you are a reasonable young man. 

This then is my proposaI: l require an heir to my household; a son to 

inheri t the property and weal th which l have spent rny li fetime 

accurnulating. l now know that the child wb~ -:::h rny \life is bearing is not of 

my seed. However, no one else need know of this. NmT, 1..rhat l 1vant - uhat 

l demand - is for you to swear a bond of secrecy wi th me. Under tbis pact, 

l shall be enti tled to the child once i t has been borr!, presuming, of 

course, that i t is a boy-child. In return, you 'vill be free to take young 

Lisa away with you. She is of no further use to me once her service has 

been performed, and l could not tolerate her company knowing of her 

ingratitude and unfaithfulness. The first condition of this pact is that 

you must say nothing of our bond to Lisa until the child is safely in my 

possession, since my wife ,muId never consent to such a 

proposition. The second condition is that once l have the child 

business 

in my 

possession, you and Lisa must leave Florence immediately, since my position 

here must remain intact." 

With these last words, Giocundo sat back in his deep leather chair and 

waited for me to speak. His irnpassive brown eyes gazed at me steadily, 

speaking of hidden cruelties which lay beneath their placid surface. l 

struggled to order my thoughts. Al though horrified by his proposaI, l did 

not dare to say so openly. If l refused to comply, i t was certain that the 

merchant would have his hencbmen dispose of me in the ruthless manner which 

he had detailed in such casual, off-band terms. Yet if l agreed, would my 

consent not merely serve to dig me deeper into the mire of iImlOrali ty into 

which my initial act of unscrupulousness had led me? How would l later 

explain the bond to Lisa once the child had been born and Giocundo carne to 

take it from her? How could l live with the knowledge that l vTaS a part of 

such blatant devilry? 
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Yet, even as l struggled with these soul-wrenching questions, l knew 

that l had no other choice but to agree to the rnerchant 1 s offer. He had 

promised that Lisa and l ,.,ould be allowed to escape to freedom together, 

and again l imagined the sun-filled canals of Venice. Unable to refuse, l 

nodded my head in silent agreement to Giocundo 1 s terms. After aH, l 

thought to myself at the time, 1'lhat man can he eh.-pected to possess the 

strength to face head-on the certain cruelties of the present \lhen there 

exists the promise of future happiness? 

Once he was certain of my accord, Giocundo summarily dismissed me from 

his study. Even before l was out of the room, he had already .ceturned his 

attention to the columns of surns in his accounting books. F..:>corted by the 

rnerchant's wasp-like valet, I crossed the marble flo:Jr or Giocundo's cool, 

lofty hallway. CUrsing the day when l first entered that hall'vay, 1. gladly 

exited through the front door which the Vâlet opened for me. Without 

looking back, for fear that Lisa rnight be watching from an upper story 

window, l quickly left the household behind me as l hurried through the 

dusty, plague-ridden streets of Florence. 
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CHAPI'ER 20 

After my interview with Giocundo, my forernost desire was to seek 

refuge in the tranquil seclusion of my pri vate chamber. l needed time to 

still my pounding heart so that l could think rationally about the 

implications of the merchant's abominable proposaI. 

After hearing Giocundo's words, l was encouraged to think that if l 

continued to go along with his proposition, Lisa and l could eventually 

leave Florence behind us and start a new life in Venice together. This 

gave me courage to go on. At that time, l cared for no one and nothing 

save Lisa. However, along wi th my love for Lisa,"[ had also begun to 

consider the child which Giocundo spoke so glibly about kidnapping. This 

child, the innocent target of his extortion, was of my own flesh and blood. 

l kne\T that it would be terribly wrong to abandon the child to fulfill the 

rnerchant's selfish desire for an heir. Desperately l sought for a solution 

to the mess in which l seemed so inextricably embroiled. 

Understand, it made no difference to me whether Giocundo threatened my 

own life. However, l knew that if l refused to comply with his wishes, 

Lisa also would inevi tably fall under the weight of her husband' s 

retribution. My options were limited. l could not risk Giocundo's wrath 

any further. It occurred to me that the merchant would probably have me 

watched, and that it would be impossible to contact Lisa \"ithout his 

knowing. No matter how l reasoned the situation through, the walls seemed 

to close in around me, and l could see no possible breach through which to 

escape. ! felt l was doarnedi and l could hardly be blamed for this 

feeling. It is only now, with the comfortable distance of hind-sight, that 

l am able to see that aIl of my anxieties rneant nothing. Events had a way 

of happening by themselves. For aIl lny plotting and planning, l floundered 

like ü fish in my efforts to change course. l was swept along in the tide 
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of history, demonstrating little control over the fates and fortunes of my 

mm destiny. 

When l returned to rny rna~ er's studio, after rny first meeting with 

Giocundo that August afternoon, l found Leonardo gone and Salai alone in 

the front studio. For sorne tirne, l stood in the small court yard ,.,hich 

fronts our studio, and l watched him through the open window before 

entering. He was moping about, doing nothing in particular. One moment, 

he would stand idly, with hanging head, muttering softly to hirnself and 

looking at the floor. The next moment, he would shuffle about; perhaps 

stopping to tidy up a pile of scattered papers or to replace the lid on an 

overturned, ernpty ink-jar. His shirt-tail hung out of his britches, and 

his jerkin was stained and tom. During the tirne of the plague, Salai 

often walked about like this -- in a state of slothful despond. He seerned 

burdened by such grief as he had never known before. He had curbed his 

nightly bouts of debauchery, saying that aIl was stale to his appetite. 

To aIl outside eyes, it appeared that Salai's solemnity was the result 

of a new-found capacity for pious introspection. Yet, l knew that in truth 

he had reformed his roguish ways solely because of the malady which later 

was named the Black Death. Fear of infection haunted Salai's dreams, and 

someClrnes l heard him crying out in his sleep at night. If he was more 

fretful than ever before, it was because he dared not go any longer to the 

taverns of Florence. His pensive melancholy was caused by the knowledge 

that the already half-ernpty wine-cl~llars were the centers of contamination. 

The grave physicians of Florence had issued public proclamations which told 

that even by touching a victim's clothes, a person would become infected by 

the Death. Scared out of his wits by such austere pronouncements, Salai 

avoided aIl society. But he was surely not retreating from his former 

ways! Although sorne might have believed that such a change was possible, l 

knew better. Salai's conflicting emotions were aIl too apparent to my 

eyes. l saw that he was brooding not because he had learned any profound 

lesson connected with repentance and holy living, but rather because 50 

many of his friends had already died, and he was astonished that such 

things could happen. Perversely, he found such a reality terribly unfair. 

He did not believe that his energy could 50 easily be sapped. Impatiently, 
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he was biding his time until he could once again follow the course of his 

burning desires. l knew aIl this and so, although Salai was evidently 

greatly upset and in need of sorne gesture of kindness, I saw no reason why 

l should feel it part of my dut Y to show him even the smallest token of 

charity. He had enjoyed torrnenting me in the past, and, l, in turn, now 

relished his disquietude. 

When l entered the studio, Salai looJ-ced at me wi th listless eyes. He 

spoke to me immediatelY. 

"Francesco," he said, "our master asked me to give you a message as 

soen as you got in." 

"What is it, Salai?" I aSked, taking off my street-cloak, and inwardly 

hoping that my rnaster had not left instructions for me to do any evening 

tasks, since l wanted to go to my room to rest and think over how to 

respond to Giocundo·s proposaI. 

"Our rnaster says that you are to prepare his dissecting table, and 

make sure that his surgery instruments are at the ready, " said Salai. 

IIAIso, Maestro Leonardo wants his anatomy charts to be collected together 

for easy reference." 

"But what is aH this in aid of?" l asked. 

"It is in aid of nothing! Il declared Salai, coughing slightly after 

this outburst, and then falling back iDto lethargy with his next phrase. 

IIIt will help no one, but our master has got it into his head that with his 

dissection kit he can discover the cause of this plague and concoct a cure 

to save aIl of Florence." 

"But how does he propose to do that?" l asked. 

"That is the thing! Il said Salai, his voice rising again. "The city 

governors have forbid Maestro Leonardo to conduct any experirnents. The 

people have beeome too superstitiaus, and there would be a terrifie outcry 

if our master were permi tted to tamper wi th the just retributians of the 

Almighty. /1 

"So how is he going to obtain the body of a plague vietim to dissect?1I 

l asked. 

·%'lestro Leonardo has given an order, Il said Salai, hesitating for a 

moment before going on. IITanight yau and lare to make a trip ta the city 

cemetery to steal an infected corpse from the public gravp.. Il 
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"Surely, you are not serious!" l said. "How are we to accomplish this 

feat? Does our master not lmow about the dang9rs of contamination?" 

"Yes, of course, he lmows," said Salai, "but he says that we will have 

to take the risk for the good of Florence. l want nothing to do with it, 

Francesco! l am deathly afraid of catching the sickness." 

"I do not like the idea any better than you, Salai," l said. "But if 

our master has given the order, we dare not disobey. We shall take 

whatever precautions are possible, and try to accomplish the task swiftly. 

If we do not linger around the infected corpses, perhaps we will be safe." 

And so i t was that Salai and l, after sorne further small debate, 

reluctantly set out that very night for the city's main cemetery, to rob 

the public grave of the plague victims as Leonardo had bade us. We waited 

until shortly after midnight to begin our journey. Although there were few 

guards left who were willing to patrol the streets during the pestilence, 

there was still a curfew in effect and so we needed to be very certain that 

no one discovered our mission. Under the cover of darkest night, Salai 

brid1ed my master's mule and l tied a large brown burlap sack to the 

beast' s back. This was the bag in which we Ivere to stuff the body of our 

victim. Keeping as rnuch as possible to the alleyways and the srnaller, less 

guarded streets, Salai and 1 walked hurriedly through the desolate night as 

we made our way toward the main cernetery. 

We soon reached the crowded cernetery. There was a slight wind that 

night and clouds periodically moved in front of the sickle, harvest moon. 

In the distance, l could see the rows of rnarble headstones in the plots 

where the rich merchants bury their kin. The forms of these monuments 

appeared and then vanished again as the clouds drifted in front of the 

moon. AlI around me, l could hear the buzzing of night insects. Luminous 

fireflies darted about in the gloom. In the distance, a watchdog began to 

bark. Handing the reins of the mule to Salai, 1 lit a screened lantern to 

guide ot~r way. Once this was accomplished, Salai and 1 began to walk 

slowly down the cernetery pathway, which was bordered on both sldes by dark 

cypress trees. Soon we entered the polluted mist which covered the fIat 

ground of the poorer section of the cemetery which lay before us. 
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Imrnediately upon walking toward this section of the cemetery, my 

nostrils were assailed by the stench of the plague victims. About a 

hundred yards away loomed the mou th of the open pit into which the corpses 

had been dumped by the plague patrols. At first, these unfortunate victirns 

had been given proper Christian burials, albeit in cheap, coarse-grained 

coffins. This practice was soon eliminated, however, and now the hundreds 

of victims who died daily were merely thrown into this giant open grave, 

which had been dug by one of Leonardo's mechanical shovel devices. These 

victims of the plague had no mourners at their funerals. They received no 

benediction. The epidernic fever ravaged Florence to such an extent that 

little attention was paid to the passing away of individJals. Before 

approaching the pit, l took out a srnall bag of oats to keep J~nardo's mule 

quiet. l tied the beast to a nearby cypress tree and untied the burlap sac 

from its back. Then Salai and l walked tovard the grave. 

Around the outskirts of the pit, the ground was dry and the earth 

crumbled under our feet. By the glow of the lantern which l held, l could 

see that the sides of the grave were steep and slippery. l could not see 

the bottom of this bl~~k vault. Indeed, it appeared bottomless. As we 

drew cl oser , the pervading odor of death was almost overpowering. l was 

not greatly afraid, but Salai was almost whimpering. When we reached the 

edge of the pit, he pointed in horror at the pile of corpses below. "1 

feel dizzy, '~rancesco!" he declared. l squeezed his arm hard. "Get a grip 

on yourself, Salai!" l told him. "Do not lose aIl courage now." 

After finding the Ieast steep path by which to reach our quarry, l 

gave Salai the Iantern to carry and told him that l would take the brown 

burlap sac. Together, we began our descent into the pit. The srnell of 

death almost choked us, so l tied my handkerchief over my mouth and nose to 

help lessen the stench of corruption. l was nauseated by rny proximity to 

death, yet strangely l also felt calm. My heart ticked in an even, 

measured rhythm. Salai, however, was made wretched by the situation. He 

was white and shaking. He kept whispering to me that we should turn back, 

yet l knew that the sooner we completed our task, the better off we would 

be. l tried to ignore the stifling smell, and l swallowed the hard lumps 

of fear which rose in rny throat. l was resol ved to complete our errand 
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vith the greatest efficiency possible. As distasteful as the task was, l 

would not allow my rnaster to accuse me of failing to carry out his orders 

once again. 

As Salai and l climbed slowly and carefully down the steep descent of 

the pit, aIl was deathly silent. After descending two or three meters, a 

bat flew up and bru shed my face wi th i ts wings. "Salai, take heed!" l 

shouted. "This is the dweHing place of bats!" Bù.t already it was too late 

to speak my warning. That very instant, a whole horde of bats flew up from 

under the overh~nging ledge of the deep grave, and Salai was greatly 

startled. He slipped on the steep path, and he dropped the lantern which 

he was carrying. Instantly, we were surrounded by the pitch black of the 

grave. "Fool!" l cried out to Salai, as our lamp sputtered its last fizz 

of life and then tumbled into the pit below. Instantly, we were enveloped 

by the dark nignt. For a long, terrible moment, everything ~aS silent. 

Then Salai began to whirnper in the darkness. l could hear his teeth 

chattering. "Be quiet!" l hissed." For al though there 'tvas the toar of 

blood in my brain, l knew that it would do us no good to lose our heads and 

panic. And, indeed, l was right. After a minute or so of standing in 

darkness, clinging to the wall of the pit, our eyes began to adjust to the 

gloom. Occasionally, as the moon passed overhead, its silver rays 

penetrated to our depth and illumined the grave. Taking a deep breath, l 

declared, "Salai, we shaH go on." l was adamant that we fulfill Leonardo 1 s 

orders. Salai soon agreed to continue after l explained to hirn that he was 

already closer to the bottom than the ~op of the pit, so he rnight just as 

well go the rest of the distance. "Yes, yes! Alright, fi he declared. "But 

l shall wait until you descend to my level before l go on." 

Once l had carefu.u.y climbed down to , .. here Salai was waiting for me, 

we went on together. Wi th no further ini::ident, we reached the bottom of 

the grave. 1 saw that there were corpses piJ.ed one on top of the other. 

There was mud sticking the bodies together IÎlce soft mortar between bricks. 

Apparently, the grave had been dug so deep that the water-table of the 

great river Arno leaked into the bot tom of the pit. The loathsome stench 

was indescribable. l could hear the patter and squeaking of the rats which 

fed on the putrefying corpses. l shoved Salai forward. 
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"Go on, Il l said. "Reach down and grab one of the victims by the 

collar. The sooner we get i t over wi th, the sooner we can get out of 

here." 

"Quit shoving!" cried Salai. "Why must it always be me who goes 

first?" 

nIt was you who dropped the lantern," l said. 

Il Oh , alright," Salai replied. "But just qult pushing at my back!" 

As Salai turned to say these last words, he lost his footing once 

again and, before l could shout to warn him, the rrcks beneath his feet 

gave way. Wi th a rnuffled screarn, he fell from the ledge just above the 

bottom of the pit. 

"Francesco! Help!" he cried. 

But l could not at first see where he had fallen to. 

"Salai, where are you?" l shouted into the darkness. "You must keep 

speaking to me so that l can discern where you have fallen to." 

"Quickly!" shouted Salai. "1 am here just below you. l am sinking 

into the mud. Quickly save me, or l shall drown!" 

Although l smiled for a pleasurable instant at the thought of climbing 

up the steep path which led out of the pit and leaving Salai to drown in 

the dark grave below, l rejected this thought and prepared to rescue him. 

Holding one end of the burlap sac whlch l was carrying, l used it as a rope 

to throw to Salai. Once he grabbed onto the other end, l dernanded that he 

secure a plague victim by the coll~r so that we could fulfill our ~sterls 

orders. Salai had no choice but to agree. Soon we had the victim stuffed 

into the burlap sac, and we began our ascent from the pit. 

Together, Salai and l dragged the sac up the side of the huge open 

grave. Digging our fingernails into the grey-green clay of the wall, we 

climbed slowly toward the lip of the grave. Loose pieces of rock fell down 

the side of the steep incline as we scrambled higher. Just as we reached 

the top of the deep culvert, my fingernails lost their grip as they 

scratcned against a patch of black slate. Clinging tightly to the wall, l 

prayed not to faU into the void. "Be careful now!" l called to Salai, who 

was climbing right behind me. "The rock here is as slippery as the surface 

of a looking-glass!" 
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After sorne time, Salai and l finally crawled out of the grave and into 

the silver moonlight. Exhausted, we lay for a minute or two to get our 

breath. All around us, insects played their frenzied night song. Aga in , 

the wings of a bat brushed my face. Yet, now l felt safe. My thoughts 

raced in an instant of sudden relief as l realized that we had madp. it 

safely out of the deep hollow. The image of my master's pleased expression 

when ~e found that our mission had been accomplished rose in my mind. In 

the near distdnce, the barking of a ,vatchdog could be heard. Wishing only 

to get out of the cemetery as quickly as possible, l enlisted Salai's help, 

and together we dragged the bcdy-sac over to where Leonardo's black mule 

stood, munching the last of its oats. Salai and l then heaved the ragged 

body-sac over the mule's back. Without delay, we left the cernetery gates 

behind us. Mud oozed in my leather sandals as we entered the city streets. 

l was filthy up to rny lmees, and Salai was covered with slirne up to his 

waist. We did not utter a word to each other as we walked hurriedly 

through the dark, empty night, returning home with our ill-gotten cargo. 
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CHAPI'ER 21 

As l reconstruct my story from fragments of rnemory, the past is pulled 

slowly up toward the surface of the present. Yet sornetimes the images are 

confused ëUïd difficult to hold still in my mind. Just such a tirne is the 

period of my delirium. Of that tirne, I know only that soon after rny 

grave-robbing expedition with Salai, J fell terribly ill, anà it was 

thought that I was going to die. I broke out j~ red blisters and shivered 

with the chill sweats which foresŒ~dow the fever of Black Death. All this 

I have been told since rny recovery. Yet, I myself remember nothing of that 

tirne. Certainl y, l recall no pain. AlI tha t exi sts in my rnemory are the 

moving tableaux of a delirium-dream, whose unfolding l must nml strive to 

explain. 

Unlike my recurrent vision of the Summer Solstice period, the events 

of rny de:irium-dream are not set within the confines of the walls of 

Florence. Yet the images of this dream seem an extension of my earlier 

nightmare. However, rather than seeing my death in the dark, realistic 

terms whlch have already been described in this chronicle, in the 

delirium-dream which played SlCNly in my rnind, all has become accentuated, 

as if I am walking through a lacquered landscape painted in pastel colors. 

Without thinking consciously about it, l know that this is the land of 

wayfaring soUls; the place to which rny spirit will fly after my mom..·::mt of 

corporeal death. To this purgatory, I have been consigned to wander until 

I am released through the munificence of a power which, as of yet, I do not 

understand. 

When the dream begins, l am following a trail of cloven hoof marks 

which winds down a country footpath. l am carrying a brown clay water 

pitcher. On either side of the footpath grow aromatic beds of green and 

azure herbs. The air is fresh, and the wind 1 s light, playful caress 
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ripples the sil.ver under··leaves of olive trees in the near distance. All 

is pure and delightful. Puffs of soft, milky cloud float on the horizon • 

. ~ l watch these c10uds slo'to!ly drifting, l gradually become aware that this 

place resembles the mountain San Gervaso, where l 'Wë!.S barn and raised. l 

seem ta be viewi.ng a lingE:ring rnemory froID when l was a boy 1 yet l am 

certain that the events ,,,hich 1 am about to describe never truly happened. 

As l walk along the sandy footi,Jath, which is scattered w~th srnooth, 

moon-whi tP. pebbles, a voice whispers in my head: 

"That whic1-. you seek is in this direction. Follow your instinct and 

you shall discover the truth w'hich l'ou ivould behold! FollovT your desire, 

and aH snall De heU! Il 

And so, 1 wander onward, follcwing the cloven imprints whi.ch seem to 

be the only clue of tÎle direction which l am to follow. Occasionally, 

white-robed figures pass br lne on the path, going in the opposite 

direction. They are faceless, empty·-hanc1ed figures whom l Jmow ta be lost 

souls. They pay me no heed. l'hey have been stripped of their sp.nses. For 

these pale, hollow ghosts, cornn1unication is impossible. 

After sorne time, l eventually corne to a meadow-like plateau which is 

nestled on the shouldet of t!'1p. mountain whose winding foot.patlt l am 

steadily ascending. As l look out frorn tllis resting place, 1 can see ,,,hat 

appear to be the srnall houses of my boyhood village belm." . l can see 

fields of ,,,heat planted in straight-plowed furrollrs, and long rows of red, 

ripening tomatoes. Surrounding this scelle of pastoral ccntcntment are 

plor.s of blazing, yellow musta.l::d. And beyond f sCëittered groupi.ngs of fat r 

woolly sheep which graze on the lush, green grasses which blanket hills and 

valleys stretching into the distance as far as the eye can see. 

"This is life as you have known it," 'fl:.ispers the voice in my head. 

Il Here aIl is well, and there is nothing vrcmting to you. HeLe lies t.he 

peace which you strive to secure for your soul." 

Listening to the voice, l nod my head in agreement and satisfaction. 

After a brief pause at this restlng place, l r~sume my ascent. l breathe 
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deeply of the wind, and it fills 'Re with C'onfidence. l do not pause to 

consider that l am rnoving f'rrther and further away from the sC'ene of 

contentment below. Indeed, l simply think to myself, "'l'hese are the 

familiar surroundings 1 knew so wel1 as a boy. Here l was blissf11lly happy 

in the bosom of Nature." And now, as l dream the vi sion inl tia ted by my 

brain fever, l am wholly content wi th what seems to be my lot in t.1e 

after-life. My mind is clear; my thoughts are carefree. l Jalow rothing of 

fear. The soil is moist and cooJ beneath my bare feet. The air is filled 

wi th the strong, pungent odor of fresh he.cbs. AlI a round me, larks and 

crickets sing their ]oyful songs. Onward l wander, seeing the beauty of 

this world, yet not properly understanding the signific3nce of aIl these 

things. 

"There will be time to sort out the petty intricacies of these 

affairs, Il whispers the voice in my head. "Pay no heed ta mundane details 

of sueh little consequence. Follow the trail before you, and your quest 

shall surely be accomplished. The source of truth is the goal which you 

seek. From this spring you shall fill the earthen jua which you carry." 

Having no other option than ta obey this voice, l continue on my 

journey. l do not know whpther ta trust the voice, yet l am ignorant of 

wha t else l can do, except follow ,.,rhere i t leads me. 

Mter sorne time, hayirg climbed to an altitude which appears to be 

close te the sunmi t of the mountain, 1 come to the place for which l have 

been searching. It is a natural fountain; a mercurlal spring which is the 

source of a small brook whose silver-running W<\ters murmur pleasantly in 

the afternoon sunshine. A short distance from the spring itself lies a 

glassy, limpid pond. This pond is pure and deep. Around the pond are tre 

green shadows of mossy rocks. Bullfrogs croak their bass-throated sangs 

from amongst lily pads floating on the pond's blue-green surface. Boldly, 

l move forward to fill my clay water jug fram the clear, still reservoir. 

But i t is at this moment that things go strangely awry. 

As l approach the pond, a bird alights on the bough of an elm tree 
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which shades the opposite bank of the pond. Inrnediately, 1 recognize this 

bird to be the same golden-yellow finch which 1 gave as a present to Mona 

Lisa. l stoop to fill my water pitcher from the pond, and the finch begins 

to sing a rnellifluous song. At that moment, l look down into the water. 

The grey shadow of a fish darts away, creating small wavelets just below 

the pondIs surface. In the rippling -water, l see my reflection lS if in a 

mirror of shattered crystal. Hm.,rever, l see that this reflection is not rny 

own, but that of the leering face of Bacchus depicted by my rnaster 1 s 

painting which 1 so recently varnished and re-frarned. Startled by this 

unexpected apparition, l lose my balance. Before 1 can regain my footing, 

l tumble forward into the pond. 

Downward l plunge, spiralling headlong. l am unable to control rny 

descent. l cannat breathe, and 1 cannot utter the words which form in rny 

feverish brain. l open my mouth to cry out for help, but instantly my 

words are drowned by the in-rushing waters of the quick-silver pond. As l 

lose consciousness, 1 hear t"be jeering laugh of the Bacchanalian voice in 

rny head. Inwardly, 1 curse my lack of foresight. l curse this damnable 

truth which l strove aU my lifetirne ta avoid. Downward l plunge, until 

liquid silence envelops aIl. 
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PART IV 

CHAPI'ER 22 

When my fever broke and l woke from my delirium, August had passed and 

it was almost Auturnn. Although my life was no longer in danger, l was 

still terribly sick for several weeks. l spent much of my time sleeping. 

During my few waking hours, l watched from the window of my room on the 

second floor of Leonardo's studio as the green and silver leaves of olive 

trees dried into tiny, crinkled scrolls which fluttered slowly to the 

ground in all the neighbourhood court yards. 

Nature, it seemed, was unfolding in her usual fashion. However, 

although the cycle of the seasons continued in i ts irrmutable manner, 

Florence herself was greatly changed. As l lay awake on the crumpled 

sheets of my sweat-soaked bed, l noted that there were none of the usual 

noises of the neighbourhood which used ta disturb my rest. There was no 

sound of children laughing and running while at play. There was no 

shop-woman 's song drifting over from the bakery across the alley from our 

studio. There were no birds singing in the trees. The streets were empty. 

Silence prevailed. The city seemed blighted, like a giant apple with its 

insides hollowed out. 

Although this emptiness was the dominant feature of my recovery 

period, l recall that ,,,hen 1 woke from my delirium, my first impression was 

of the intrusion of noise into my deep, dream world of sleep. l remember 

the sounds of the open shutters of my room banging in the wind. l recall a 

farniliar voice, which was muffled only slightly, calling ta me. Slowly, l 

sur.face:::1 from my sleep like a swimmer struggling in water which is 
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strangely thick and heavy. My tongue felt swollen and l was unable to 

reply immediately to the voice which was calling my name, calling me out of 

slumber, bidding me to rise. 

It was only after sorne tirne - l do not know exactly how long - that l 

recognized that the voice calling me from rny sleep belenged to none other 

than Salai. My eyes blinked several tirnes, but at first everything was 

blurred. Slowly, however, my vision focused. Gradually, l saw that Salai 

was standing beside rny bedstead. As l struggled to becorne \lide-awake, he 

mopped my brow with a white handkerchief, which he repeatedly dipped in the 

porcelain wash-basin beside my bed. 

"Ah, finally you are awake!" said Salai, as l showed signs of 

returning to life. "Yeu have been babbling in your sleep like sorne 

moon-mad idiot for three full days and nights now. l was beginning to get 

fed up wi th your thrashillg about aIl the tirne. What on earth were you 

dreaming about to cause you cry out so, as if you were gasping your last 

breath?" 

"Salai, do not speak so 

show sorne slight, token pit y! 

moment. l can barely think. 

loudly," l said in a doleful voice, "Please, 

Do not pepper me wi th questions at the 

My head is filled wi th such pain that i t 

feels as if i t is aoout to split in two." 

"WeIl, i t 1 S not my faul t that you have such a weak constitution!" said 

Salai, tauntingly. "First Leonardo 1 s mule fell sick, and then you. Here 

live been nursing you through these past weeks and do you thank me for it? 

No! 'The first thing that you do upon waking is to start cornplaining!" 

"Salai, please!" l said. "Just tell me, for how long have l been 

unconscious?" 

"You have been in the grip of the fever for weIl over a month," said 

Salai. "You are very lucky to be alive, though personally, l do not 

understand why you fell ill in the first place. l myself felt a bit wheezy 

for a fcw days after our expedi tion to the cernetery, but l did not contract 

the siclmess as you did!" 

"Yes, well that is my double ill-fortune," l said, trying to ignore 

Salai's grin and his impudent air, yet stirred to passion by his insolent 

remarks. 

"Such ingratitude!" said Salai. "Surely you owe me a pleasant word of 

thanks for the kind aid l have given to you!" 
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"1 am grateful for any service which you showed me while l was 

unconscious," l said. "But now l wish that you ,.,ould leave me in peace 50 

that l may regain my strength as quickly as possible. '1 

"1 would be only too glad to leave you to your own devices," said 

Salai, now with a wicked, mischievous look on his face. "To be honest, l 

am utterly indifferent to the state of your health and well-being. 

However, Maestro Leonardo has given me instructions to rnake you as 

cornfortable as I.X>ssible ,.,hile you convalesce." 

"1 can easily do without you playing nurse-rnaid to me, ,1 l said. 

"1 ,.,ish that were true, " said Salai. "Do you think l relish the 

thought of being cooped up here in the studio catering to your needs?" 

"Do not feel that you are under any obligation whatsoever, " l said, 

struggling to lift myself out of bed, but then collapsing because my 

muscles were as soft as wet '''001. 

"You see!" sa id Salai, smiling malevolently. "You lack the power to 

do anything much by yourself for quite sorne tirne yet. You had better just 

act the angel and accept my aid gracefully, or else l shall see to it that 

your life is made more miserable than ever you irnagined I.X>ssible!" 

With these words, Salai ended our conversation by clapping his hands 

together, as if in a provocative display of his regained strength and 

energy. Now l realized that his reasons for helping me in my time of need 

were anything but pure. But although l wanted to speak out against him, 

the throbbing pain in my head restrained 

emitted a feeble sigh of resignation and then 

me from further protest. l 

lay quietly. Resuming his 

innocent act, Salai wrung out the handkerchief he had used ta mop my brow. 

He gave it to me so that l could hold it to my forehead. Then he turned 

and left the room. l heard his dancing footsteps echo down the corridor. 

Left alone in my room, l \~s at first at a complete loss about what to 

do. Not wanting to fall aSleep, for fear that l might never wake again, l 

lay with my head propped up on my pillow, reflecting on aIl that had 

recently happened to me, and planning for the future. 

To begin with, l thought about the necessity of recovering as saon as 

possible, so that l could arrange to see Lisa once again. l did not know 
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whether she had been informed of my state of health, and l was certain she 

must be terribly worried since l had not contacted her during the whole 

period of my fever. l imagined how l would gently dry the joyful tears 

uhich Lisa would cry when she saw that l was a live and ~vell. l greatly 

looked fOD-rard to being wi th her again. She was my main reason for wanting 

to recuperate and go on living. 

As l lay a1vake in bed, staring at a jagged crack in my white-ITashed 

ceiling and resisting the urge to sleep, l also thought about Giocundo's 

recent proposition to me. l was loath to comply with the terms of his 

bargain, yet l saw no way to rebel. l imagined what would happen if l 

decided to thwart the merchant and it seemed little consolation to me that, 

if l was caught trying to trick him, it would be said that l died for love. 

Nevertheless, l resolved that, whatever the cast, l 1vould beseech Lisa to 

run away with me immediately. "Perhaps," l thought, muttering out loud, 

"together Lisa and l can escape from Giocundo before i t i8 too late and l 

will De forced to honor the terms of the bond which l have sworn through my 

taci t consent to the merchant' s proposaI." 

Upon waking from my delirium-fever that first afternoon, l also 

thought briefly about my relationship with my master, Leonardo. l thought 

about how l would humbly accept his praise for the perils which l had 

und~rtaken and survived in order to comply with his orders. l thought 

about ;10W l would adopt a posture of modesty as he thanked me for my keen 

attention ta dut Y . l wondered 1vhether his dissection of the plague victim 

which Salai and l had secured would result in the discovel~ of a way to 

wipe out the spread of the disease for good. "Perhaps," l even >vent so far 

to think, "1 shall recei ve a public comrrendation for my assistance in 

saving the population of Florence from complete extinction." 

Along with my thoughts about Lisa, Giocundo, and Leonardo, as l lay 

awake, warding off sleep that first day of my convalescence, l also thought 

a great deal about Salai. l contemplated with disgust his renewed vigor 

and vitality. l could not comprehend why he had been spared, while l had 

been stricken by misfortune. l shuddered to think that he was going to 

make my torture his pastime for the entire period of my recovery. l could 
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not bear the thought of having to appease him while l 1ay invalid, at his 

mercy. l cringed to think that l would have to continue to abide his 

pranks and his taunting anirnosity. 

It was at this moment that l first thought of how exquisite i t would 

be to do away wi th Salai. "Why should l tolerate the scoundrel?" l thought 

to myself. "How delightful i t would be to be rid of him once and for all!" 

l considered the many different ways l could ar.complish this feat. Though, 

to begin with, l did not think about these things in any real seriousness, 

the various possibili ties seerned delightful. Poison, l mused, would :be the 

!OOst satisfactory method of carrying out my plan. To see Salai wri thing on 

the floor, his belly on fire after swallowing the last drops of a tainted 

goblet of wine, ,vould be a most fitting revenge for all the trouble he had 

caused me in the pasto "Also," l whispered to myself, "it would be a sure 

remedy for all the problems he will undoubtedly otherwise bring me in the 

future! Il 

For quite sorne time, l pondered these thoughts, turning this last 

prospect over in rny mind, savoring the spice of i ts appeal. By keeping rny 

thoughts acti ve, l tried desperately to keep sleep at bay. Eventually, 

however, my eyelids began to droop and, in spi te of rnyself, l ~vas lmable to 

stay awake. Al though l repeatedly shiftec1 my position on the bed, 

squirming in an effort to maintain consciousness, finally l succumbed to 

the drowsiness which lay heavily upon me. Lacking the strength to stay 

awake and watchful, l fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. 
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CHAPI'ER 23 

On the third \veek after l regained consciousness, l was finally able 

to get out of bed and stand on ml' own two feet and walk. While l still 

required a crutch, or Salai 1 s shoulder for support, l was able to hobble 

about, first in my room, and then around the studios downstairs as well. 

Soon after l became active again, l learned that in Florence, the Black 

Death had taken a terrible toll. However, l could not bring myself to 

think about i ts full horrors. Because of the malady, my very life had hung 

by a thread. But l had survived the sickness! And that seemed to be aIl 

that really mattered. "Later," l thought, "1 will offer a prayer of 

thanksgiving for my good fortune. For the present, l have more pressing 

concerns to which l must address myself." 

Now, my rnost imperative concem was, of course, to meet wi th Lisa once 

again. l had learned from Salai t11at since the plague became virulent in 

Florence, Lisa seldom came to the studio for her si ttings wi th Leonardo. 

As luck would have i t, however, on the third day after l started taking rny 

daily exercise, Lisa appeared for one of her infrequent audiences wi th 

Maestro Da Vinci. l recall that l had just descended to the bottom of the 

wood en staircase leading from the upstairs chambers to the ground-floor 

studios, when l heard sorneone knocking at the front door. My first thought 

was that l should not answer the door, since i t was not my dut Y to do so. 

However, there was no one else about. Salai was nowhere to be seen. After 

calling his name once or twice, l decided to answer the lrnocking myself. 

Although l had been expecting to see either the usual beggars pleading 

for ki tchen scraps, or perhaps the plague patrols who came through the 

neighbourhood daily to demand if there \Vere any dead in the household to be 

buried, nei ther of these were a t the door. Instead, there on the stoop 

stood Lisa and her maid-servant, Maria. 
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Instantly, l realized that l should not have answered the door since 

rny swollen, purple face greatly startled Lisa and Maria. l opened my mouth 

to tell them not ta ''lorry, that l was not contagious. Unfortunately, 

however, as saon as l was about to speak, Salai appeared and intnediat..ely 

stepped in front of me. He greeted the ladies and he ushered thern into the 

halluay. 

Once inside the hallway, Maria took her mistress's street-cloak and 

stood to one side. Salai made srnall talk. l hovered on the perimeter of 

activity, watching Lisa. AH the >'lhile, she averted her eyes from mine. l 

did not comprehend her aloof behavior and so, despite Salai's protests that 

l was too sick to be downstairs 'i'lhile company was present, l -vraited for a 

minute or two and then follO'iled Lisa into the front studio. This room 

reeked strongly of the preserving potions whjch Leonardo had used in his 

recent dissection experiments. l absentmindedly noticed the various body 

parts of his victim, ivhich were now in labeled pickle jars arranged on the 

dissection table at one end of the studio. Inexplicably, l felt a faint 

twinge of nausea in the pit of my stomach. It .ras almost as if l 

recognized something familiar about the dismembered victim. However, l 

quickly dismissed this absurd notion from my mind. l focused on the matter 

at hand. 

By the time l arrived in the studio, my rnaster had already greeted the 

Lady Giocundo. It appeared that he had been expecting her arriva!. He 

ordered Salai to prepare the paints. Wi th a sweep of his am., LEonardo 

took the dark cloth caver off of Lisa 1 s portrait, 'ivhich now al ways stood on 

his easel. He then immediately sat down to work. He conternplated his 

subject wi th a look of careful concentration. In hinc1sight, hmvever, l 

wonder how much he truly saw. 

Ta my eyes, Lisa was obviously pregnant. However, her loose-fitting 

black robes concealed much of the evidence from the eyes of those who were 

not aware of her secrets, as l was privileged ta be. Leonardo, l am 

certaiTl, never suspected that Lisa ,vas with child. His concems lay 

elsewhere, wi th the precise abstractions of art and i ts ideal point of 

perspective . 
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After a minute or two, Salai brought over the paints. Leonardo 

thanked him, gazing on him fondly. My master then began to paint with his 

finest ostrich-hair brush, adding touches of light and shade to his canvas. 

l saw that in his painting of Lisa's eyes and in the curve of her smile, 

LeoTlardo was stri ving to capture the mysteries of her soul. However, l 

also saw thc1t he would never succeed. l realized that in a single, frozen 

moment of fecus, the painter can spark imagination, but never fully 

penetrate the motivations of personality. Through the laws of perspective, 

he can gi ve a semblance of depth and movement to the canvas but the 

function of his medium, like the art of instrumental music, is to evoke 

emotion, not to explain it. Only an artifice of words can do that. 

It ,vas at this moment, while l was reflecting on these matters, that 

Leonardo noticed me standing idle in the doorway. "Francesco, you should 

be resting, " he said. "We e.,'<pect you to get better as quickly as possible 

so that you may resume your duties. Now, please get back to your bed! You 

must conserve your strength!" 

Al though l would have protested that l wanted to stay, l knew that l 

had little choice but to obey Lec~ardo's dis~issal. And so, l le ft the 

studio. Frustratingly, it appeared that l would not have a chance to 

corrununicate with Lisa that day. As l was returning to my room, however, l 

saw that the front door to our household was ajar, halfway open, and beside 

this door, sitting on a small wood en stool in the dim hallway, sat Maria. 

She was looking toward the street; a wistful expression on her face. 

OUtside, the weather was grey and dreary. Gusts of wind picked up dried 

leaves and whipped them into bldCk ,,,hirlpools which swirled about and then 

lost energy, dissipating into scattered leaves once more. Upen seeing 

Maria, it immediately struck me what l would do. To contact Lisa l would 

give a note to the maid to deliver to her mistress. 

When l approached her, Maria looked up at me wi tü candid eyes. l 

explained to her what l wanted her ta do, and then l quickly scribbled a 

plea for Lisa to meet me. Unable to think of anywhere more appropriate on 

the spur of the moment, l vTrote for her to meet me once again on the 

following Sunday at the small park on the outskirts of our quarter, where 
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we had met last tirne by accident. This was the only safe place which 1 

could think of as sui table for a rendezvous. Having wri tten my 

instructions, l folded the note into a small, tight square and handed it ta 

Maria, • who nodded her head to acknow1edge my request ta deli ver the note 

discreetly, but then lm",ered her eyes, refusing ta accept the small money 

which 1 offered in payment for her service. 

Eventually, the time for my rendezvous w'ith Lisa arrived. By then, 1 

was walking rnoderately welle The pasty wIn teness of my complexion had 

given way ta a more healthy, ruddy flesh tone and my state of general 

health was sa much better than it had been up ta this point in my recovery 

that l felt more than capable of undertaking the journey ta the park, where 

1 hoped ta see Lisa once again. The thought of being with her alone was 

incentive enough for me to endure whatever >malI suffering my pilgrimage 

would entail. 

1 remember that as 1 walked through the narrow, winding streets of 

Florence that day, the city ap~ared almost desolate. Occasionally, small 

clusters of men and women could be seen huddled together in front of shops 

the survivors of the plague had looted, but, for the rnost part, the streets 

were empty. In the city core, there was refuse piled in the gutters and 

fat rats scurried about, feasting on the garbage. As 1 passed 1long the 

path on the hill overlooking the stilt-houses of the poor wool-factory 

workers ,.,ho live hard on the banks of the great river Arno, rnany gulls fIe,,,, 

in circles overhead, diving ta the ground ta dine on the stinking scraps of 

debris left in the wake of the disease. 

Although 1 was repulsed by the sight of these scavengers, as l walked 

along 1 reflected that despite the wasted appearance of the city itself, 

those of us who had survived the 'vorst of the plague were rnost fortunate, 

indeed. Later, it was estimated that Florence lost weIl over half her 

population during the brief tirne \lhich the plague took ta ravage the city. 

Durinq the period of my recovery, i t seemecl that tho~ ,) dark nights were 

over. "In truth, " 1 reflected, "1 am most thanJcful that this despair has 

nearly pnded. 1 hope with aIl rny heart that l will continue to be spared 

from the full impact of these horrors. \1 

-------------------
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When l reached the park on the outside of our paor quarter, l entered 

the gates and walked down the footpath leading lo the pond. AlI was quiet. 

There was no wind, no sound of bird-song. Tho'lgh occasionally l could hear 

the rumbling of distant thunder, i t was t.ao far off to pose the threat of 

raine Overhead, the clouds were as white as cotton. Though the threat of 

rain did not disturb me, hO\yever, l saon found the brittle stillness of the 

park disconcerting. This once pleasant refuge now appeared in a state of 

destitution. Where once flourished beds of roses, there grew rank weeds. 

Olive trees were bare and even the foliage on the hardy, coniferous 

cypresses was dried and falling to the ground. Though i t was only 

mid-October, already i t appeared that Florence ,vas in for a harsh winter. 

There was a chill in the air and a frosty rnist hung over the pond where the 

pair of white S'~vans once S\vam. For an instant, l felt a pang of guilt 1-1hen 

it occurred ta me that the swans would be very hungry and l had forgotten 

to bring a penny-sac of crusts to feed to them. 

But then, as l drew cl oser to the pond, l saw that the crusts would 

have been useless, even had l rpmembered to bring them. 

l swallowed hard, for l saw that the water of the once-blue pond was 

now covered wi th a black, gurrany saot. l stood in shock. l saw that the 

white swans were lying together on the opposite bank. Tbeir feathers were 

covered with black slime from the pond and their long necks were entwined 

in what seemed to me to be a last, hopeless embrace before death. At the 

sight of the birds, l was greatly saddened. l heartily regretted rny 

cynicisID towar: this city, which l so often thought of as detestable. l 

experienced a sudden, profound moment of re-evaluation. Desperately, l 

longed for healing. Yet, l knew that ill-grounded optimism could bring no 

true consolation to this place. Mere wishf.ul thinking was useless. 

Responsibility entailed action and there ''i'aS nothing l could do. 

Reluctantly, l recognized that i t was necessary to suppress the sentimental 

undulations of my heart, if only for the sake of reason. 

For quite sorne time, l waited for Lisa. 

walked over to the bank of the pond where l 

When finally she arrived, she 

was standing. She saw the 

S\'i'ans, yet showed no outward emotion. She was dressed in a dark purple 
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street-cl oak and she wore a sapphire brooch, together with ruby and emerald 

rings. She kissed me on the cheek in greeting. l could smell her perfmne. 

l longed to hold her in a close e~race, however, l imrneàiately perceived 

that she seemed moody, treating me almost vTi th antipathy. As we walked 

together from the pond toward the 'vicker pagoda, 'vi th each passing moment l 

became more certain that, in sorne way and for sorne unknown reason, l had 

fallen out of favor with Lisa. When ve reached the pagoda and sat dOWD, 

she speke ta me: 

"Francesco, l am content that you are weIl," she said. "When l did 

not hear from you for over a month after the plague struck Florence, l did 

not know what to think." 

"1 am ,vell," l said. "1 thank you for your concerne l am sorry that 

l was unable to corrmunicate wi th you, however, l have been extremely ill 

for qui te sorne time." 

"Yes, the whole city seems stricken in a rnost regrettable manner," 

said Lisa. 

"Yes, indeed," l said. 

"In this same regard, l am sorry to have to tell you that even the 

golden finch which you gave me as a gift rnany rnonths ago is now sick, 

also," sa id Lisa. "Maria thinks that the tiny bird might die if it does 

not soon regain i ts strength." 

'''lhat is regrettable," l said. "However, you must not cry over tl"'e 

fate of the golden finch. There are everywhere great.er concerns which must 

be heeded first!" 

"Yes? Do you think so, really?" asked Lisa. "Well, perhaps you are 

right. Certainly, the fate of the finch is a '\vearisome topic! Let us talk 

of something el se • " 

"What subj ect would you have us di scuss?" l asked, thinki.ng i t rather 

strange that Lisa seemed to be acting sa abruptly, and wondering why she 

seerned to have grown so cold toward me. 

"Let us discuss a story which my husband first told to me several 

weeks ago," said Lisa. 

"Of what story do you s!,)E!ak?" l asked. 

"Of a story about you revealing the secret of our liaison ta sorne 

strange old wcrnan in a wine-cell<.i.r!" Lisa replied. "Tell me, Francesco, 

does this tale have any truth to it? Did you betray me in such a way?" 
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"But no! Mistress Lisa, l have kept faithfully my promise to you!" I 

said, fearing to admit my confession and hoping to coyer my sin with a lie. 

IIIf only this were true," sa id Lisa. "1 know, however, that it 18 

not." 

"What do you mean to do?" 1 aSl{ea. 

"Since l have becorne pr Ivy to this knowledge, T have thought much 

about. our reléitionship," said Lisa. "In Indny 'Ivays, you are a kind and 

C'on5iderate man. Francesco. You are not a brute, like so many of t.he other 

men l have !mmm during my Iifetime. I fear, however, thoL we cannot qo on 

as lovers. It i8 too dangerous! My husband would undoubtedly discover us 

if we persisted in our folly. ~·lhen that happened, we weuld he ?unished 

severely. It i8 better Lhat "e do not. see each other anyrrDre. You are 

unable to keep the secrets which Ibid you to guard and y{'lU try te cover 

your guilt with petty falsE'hoods. You are not 3. man whom I can love with 

my whole hear '.! l cannot trust you fU::'ly. 1\ 

"It is true," l sajd, lowering my eyes. "AlI that you say is true. l 

admit my confession te the old rag-vendor woman. But you clo not know the 

circi.UI1Stances and the}' would be imlJOssible to explain properly to you! 

Please forgive me. Allow me to make amends." 

"1 am serry, but l caTInat forgive l'ou," said Lisa. "Forgiveness is 

impossible. " 

"But. IllY accidentaI betrayal ls hardIy important now!" l said. "We 

must affirm our love. Is my confession really such a great sin that you 

cannot forgive me? t-Je must put this behind us. rJ.'hi8 is no time to falter! 

We must leave Florence together at the soor:est opportunity!" 

"1 have great affection for you, Francesco," said Lisa, "But l do not 

lmow any longer whether l love you weIl enough to go through vii th our plan 

to elope togethcr. l' 

"But surely you canI10t be sa fickle!" l e.xclaimed, raising rny eyes and 

Iooking directly into Lisa 1 s. 

"And you ~:mrely cannot be so naive!" said Lisa. "Knowing that you 

"have "betrayed me once, l risk too nruch by trusting you a second tin19!" 

"Is i t that, or is i t that you now prefer to stay in the cornfort and 

safetyof your husband's fine house?" l said, with a desperate sneer and 

wi th obvious anger in rny voice .. 

"Must you al'lvays he 50 suspicious and distrustful?" said Lisa with a 

sigh. 

---------------------------- -- ---
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"Hi stress Lisa, l Jmow that your worries are heavy," l said. "But al! 

this trouble will soen be over! Pray, dear lady, escape fram this city 

with me!" 

Lisa frowned. l could see that she was greatly reluctant to say 

anything more. 1 could think of no ,vords to persuade her further, so l 

reached out and touched her hand. Still she hesitated, so l gently pulled 

her tm.,rard me and l kissed her full, red lips. Yet her passion remained 

ul1stirred "If only she would say sorne small word of encouragement, or 

give me sorne SilJ!1, l would devote my life to her," l thought. But then 

Lisa pu shed ~ne away. She stood up. She hesitated for a moment, but then 

turned to leave. Wi thout saying anyt~üng further to me, she walked away 

from the pagoda and departed from the park. 

For a while after Lisa left, l sat in stunned disbelief. After sc~e 

time, however, l too vacated the park. As l .... ralked along, l cursed myself 

for: allowing events to follow to this impasse. l tried to reason why it 

seemed to be my lot to suffer such int?rnal misadventures. The very idea 

that Lisa could so easily abandon me would, before this latest encounter, 

have seemed unthinkable. Hm"ever, now l knew othervlise. Lisa 's cruelty 

astonished me, yet l now recognized that her nature was simply more 

self-serving than l had thought possible in a '"oman. Whether Lisa would 

eventually comply with my continuing wish to flee Florence together was in 

serious doubt. However, l considered that, in aIl likelihood, before too 

long she would relent. "Her desire to escape from her husband will surely 

overcome her fear of an unknown future wi th me 1" l mut tered aloud. 

Thinking intently in this manner, trying to foresee the probable 

modulations of Lisais character, l hurried as quickly as possible through 

the city streets 1 returning to rny rnaster' s studio. Already i t was evening. 

Al though the sun had not yet fully set, a pale, quarter moon W2.~ visible in 

the eastern Skye Storm clouds were gathering on the darkening horizon. As 

l neared the last leg of my journey, l began to feel faint and l realized 

that l,vas exhausted from my unaccustomed long walk. Colors swirled in 

front of my eyes, making me feel quite dizzy. Heartily l longed to reach 

my cha'llber, where 1 could rest and plan wha t to do ne.xt. 1 knew that l 
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would have to act swiftly. Just one thing truly matterecJ now: 

from Florence with Lisa! Whatever the cost! But to escape! 

CHAPI'ER 24 

To escape 

When l arrived back at our householà, Leonardo was 1/orking in the 

front, octagonal studio. When l passed by the doorway, hoping to reach the 

stairs unnoticed, my master called to me. 1 sa\'l that he was working at the 

far end of the room, where he had his dissection table set up. He was 

standing before the flailed thor~x of the corpse of the plague victim which 

Salai and l had secured at such great risk to our lives. Leonardo was 

poking about with a pair of pincers, which were part of his surgical 

instruments. 

"Francesco!" he called, when he saw me in the corridor. "1 require 

your assistance for a few moments. Corne, gi ve me a hand." 

"What is it you require, rnaster?" asked reluctantly, knowing that 

Leonardo was ,vont to gi ve tedious, impromptu lessons in anatomy and other 

such matters of science, yet not having the courage to tell him that 1 was 

uninterested in these things. 

Having no other option, l entered the studio. 

"Corne nearer, boy!" said Leonardo, when he saw me hesi ta te uIX'n 

approaching the dissection table. 

"Yes, master," l said. 

"1 believe that 1 have discovered why l can find nothing the matter 

with this man," said Leonardo, signalling for me to hold the pincers and 

pull back the skin of the corpse ,,,hile he rurmnaged about inside, cutting l 

knew not vlhat wi th a long, serrated scalpel. 

"Ha!" declared Leonardo, pulling a red r dripping organ out of the 

body. "Just as l suspected. Your trip to the cemetery was worthless, 

Francesco! Look at this man's heart. He did not die of the plague!" 

"Did not die of the plague? But what do you mean?lI l asked. 
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"The heart is burst!" said Leonardo. "And look at this man' s neck. 

You see the marks? This man died of hanging from the gallows, not of the 

plague! " 

"Hanged!" l exclairned. "But are you sure?" 

"Do not ask impudent questions," said Leonardo. "Of course l am sure. 

l was investigating the body for signs of disease and l dià not stop to 

think that this man might have died in another way, but now the evidence is 

clear." 

"But then you have learned nothing about the plague, as you set (lut ta 

do!" l said. "The dissection was for nothing. AlI our efforts have been 

in vain." 

"Oh, it has been a very interesting dissection, anyway," said 

Leonardo. "But, yes ... unfortunately ... of little use in curtailing the 

spread of the pestilence." 

As Leonardo turned his back, leaving me standing next to the corpse 

with the pincers still in my hand, for the first time l took a close look 

at the head of the victim. Tt ,vas in a large jar which was once used ta 

store pickled beets. When l saw the face, l was greatly taken aback. The 

man in the jar was none other than Signor Niccolo Machiavelli, "han l had 

met during rny overnight stay in the city jail! Fate, lt seemed, had 

decided that l should bear wi tness to Signor Niccolo' s ignoble death. 

Seeing that Machiavelli had been hung for his crimes, l realized that 

his views must have been more important than l had assurned they were when 

first we met. Mter all, it seemed to me unlikely that the city governors 

would have taken the trouble to execute a co:rrnoon rabble-rouser at a time 

when death ruled the Cl ty. And, indeed, this viewpoint was later 

confirmed. Not long after his death, l heard gossip in the streets about a 

book wri tten by Signor Niccolo. This book was enti tled '''l'he Prince". It 

was said that i c had been smuggled out of prj son and printed by sorne 

anarchist disciples of the executed Signor Niccolo. Like Dante' s 

"Conmedia", Macniavelli' s book gained something of a notorious repulation 

about town when the city governors went to extrao~dinary lengths to ban its 

circulation. They claimed that it was written by a mind filled with 

nothing but notions of despotic devilry i by which they rneant plans and 



( 

128 

proposi tions for the overthrow of the state. The debate WàS inflamed "hen 

Signor Niccolo 1 s disciples distributed pamphlets which refuted the 

governors 1 assertions and outlined the simple practicali ty of Signor 

Niccolo 1 s vieivs. Because of tl1ese views, i t appeared that Signor Niccolo, 

like Fra Girolamo before }lim, had become a scapegoat, sacrificed on the 

public altar, for tJle pretended 9000 of the people. The only difference, l 

reflected, ivaS tbat one i.Jas E'}..ecuted for the shrillness of his ascetic, 

religious prophecies, the other for the nature of his worldly, political 

solutions. Although bath of these men stirred the passions of the people 

and earnpd places in my chronicle through their sta ture as controversial 

figures of the day, in hindslght l recognize that nei ther one of thern had 

any lasting effect on the life 0f the city. The fate of Florence, as l 

later learned, ivaS bound ta no man 1 s idll for salvation. 

After our conversation in the studio, Leonardo tumed his attention to 

another project ivith \vhich he was already preoccupied, having all but 

forgotten about the dissection which he had Just perforrned to such little 

avail. Before doing so, however, he declared that if l was well enough to 

go galll vanting around town aIl Slmday afternoon, then l must be ;vell 

enough to resume sorne of my chores. Since i t iVclS already past sllppertirne, 

he ordered me to proceed directly into the ki tchen, where l ivaS to prepare 

the evening rneal. 

Al though l "ranted to go to my charnber to think about how to win back 

Lisa's favor, l reluctantly complied v:ith Leonardo's orders. As it turned 

out, that supper was in several vays significant to the progress of rny 

personal history. For this reason, l shaH now attempt to explain the 

motivations which underlay the actIons that it triggered. 

We ate, of course, in the [amlliar surroundings of our household 

ki tchen. l laid three places at the table, even though Salai was still not 

back from his a:ternoon 1 s acti vi ties. When Leonardo was seated, l ladled 

soup from the kettle which stood warming on the black wood-burning stave. 

l placed three oowls of broth on the table, together 'vi th a plate of fresh 

bread and goat-cheese to be shared by aIl. Just as l finished laying the 

table, Salai burst through the kitchen door and bounded into the room. He 
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was wearing a rich burgundy shirt and tight, cream-colored leggings. He 

stood in the kitchen, a beaming srnile on his face. With e."<aggerated 

precision, he took off his kid-skin gloves. Despi te myself, l coughed 

self-consciously, adjusting the frayed collar of my coarse Hork shirt. In 

Salai 1 s pr-esence, l always becarne conscious of the ill-tailored cut of my 

own modest clothing. Hm-lever, l made an effort to overcome my p:=tty 

jealousy. l ivarned myself to guard against sneaking envy. 

Since Leonardo .. laS already sitting at table ,,,hen he arrived, Salai did 

not bother going upstairs to put aw-ay his coat. He draped it over a 

chair-back and sat dOHn irnrnediately. After a brief pause to get his 

breath, he began to whisper to Leonardo in an excited tone, which he Jmew l 

could hear from the other end of the table. l pretended to take no notice. 

While Salai ,vhispered in his ear, Leonardo reachec1 out, stroking his curIs. 

l saw the sly grin on Salai 1 slips and l kne,v that he \VaS scherning to 

ingratiate himself with Leonardo. He laughed gaily and looked over at me 

from tirne to time, trying to infuriate me. Yet, l refused to be made 

resentful. Jealousy ,vas beneath me. l consideree: this blatant affection 

merely embarrassing, like the popular sonnets written to profess the sickly 

sentiments of platonic love which Florentines so idealize. 

While Leonardo and Salai joked and talked bet .. ,een thernselves, l sat in 

my place, eating in silence. l was used to being neglected in this manner 

and so l remained calm and moderate. l told myself that l cared nothing 

for Leonardo 1 s affection for Salai. After some time, l stood up to clear 

a'l-tay the soup OOwls. As l passed by the open ki tchen I-lindow, l thre,... sorne 

bi ts of crust to a soli tary magpie, which was perched on the branches of a 

withered juniper tree in our small back garden. The bird ruffled its 

black-and-white plumage, chattering loudly to itself aU the while. It 

then flew down to the ground, where it hungrily ate the bread. 

After clearing the soup bowls from the table, l served l,he portions of 

vennicelli and thin tomato sauce which consti tui:.éd the main course of our 

Sunday rneaL l then returned to rny place. For sorne time, our rneal 

continued without incident. While l sat in silence, Salai made arnicable 

gestures to Leonardo, refilling his cup of wine and the like. l could see 
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that, indeed, our golden boy was up to sornething. Usually, Salai remained 

apathetic to Leonardo's affections and it was the old man who solicited 

Salai' s smiles. Now, however, l could see that Salai wanted sorne ne"l favor 

- perhaps a new silken doublet, or a few florins ta buy wine in the 

recently re-opened wine-cellars. Now that the worst of the plague seemed 

ta have passed, Salai \\Tas ,:anting to celebrate. 

Occasionally, Salai directed an id1e 

refused ta be drawn into conversation. 

question tm~rd me. Yet l 

l kept my lif:s pressed tightly 

together. Even 'vhen Salai' s quips grew more pointed, l refused to be 

roused by his remarks. Yet, he grew ever more snide. He began to treat me 

as the dornestic servant, demanding that l fetch more 'vine a.>"J.d scoffing at 

me rudely wl1en l infonned him tbat there IV'ould be no pudding to end the 

meal. His behavior was irritating, even more sa since l knew that l could 

not expect Leonardo to say anything to stop hirn. According to Leonardo, 

there was nothing amiss about this sort of behavior. He rnerely thought 

that his precious Salai loved ta banter. And so, Salai did exactly as he 

wished. l could not understand how Leonardo could let it continue! But, 

of course, it ,~s impossible for me ta understand - 1, who have ahrays been 

ignorant of hmv to earn Leonardo 1 s respect! 

It is true, of course, that my intention in compiling my master's 

notebooks was that he snould thereby corne to recognize rny talent and 

devotion. Yet, even at that time, l knew that perhdps this .. tas a false 

hope. Sala i, after all, had no grea t aptitude for leanling. l dimly 

guessed at the truth, yet l hated to admit it openly. Ta do so, l would 

have had to acJmowledge that i t ,~s a rnockery to consider Salai and me as 

apprentices to the great Da Vinci. Indeed, ive were his pupils, yet 

Leonardo' s glory days ivere passed and ile were kept for the company ioJhich we 

provided and for our willing deference to his wishes. "Perhaps, in the 

long run!" l reflected, "1 shall m"e Leonardo less for his tutelage than he 

shall owe me for rny lasting service." 

For sorne tirne, l sat at table, daydreaming in this fashion, trying ta 

ignore Salai 1 s remarks. Dearly, l would have loved to have had a keen, 

sharp wi t, wi th which to put hirn in his place! Yet, while he goaded me l 
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retained my placid expression, thinking it safer ta remain silent. l ~ 

philosophic and considered that it was "'Jainst my better nature ta 

condescend to scherne on Salai' s level. 

Saon, hmvever, l had no choice but to enter into conversation since, 

after listening ta Salai's remarks for sorne tirne, my master's inquisitive 

pale-blue eyes fell on me and he spoke: 

"Francesco," he said, "why must you always look so sour? Why do you 

not join in conversation?" 

"1 see no reason why l should partake in this idle repartee," l said. 

"1 refuse ta be brought down to Salai' s level of discourse, only thereby to 

provide hirn wi th a willing target for his j okes! " 

"Perhaps i t is merely that Francesco lacks a sense of humor and is 

wi thout the wi t ta respond in kind," said Salai glibly, his green eyes 

sparkling with delight. 

"1' 11 make no bones about telling you that l detest this bi ting 

sarcasm, which you consider humor, " l replied, scarcely believing that 

Salai would have the audacity to pursue this argument while in our master's 

presence. 

Yet l knew that Salai had an ease in conversation and this allawed him 

ta get away vlith rnuch. It maddened rne ta be caught like this. 1 ",as 

fi11ed 'vith frustration. In an attempt ta appear brazen, 1 reached for my 

cup of 'vine. This, hmvever, ,vas a mistake. My hand was shaking, and l 

clumsily tipped the goblet over, spilling red wine aIl over rny lap. 

While l roopped up the 'vine wi th a nap1dn, Salai' s ill-suppressed 

laughter continued uninterrupted. 

By this time, Leonardo ,vas 'vearied by our quarreli!"'q. Having finished 

his meal, he rose from the table. As was his habit, he left to go gaze at 

the stars. He was stlll pursuing his ambi tian to chart the laws af the 

universe. With geometric precision he drew his diagrarn on the great sheet 

of lamb-skin parchment, which now laoked as if i t,vas covered 'vi th a 

gigantic, black spider's web. Before leaving the table ta ta)Œ his seat by 

the window, Leonardo ordered me to clear away the supper dishes. He said 

that i t was high time that l resurred my full duties about the studio. 
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Salai, of course, ,vas delighted by this. He 'faS free to talŒ his 

leave and follow his vaY'vard ,vhims, "hile, like sorne scullery-maid, l 

cleared the dishes and set the ki tchen to rights. Salai 1 s gi1ded laughter 

rang dmm the hal1way as he left the studio, headed for the destination of 

his night 1 s debauchery. 

Having grudgingly perforrned my duties, l went to my room. l sat on 

the si de of my bed, cursing Sa:ai and biting my fingernails dmm to the 

quick. l swore ta myself that he had made me look a foo1 for the 1ast 

tirne. The tirne ~s ripe ta take the offensive! l ,vould raise my hand in 

defiance! If l did not take drastic measures, l knelv that his beastly 

behavior 1vou1d never stop ta give me rest. It infuriated me that he a11vays 

had ta have the last word and that this ward ~s al~ys at my e..xpense. 

Even though l rea1ized that my bitterness sprang from passion, l also kne,,, 

that 1 was obliged to act. Though my reason told me that 1 cou1d be 

darnning my very sou1 by this action, l resolved to poison Salai. l knew it 

prudent ta 1vait, yet the tedium of inaction oppressed me. AlI that l 

lacked now Iras the rneans to accomplish my plan! 

That night, 1 racked my brains. My scheme seerned simple enough in its 

basic intent, yet l did not have an ink1ing how it could be done. Poison 

potions were not easily come cy. l kne,,, of no apothecary who deal t in such 

,vares. Yet, these details seemed petty. What ,vas important ,vas the thrill 

of anticipation which 1 felt at the prospect of seeing this p1edge 

fulfilled. My desire to pay bacl, Salai for his wiles lvaS all-consuming. 

At the very thought of it, my heart pattered quick1y, with a skipping 

rhythm. 

Late into the night l layon my bed, thinking of how to poison Salai 

and rneditating on the stark furnishings in my moonlit charnber. l 

contemplated the cross on my ·wall. l pondered the large 1"ooden trunk in 

which are stored the loose-Ieaf pages of Leonardo' s notebooks. But ë:il~ys 

my eyes ,vere drawn back to the lean, bronze statue of the dancing satyr 

which stood in one far corner of the room. Even wi th my firrn intention to 

see my plan succeed, the statue's srnug, si1ent grin continued to mock my 

strugg1e to rid myse1f of Salai's corrupting influence. 
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CHAPTER 25 

Although 1 was resolved to murder Salai, for quite sorne tirne 1 was 

unable to put my plan into effect. l slept fitfully that night, and the 

neh~ morning, l discovered that l had fallen into a relapse in my recovery 

from the plague. Subsequently, l spent t,va or three days wandering about 

my master' s household, àoing notlüng in particular. Meanwhile, Leonardo 

spent much time Ilorking downstairs in the studio. As for Salai, he 

flaunted Leonardo's orders, prowling about tO'ID every night like sorne 

hot-blooded alley cat. Although l told myself that l should be using my 

days of prolonged convalescence to compile Leonardo's notes, as was my 

self-sworn task, my general lethargy made me apathetic. l performed a few 

small domestic chores about the studio, but, for the most part, l stayed in 

my room, thinking of my cornmitrnent to do away with Salai, and staring out 

of my chamber window as the November winds blew gusts of rain and sleet 

through the streets of Florence. 

After three or four days, l'lhat was intended to be a short respite 

settled into a pleasant routine. Little did 1 realize that, through my 

laziness and preoccupation ,.,i th Salai, my hopes of escaping wi th Lisa were 

put into the greatest jeopardy. Indeed, for sorne tirne, they seemed aIl but 

lost. 

It was nearly a week aft.er l last sa,., Lisa that Giocundo' s thugs came 

for me. 1 was alone in the studio. Salai was out with his foul-mouthed 

friends, courting the young painter, Raphael. Leonardo ,'laS at the hot 

baths. Looking back on i t now, l illT1 still not sure ,.,hether l am thankful 

or sorry that Leonardo and Salai "cre not present that day. On the one 

hand, if they had been there, l might have found an excuse to refuse to 

accompany Giocundo's men. But on the other hand, their absence ensured 

that my life with Lisa remained secret. As it was, however, l had no 
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ehoiee about the matter. Gioeundo's slit-eyed valet was emphatic with his 

orders. 

"You shall aceompany us," he said to me. 

"But i.,rhere?" I asked. 

"Don' t play the dunee!" sa id the valet. "Messer Giocundo wishes to 

speak to you." 

"I have no ,,,ish to go," 1 said. 

"Come now," said the valet, maki: his charaeteristie clieking noise 

with his tongue. "Do you wish to accornpany us willingly, or shaH I have 

my cornrade, Emilio, t'\list your arm ta help persuade you?" 

Giocundo's other servant, the bear-like man, lumbered forward upon a 

signal from the 1vasp-like valet. 

"Very well!" I said, hesitatingly. "If it is imperative, I will go 

with you." 

And so it was that l hastily donned my street-eloak and, follm"ed 

elosely by Giocundo's se~r.ants, found myself out in the street. As we 

,~lked along, I soon realized that we were not going to Giocundo's house. 

We were >valking east, in the direction of the ,,,ool-factories dmm by the 

river Arno, not westward in the direction of the rich merchants' quarter. 

We erossed the Ponte Trinita, then passed through the Great Market Square. 

With interest, I noticed that although there were not so many Florentines 

as once gathered in the Square to barter, mueh of the former acti vi ty had 

resumed. Giocundo' s valet stopped for a moment to talk to a lanky, 

gaunt-faced market man ,'Iho \vaS holding two scrawny-neeked ehickens by the 

feet. This man, it seemed, owed the valet sorne small sum of money deriving 

from an unpaid debt to Giocundo. Mter this brief pause in the Market, ,,,e 

continued our journey. Soon, we came to the outskirts of the poorest 

quarter of town, where the ,vorkers in the wool-factories built their homes. 

"Where are ''le go:ing?! Where are you taking me to?!" I askcd in alarm, 

seeing that we ,,,ere headed into this disreputable section of the city. 

"No need to fret, young urchin," said the sli t-eyed valet. "Messer 

Giocundo a'i,raits us in his office at his main warehouse. Surely, this does 

not inconvenienee you too greatly?" 
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-~ 1 ignored the valet's sarcasm. Soon, ive passed into the quarter l-lhere 

.. 
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the wool-factories and the workers' houses are located. Under the 

stilt-houses, it was dark. At street-corners, lights were nec~ssary to see 

by, even though i t was mid-day. As ive passed in front of a black-smith' s 

shop, l saw the albino, Bulvero, ,,,ho \\Tas fixing the "heel from an oxcart. 

Bul vero' s big, meaty arrns hamnered the iron band of the ,~heel. 

Occasionally, he stopped to purnp the bellows which made his forge glow 

white-hot. He seemed not to notice us at first. Then, just ,vhen l'le were 

right in front of him, he looked up from his aber. For a moment, l 

thought that he was not going to recognize me, but then l salV a gleam of 

recognition register in his eyes. 

"Hi churnp!" Bulvero called to me, laughing loudly, but then saying 

nothing more. 

We continued walking. Giocundo's valet turned to me. "I see that you 

are well known about town," he said with a srnirk. 

Feeling rather falnt, l sa id nothing. 

Ommrd we walked, through the dark, winding streets of the poorest 

quarter of town, where the sounds of squalling children and the general 

sights and srnells of poverty assailed my senses. l did rny best not to pay 

attention to the scenes of desperat.i~1'1 ,vhich l salV on my way and, for the 

rnost part, l succeeded. In fact, the Ol~ly o~her important incident i.,hich l 

must relate concerning my j ourney that day is that, soon after ,.,e passed 

Bul vero' s black-smith' s shop, iVe turned into a sidestreet deep in the heart 

of the quarter where l noticed a run-down apothecarj shop tucked in between 

two dilapidated buildings. The shop front had the appearance of belonging 

to an owner tao poor to deal in morals, one who 'vould be willing to sell a 

poisonous potion wi thout asking difficul t Clllesb ons. "Just 'vhat l have 

been looking for! Il l thought to myself dS we passed the shop. 

Eventually, we arrived at Giocundo's warehouse. It \<laS a huge 

building set right down by the river Arno. l felt great trepidation as 

Giocundo's men led me through the front door of the building. Immediately, 

my lungs were filled wi th the smell of fresh wool. We clirnbed the steep 



( 

136 

s~eps of a dark stair-well. When we arrived in the upstairs offices, 

Giocundo was sitting at his desk, surrounded by huge account-books and 

piles of commercial documents. 

"Well, well," sa id the merchant, clapping his ledger shut when l was 

brought into the room and then sitting back in his chair to look at me. 

"It seems, young man, that Vie did not understand each other properly when 

last we met." 

"What do you rnean?" l said. 

"I have been informed that despi te rny \-larnings to you concerning the 

delicate subject of your liaison with my wife, you have had the cheek to 

see her again without my prior consent. Do you have anything to say for 

yourself in this regard?" asked Giocundo. 

"No, l do not, " l replied, knowing that l should have irrmediately 

begged Giocundo's pardon, but perversely preferring to stand with my arms 

folded in front of me, looking as insolent as possible. 

"Fool!" said Giocundo. "Must you force me to make you fear in order 

to have you obey my ,'lishes?" 

"1 pray you, keep your threats to yourself, sir!" l said, trying to 

keep my voice firm. 

"Bring him this way," said Giocundo, who stood up and motioned to his 

her.chmen to lead me out of the office and along a catwalk which crossed 

high above the warehouse floor. 

From the height of the catwalk, l could see down the main aisle of the 

warehouse, on either side of which were arranged sacks of raw wool, giant 

baIes of cloth, and fleece samples suspended by hooks secured to an 

overhead rail. l saw that Giocundo was leading us over toward a huge vat, 

which was located in one far corner of the warehouse. Presently, we 

stopped on the scaffolding above the vat. 

"This," said Giocundo, "is l ... here we store the corrosive alum which is 

used in the dying process. If l were to throw a stone into this vat, it 

would melt. If, by sorne nasty accident, you were to fall into the vat, all 

that would ever be found of your remains would be a small bit of sedixœnt 

at the bot.tom of the vat when it came time to c1ean it. " 

As l stood above the vat, l looked down and l saw the bubbling green 
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alum below. Despi te my effol'ts ta show no reaction to Giocundo' s t:b.reats, 

a feeling of vertigo welled up in my stomach. Il 

"Sa, young knave! Il said Giocundo. "You have fallen in love with my 

wife and have thereby taken leave of your senses. So be it. But cause me 

no further trouble! Is that clear? l shall not trouble ta warn you again. 

Do not think that l shall al101v you to continue to pur sue your affair right 

under my nose! Swear to respect rny 'vi shes ! Il 

"I shall promise nothing, Il l declared, trying to bluff my ~'ay through 

this situation, but gripping tightly onto the handrail which ran along the 

catwalk. 

Giocundo scrutinized me silently for a moment. Then he signaled to 

his henchmen. Immediately, the brute narned ErrUllO grabbed me roughly by 

the arro, and the slit-eyed valet drew a dagger, which he held to my throat. 

l tried to hide my alarm, but my insides turned to jelly, and my knees 

began to shake. 

III see that where l would give an inch of leeway, you ,muId take a 

mile, Il said Giocundo. Il But if you want to live, do not get any fancy 

ideas. l cannot have you sign a pact, but beware th~t you do not attempt 

ta thwart me. You will find yourself thrown into this alum vat the next 

time you are brought before me. Il 

fiaying this, Giocundo swatted a buzzing fIy which ,vas flying around 

his head. When it fell onto the handrail, he picked it up and squashed it 

between his forefinger and t:1umb. "You will be called to be at rny wife' s 

side ta keep her calm when i::,he child is born, Il said Giocundo as he turned 

his back ta leave. IlBut until then, cause me no further trouble. Il 

Having no other choice, l nodded my head in acquiescence to Giocundo's 

threat. Upon seeing this, the merchant srniled ever so slÏghtly in 

approval. He signaled to his men to release me, and, before l knew quite 

what was happening, l found myself once again out in the street. As l 

hurried home, l breathed a sigh of relief. l was not such an idiot as to 

think that Giocundo did not mean what he said. In my heart, l knew that if 

l did not follow his instructions, he would happily orchestrate my death. 
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Indeed, l reflected that l had tried his patience severely with my conduct 

up to this point. But regardless of the threats to my own life, l still 

thought abottt rebelling against the merchant. At this point in my 

adventures, it seerned that nothing worse could befall me, and so it seemed 

reasonable to entertain further risks. My conscience would not allow me to 

complacently surrender to Giocundo's blackmail, and so l began to piece 

to;rether a plan 1vhereby Lisa and l could escat::e the merchant' s grasp. Even 

though l !me,,; that Lj sa could no longer be counted l:pn to agree 

inmediately vii th any proposition which l offered, l was determined that, 

somehow, all should be made well. 
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CHAPrER 26 

After my meeting with Giocundo, nothing of great significance happened 

in my life for several weeks. During this period, the ''leather \las grey and 

dreary. ChilI Novernber winds blew through the streets of Florence. In 

order to keep ,varm, l stayed indoors rnuch of the tirne. Day after day 

passed as l sat by the vlood-burning fire in our kitchen, drinking hot rnugs 

of mi nt tea. Although, during this hiatus, l had rnuch occasion to reflef't 

upon rny own thoughts, l avoided the pain ''lhich l knew this would entail. l 

preferred to sit cornplacently by the kitchen fire, getting up only to stoke 

the ernbers, or to fetch roore wood to bum. 

After sorne time, however, l began ta tire of rny idleness. In order to 

stave off boredom, during those long November evenings l continued wi th rny 

task of compiling Leonardo's notebooJŒ. Although l had cerne to loathe this 

dut Y , l found i t necessary to occupy myself sornehow. l }Q1eVl that wi th 

boredorn lay despondency. And so, l busied rnyself ''li th my task. Hour after 

hour, l spent reading by the dim larnplight in my room, organizing the 

countless pages 1Jhich represent Leonardo' s enterprising, though sometirnes 

overly ambitious nature. 

lj though l sOTnet.imes cri ticize his eccentrici ties, l greatly admired 

Leonardo's brilliance. My master ,vas a true man of his age. He was 

scomful of oppressive tyranny of any sort, especially, of what he called 

"the shackles of faith put upon the freedom of man' s intellect. Il In 

opposi tion to this medieval mentali ty, my master 1-raS determined to prove 

man' s worth by becoming equally adept in all branches of humar. learning. 

"Only in this way," said Leonardo, "can man be reborn and fulfill his 

destiny." 

In accordance with his philosophy that a utopian future could only be 
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brought about through utilitarian rneans, Leonardo aspired to be a man of 

action. He was al~ays ready and willing to put his studies into practice. 

However, few patrons were 'Ivilling to finance the rnaestro's wild, grandiose 

schemes. Even the Duke and the priors 'Ivere reluctant to fund expensive, 

fanciful ventures, such as improved city sani tation, or ne", canals or 

dikes. These things, after aIL were !'lerely philanthropie. Aside from 

these princes of the day, there 'I.;ere the middle and upper-class rnerchants 

to ,,,hom Leonardo appealed for monetary support. Ho",ever, from these men 

also, he came a'IVay ernpty-handecl. Conventionally-minded, conservati ve men, 

the middle and upper-class merchants supported inventors and artisans 

because i t was the fashion of the day and they '\vanted flattering portraits 

and paintings to hang in their private galleries to impress their visitors. 

They I,ere rnost reluctant to risk their money on any project which was not 

entirely aimed at gratifying their personal sense of self-'\lOrth. Mter 

aIl, they said, business was risky enough without needless additional 

expendi tures ! 

Scornful of this sort of petty, bourgeois patronage, whieh sprang up 

in the wake of more altruistic patrons sueh as the late Lorenzo Hedici, 

Leonardo .. creasingly shunned public society. Though aware of his 

prodigious gifts as a painter and the ready market for his works, he 

refused to confine his attention solely to the art of painting. Instead, 

he worked ever more ardently on those many diverse projects ",hieh rnost 

interested him. He declared that he eared not a jot for public prestige! 

He pursued more important, personal goals. He strove to satisfy his 

scientifie curiosi ty. ForesakiTlg a promising career as a 'Ivealthy painter 

of the courtly ilk, Leonardo pursued an illusion, painstakingly pruning the 

tree of knowledge, from whose branches he hoped he uould eventually pluek 

SVleet, ripened fruit. 

Despi te his loft Y aspirations, however, my master vlaS a scatter

brained genius. As l sorted through his notes, l reflected that, during 

his career, Leonardo had tinkered 'I·li th aIl manner of subjects, from 

plurnbing to astronorny. His notebooks were filled wi th hundreds of 

mind-1vasting axercises. But, despite the diversity of his interests, there 

was a connecting thread of ambition embroidered tl1roughout the pattern of 
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his work. What stood out most of aH, was my master's 1ifE:!Iong obsession 

with the question of human flight. 

Leonardo's references to this subject date back to the days when he 

was a much younger man, working on commissions for his noble patrons. 

First, there corne fragments of observations, recorded in the margins of his 

notebooks on other subjects 1 \"here Leonardo studies the flight of birds and 

the movernents of the air. After these observations 1 there corne notes 

recording the dissections of the oodies of birds ta evaluate \Ting designs. 

Next, cornes Leonardo' s desperate period, "Hhen he seerns to be absorbed 'vi th 

one perpetuaI question: "If the eagle may sustain itself in the Io.fty 

atmosphere, Hhy may not also man, who is a thousand tirnes mo.ce noble 

creature, master the winds?" After this melancholic phase, Leonardo grO\vs 

ever more hopeful. "One day man shall raise himself on great wings, and 

fly, 1ike a veritable god in the heavens", l find written in his notes. 

And then, in a burst of buoyant optimism, "The human bird sha11 take his 

first flight, filling the w"orld with 'vonder, and aIl \lriting with its fame; 

and bringing eterna1 glory to the nest where i t was born." 

After his increasingly confident notes on the question of human 

flight 1 there is a gap, where Leonardo writes li ttle e1se concerning this 

project for quite sorne tirne. Then begin his hundreds of designs for a 

possible flying machine. The evolution of his final prototype is presented 

in myriad versions. The final version of the machine 1001<8 less like a 

graceful bird than a ClùffiSY, enormous crane. Leonardo worked ceaselessly 

on this idea. He drew these sketches for possible machines based on aH 

manner of bird flight. My master vras a skillful mechanic and i t did not 

take 10P]" before he began to construct a working 1 life-size model of his 

drawings. He built the thing nearly aH by himself 1 enlisting the aie! of 

Salai or myself on1y when absolutely necessary. 

The skeleton of Leonardo' S Horking model was constructed from thin, 

curved ribs oç cypress wood. Hs muscles were made from iron levers and 

pedal-driven pistons. These were connected by leather tendons to cranks 

and braces that pumped the two broad wings which were covered 'vi th a thin, 

silk membrane and had a spread of nearly eight feet. 'l'here were hand 
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controls which moved the wing-flaps and a rudder at the back which was 

meant to help the pilot to steer in a desired direction. 

When finally it was completed, this flying contraption was Leonardo's 

pride and joy. Sv desperately did he want to be the inventor of first 

flight, he excluded aIl other projects for qui te sorne time. He had become 

obsessed with the notion that only this invention ,.,ould ensure his 

reputation. To rise on povlerful wings; to fly like an eagle, to conquer 

the heavens! Such ,vas my rnaster' s proud vision, which he pursued heedless 

of his sneering peers and of the scoffing, penny-pinching patrons I.;hom he 

approached for sponsorship when he found himself in desperate need of parts 

to complete his ,york. 

As might be imagined, once he put the finishing touches on the flying 

machine, Leonardo immedi3tely disrnissed his concerns about patronage. With 

his workl.ng model ready for a trial flight, aIl that my master required lvaS 

a pilot. As circumstances ivould have i t, the only sui table aE"':;rentices for 

the job 1.::'re either Salai or myself, since Ive were the tuo youngest 

recrui ts in my master' s workshop. Al though both Sala i and l,vere of the 

appropriate size and weight to fit into the srrall cockpit of the flying 

machine, Salai was Leonardo' s darling. And so i t \vas that l,vas chosen to 

pilot the craft. 

T was, quite naturally, reluctant to play such a first-hand part in 

'Chis enterprise. l was not so ignorant as to be unaware of the risks which 

such an adventure entailed. However, counter-balancing my beUer 

judgement, a part of me considered that the possibility of being the first 

man in history to fly ivaS, indeed, a most compelling and wonder fuI 

prospect. Despi te my inherentIy tirnid nature, l could sometirnes be 

persuaded to be da~ing. Inspired by Leonardo's confidence that with this 

flying machine we wouid be able? to conquer the lavis of gravi ty and of God, 

l,vas ready to capi tulate. l couid hardIy be blarned for this sentiment. 

After aIl, Leonardo's assertion r!j)t man was capable of controlling the 

heavens \'las but a sentiment of the age. As i t wouid 'vi th any man, i t 

filled me with pride to thinJ<: that l might gain eternai fame through this 

enterprise. l would return ta rny boyhood village to be welcomed as a hero! 
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The tempation was too great for rne to resist. Leonardo speke of the 

splendors of flight and l listened to his words. l aSked, would it not be 

toc hazardous a venture? But Leonardo dismissed thls as rnere 

faint-heartedness. He gave me sorne protective padding, made from sacks 

stuffed with cotton. Also, he issued me a helrnet \Vhich he had constructed 

from a coconut shell. Since l ,·,ras the Imvliest apprentice in the studio at 

the time, l had little choice tut to comply with Leonardo's orders. AlI 

which follmvs, l did in the line of dut Y . 

l remembel that it was a bright, sunny May afternocn 'vhen Leonardo, 

Salai and l set out to make our historic flight come true. With Leonardo's 

mule dragging the flying machine in tow, ue left the main gates of Florence 

at noon. A crowd of curious onlookers follmved us as far as the first main 

crossroads, but then lost interest when they sa'\-, the climb 'vhich we were 

going to have to undertake. Leonardo' s intention ,.,as to pull the machine 

to the top of the great mountain overlooking the valley in which Florence 

lay. He had instructed rne that l should sail the craft in the direction of 

the city, and land, if at all possible, in the Piazza Vecchio, in front of 

the Palace of the Priors. The priors had refused to help finance 

Leon<:.trdo' s venture and he hoped that they would be held to ridicule 'vhen 

the feat succeeded. 

Upon reaching the foothills of the mountain, we began our climb. We 

made good headway and soon ''le were high in the thin, crisp air. With sorne 

help from the S"'\vitch, Leonardo' s mule hunkered to i ts task, pulling the 

flying contraption up the mountain at a steady trot. As "'Ive ascended, the 

vegetation grew thinner and the \1<1y \las made easier. Soon, there were but 

a few low-growing shrubs. Leonardo climbed as if he found great 

exhilaration in the effort. His golden beard blew behind him in the ,vind. 

Salai and l follmved in our master's [ootsteps. Salai ,laS greatly enjoying 

the adventure. With snappipg mul(>-sd tch in hand, he beamed like a golden 

cherubim. As ''le clirnbed the nëlrrm.,r, winding mountain path, swallows and 

swifts circled above us, calling to eùch other in play. The fresh air was 

invigorating. Wi th every step, \lP came closer to our goal. Higher and 

higher we climbed. When l turned to see the view, the entire world ,vas 

mine t.o behold. Most breathtakingly of aH, Florence could be seen belmv 

in the distance, like a gleaming white-marble city. 
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Eventua:ly, we arrived at the summit. FOllowing Leonardo's orders, we 

unharnessed the mule and pulled the flying contraption over ta the edge of 

a large, red rock, which jutted out from the mountain-side. Once He got it 

there, we rested for a few minutes to catch our breath. Then Leonardo 

annOtIDced that i t ivaS time ta begin the experiment. l crossed myself and 

said a quick prayer, asking my patron saints ta protect me. nlen l climbed 

into the flying machine and put my feet into the stirrups , ... hich controlled 

the pistons , ... hich pumped the pover to flap the iVings. 

voiee any last minute regrets, Leonardo and Salai 

precipice, and l'vas aU on my mm. 

Before l had time to 

pushed me off the 

l pedaled mightily. The broad 1vings flapped with great violence. l 

used the hand con troIs to maneuver the contraption in the precise manner 

which Leonardo had prescribed. And, to my amazement, the wind raised the 

machine into the air. 

For an exhilarating moment, l was suspended in the atmosphere. The 

wind carried me. Currents of hot air filled the wings and l circled higher 

and higher into the ether. The 'vind ,.,histled in my ears. l laughed for 

joy. Up l rose, like a giant, clumsy crane. When l looked dmm at the 

city in the valley below, from my bird's-eye view, l could see the top of 

the dome of the great Cathedral Santa Maria, which shone like a pink pearl 

in the center of the whi te-marble ci ty in the distance beneath me. All was 

grand! AU was filled with wonder! AlI was perfect ... until l raised my 

eyes toward the sun and my vision \Vas blinded by i ts brilliant light. 

The instant before l raised my eyes tOivard the sun, l felt as though 

the sky was mine. But then, in a flash, my soul was filled with doubt. 

Though l continued to pedal furiously, l began to fall. Alas, l seon 

realized that Leonardo' s experiment \Jas ending in failure. 

The flying machine plUlTUTIeted dmm,vard in a nosedive, turnbling like a 

stone through the air. l had no time to think of any maneuver to save 

myself. The earth was quiCkly approaching. As l spiralled dmmward, the 

growld appeared like a patch-.. torJ< qui lt of green hills, brown fields, ,.,hite 

stone walls and dar k, pointed cypressses, al 1. rushing up to meet me. 
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l held my breath, closed my eyes, and prepared ta crash. 

AlI that l remember next is the crunch of the flying contraption when 

i t hi t t,he ground. Luckily, 1 landed on soft, newly manured earth in a 

farmer ' s field and, except for trIe fact that l sprained my foot and banged 

my head slightly, l,vas almost entirely unhurt. Leonardo and Salai C..3.IT\E! 

running toward me. They dragged me out of the machine. l was 

understandably in a state of shocJ< from the "hole ordeal, but little 

attention 1vas paid to my condition. Leonard' vas silent and glowering. 

His brm." was kni t and his eyes ,vere cast to the ground. Evidently, aIl his 

,vork had ended in failure once aga in . V:-aving the 1vreck of the machine on 

the mountainside, like tl1e mangled frame of sorne great, clumsy bird, 

Leonardo turned his back and began to 1'lalk in the direction of our studio, 

,.,here r l knew, he ,."ould return str:üght to his drawing board ta begin his 

calculations anew. 

Following Leonardo as we walked back to the studio that day, l hung my 

head in shame. l had flmm neither like an eagle, nor like a god. By 

listening ta Leonardo' s high-blmm talk of man' s sublime role in the 

universe and by believing in his aspirations, l had been duped. Yet, 

although l had been gulled into believing in his nonsense, perhaps the 

experience was worthwhile in the long run. For, althougp my illusions ,.,ere 

shattered, 1 learned a valuable lesson from my fall. 

From that day forth, l have always perceived the world differently 

than l saw it before. No longer am l so gullible. Since the failure of my 

flight, l have become suspicious of 10ft Y sentiments. l have learned that, 

if 1 am never to be gulled again, i t is wise ta be constantly on my guard 

against misplaced entbusidsrn. Now, l }mm." that it is wise ta avoid toying 

with the laws of (':rad and Nature. Now, l know that man shall always rernain 

wingless. Though it may sound bitter, now l am certain that men will never 

fly, but, while on this earth, always be destined ta crawl like worms. 
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CHAPI'ER 27 

During the following long winter months, time passed slowly. ChilI 

November winds brought December' s frost and snaw. In the streets o'.ltside, 

the city prepared for the coming Yule-tlde season. The first snow fell 

during the second week of December. While Florentines put wreatnes of 

holly on their doors and stocked their cupboards wi th what food ~t1ey could 

muster for the coming hOliday, snow-flakes floated down like white ash, 

settling in rldges on roof tops , clinging to church spires, and masking 

saintly statues and grotesque gargoyles alike. 

During those early winter months, l saw nothing of Mona Lisa. She no 

longer came to our studio to sit for Leonardo. My mind was restive and l 

could not bear ta concentra te on painful thoughts of her. l knew that she 

would be ready to give birth soon, but still l stalled my plan to escape 

from Florence with her before Giocundo claimed the child. l had begun ta 

develop a plot whereby l would steal into Giocundo's mansion ta whisk Lisa 

and the Chlld away with me. 1, hesitated, however, thinking that perhaps 

i t would be sa fer if l waited until the child was born before informing 

Lisa of the bond which l had sworn with her husband. l was reluctant to 

jump into the fire while the coals werr still hot. l thought that if l 

remained quiet and complacent for sorne small time, Giocundo's suspicions 

would subside. fu,j so, 1 shuffled about my master's studio, doing nothing 

practical. l spent several days mulling over my own thoughts, and stewing 

in the juices of jealousy, since Salai refused to leave me any peace. 

Perhaps l would have been content with sitting by the fire-side by day 

and working on Leonardo's notebooks by night, if Salai had not made my life 

a misery. He went out of his way to play dirty tricks on me. He mockeà my 

solitary state when he passed through the kitchen, on his way out for 

another night of merriment with his fun-loving friends. He taunted me at 
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rnealtimes, sitting with his elbows on the table, smirking at me over the 

rim of his goblet and eliciting Leon~rdo's laughter with jokes at my 

expense. He made sly comments, alluding to my inability to come out from 

under the dark cloud WhICL seemed to hover over me. He let slip innuendos 

which pointed ta my incompetence wi th the fashionable ladies. He asked me 

if l was r )uting after sorne young lady. He scoffed at what he called "the 

infection of infatuatior." He spied on rne persistently, demanding ta know 

why l was so sulky. He r.emanded to know what l spent my time doing locked 

up in my r00m every evening? But l evaded all his ruses to draw me out 

into the ope~. l escaped his every attempt to poniard my most cheri shed 

sentiments. 

Then one evening, Salai returned to the studio early from his nightly 

binge. He barged into my room, tipsy with wine and in the mood for 

mischief. Instantly, l knew l was caught. It was too late to hide the 

evidence. Salai had discovered me sIttIng at my desk, reading Leonardo's 

notes in the candlelight wi th his hand-mirror in one hand, and my 

goose-quill in the other. l sprang to my feet. The hand-mirror slipped, 

shattering into a thousand shards and slivers on the floor. 

"WeIl, Francesco!" Salai said. "So this is what you do with your 

time! Aren't l'ou the conscientious one! Sorting out the Maestro's notes 

then, are you? Well, that's fine, indeed! But tell me, did Maestro 

Leonardo ask you to do this task? Did he give you his pel~ission to 

rummage about in his private papers?" 

"No, he didn't," l replied. "It is to be a surprise." 

"Oh, a surprise!" squealed Salai with delight. 

"You must promise ta say nothing!" l said. "1 wish to present the 

notebooks to our master only when they have been properly sorted and bound 

in leather. It is to be a present." 

"Oh? Well then, l shall respect your wishes and say nothing of it!" 

said Salai. 

But, of course, Salai did nothing of the sort. He let the information 

slip out in conversation one suppertime saon thereafter. He thought 

nothing of it. But to me, after aIl my work and planning, it was of great 

importance that l should earn Leonardo's respect and this was the only way 
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l could think of ta do so. l was livide Salai laughed and told me not to 

bluster over my petty personal affairs. This was the last straw! Though 

it went against the grain of my character, l WeS satisfied that there was 

only one thing to do. l would search out the apothecary's shop which l had 

seen on my way to Giocunào's warehouse and l would buy a vial of poison. 

Salai, l decIded, deserved to die! 

Perhaps what inflamed me rnost about Salai's revealing my secret was 

that when he did so, Leonardo looked at me c'llriously, but said nothing for 

a moment. Then aIl he said was, "That's fine, Francesco, you may 

continue. Il Even hefore my work was complete, aIl of my effort was damned 

by Leonardo's faint praise. 

For several evenlngs subsequent to Salai's disclosure of my efforts to 

ensure Leonardo's place in posterity, l shuffled about the studio, doing 

very little. A feeling of discontent brewed in my stomach. l felt as if a 

poniard were pressed against my heart. Then one fine winter's afternoon, l 

shrugged off my rnelancholy. Putting on ~y street-cloak and wrapping my 

worn squIrrel scarf about my neck for warrnth, l stepped out into the 

street. l headed eastward, in the direction of the most disreputable 

quarter of Florence, where the apothecary's shop laya 

That afternoon, the sun was shining golden and the sky was turquoise 

blue. Spirals of srnoke rose from the chimney-tops of houses and shops. 

Horses and mules covered with blankets of red cloth pulled carts on sIed 

runners. AlI these things l noticed as l trudged through ankle-deep snow 

in the narrow city streets. But although the day was crisp and bright and 

picture perfect, l was in no temper ta admire the beauty of these simple 

everyday things. AlI around me, cloaked and muffled Florentines went about 

their respective businesses, blowlng on their fingers ta warm them before 

shaking hands with neighbours and fnends whom they met and greeted in 

passing. The mood in the streets was congenial with pre-Yuletlde spirit. 

However, l did my utmost ta ignore the activity around me. l pald little 

heed ta the festive nood of the FlorentInes who were drinking hot cider in 

the bistros. l looked at my boot-tips, trying my utmost to keep my 

thoughts focused only on the task at hand. This worked fine until l passed 
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over the Ponte Trinita. Then, accidentally still looking downward, l had 

to shield my eyes from the dazzling sunlight which reflected on the thin 

layer of ice forrned on the great river below. 

Reluctant to dawdle on my journey that afternoon, l told myself not to 

be sidetracked by any distractions. l exercised my will. My feet plodded 

onward. After l crossed the Ponte Trinita, however, l could not resist 

halting for just one moment to buy a bag of hot chestnuts from a street 

vendor. Then onward l marched, munching the steaming chestnuts and 

enjoying a small token of the festive spirit shared by the Florentines 

around me. The upcoming festivities, l reflected as l walked, meant 

nothing for the household of Leonardo, who frowned on aIl religious and 

social cerernony. During my apprenticeship with the maestro, l had learned 

to grow thick-Skinned about missing such pleasant times as the Christmas 

celebrations amongst my family in my boyhood home in San Gervaso. 

These were id le thoughts, however. Such things meant nothing now. l 

had more pressing concerns to attend to than merry-making! Onward l 

walked, sure of my course and impeded only ly a half-frozen mongrel dog 

which seemed to be taken wi th the smell of my chestnuts and which - after l 

made the mistake of feeding him a morsel - followed at my heels. 

For twenty minutes more, l trudged through the city streets. Finally, 

l arrived at the apothecary shop. It was located in a drab, grey-stone 

building set between a haberdashery and a dilapidated bakery. For quite 

sorne time, l Iurked outside the establishment, hesitant to go in. l 

stamped my feet to keep my toes from freezing. The mongrel mutt, which 

seemed to like me, sat close to my leg, shivering with cold and panting 

quick puffs of icy va~r. This ~och looked pathetic. Avoiding i ts 

dolefui eyes, l decided that l could stand outside freezing no longer. l 

pulled the hood of my cloak further down, crossed the street and p.ntered 

the apothecary shop. 

Inside, the shop was lit only by a dim lamp and a few candIes. As l 

opened the door, the sharp, sickly stench of sulphur irnrnediately assailed 

my nostrils. The room was filled with paie-blue smoke. Steam hissed from 
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a bubbling cauldron set on a tripod. Beneath the cauldron burned an orange 

flame. Gradually, as my eyes became accustorned to the dim light, l saw 

that the shop was furnished in a rnost primitive manner. There was a dirty, 

tiled counter upon which the tripod sat, along with a cluttered assortment 

of cracked jars containing raots and herbs. Flasks of dark liquids were 

arranged on shelves behind the counter. When l could see reasonably, l 

notlced that beside the doorway wtlere l stood, there was a large spider web 

in which was trapped the dried husks of many flies and other insects. 

1 called for service, but at first no one came. After a moment, 

however, l saw a shadow move by the chimney-corner. The figure rose and 

hobbled unsteadily toward me. l saw that the apothecary was a hurnp-backed 

old crone, but at first the realization that the figure was none other than 

the old rag-vendor woman from whom l had purchased the golden finch did not 

register in my mind. Then, suddenly, l saw the sunken, coal-black eyes and 

the wrinkled-prune face which was set in a toothless grin! l was greatly 

startled upon seeing the old woman again like this and l paled, l am sure. 

However, l regained my composure as best l could. l tried to pull the hood 

of my cloak down further ta hide my identi ty; hawever, the old woman 

instantly recognized me. 

"Well, hello!" said the silver-haired witch. "Fancy seeing you again, 

my young friend. Welcome to my shop! l have had great luck in setting up 

this business since Iast we met. No longer do Ideal in rags. How may l 

help you? Here l have all manner of concoctions to manage all sorts of 

cures. How may a wanton old woman he of service to you, my fine young 

gentleman?" 

"A toothache," l stamtered. "1 carne in search of a paste to cure a 

toothache. " 

"Ah, a common toothache," replied the old woman. "And is that al1?" 

l said nothing for a few moments. l was once again unsure whether l 

shoul d proceed wi th my plan, or exi t posthaste from the shop. 'The old 

waman's eyes looked at me with piercing curiosity, staring de~~ into my 

very soula She was just two or three feet away from me, on the other side 

of the counter. Even wi th the stench of sulphur in the room, l could smell 

the cheap wine on her breath. Seeing her here like this, l thaught it wise 
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to exercise the utmost prudence. l was sure that she was responsible for 

my trouble with Lisa and Giocundo. l thought it best to abort my plan to 

purchase a poison suitable to produce Salai's demise. For an enlightened 

moment, l realized that my plan was madness. l became alarmed at the 

prospect that l had stumbled into this shop and l shuddered when l 

considered the crl~inal nature of my unbalanced behavior. l told myself 

that there must be sorne more moderate way to exorcise Salai's devilish 

influence. 

"Fool! What is i t you fear?" said the old woman, seeming to read my 

thoughts, and startling me out of my reveries. "Why be afraid of the urge 

to crea te a little mischief? Do not be such a will-of-the-whisp! Follow 

your desire!" 

The room was growing warm. l loosened my shirt collar. 1 refused to 

raise my glance to look the old woman in the face. All was hushed and 

still for a long, tense moment. Then, a tawny, long-whiskered mouse ran 

across the filthy tiled floor. For a few moments, the old woman seemed to 

forget aIl about me. She snatched up a stiff-bristled broom which stood in 

one corner of the room and chased the mouse around the room in a flurry of 

activity, until the small creature escaped into a crevice in the wall. She 

then turned her attention back to me. 

"You are a cunning rascal, but so timid," said the old woman. "How 

can l help you if you will not tell me what you truly want?" 

"Surely you do not expect me to confide in you after you betrayed my 

confidences last time we spoke?" 1 demanded in defense of my silence. 

"1 make no apology, Il said the silver-haired old woman. "You did not 

swear me to secrecy." 

"Well, if l confide in you now, you must swear lo say nothing. Not a 

whisper of what l tell you to anyone, Il 1 said. 

"No gossip, l promise," sa id the old wornan, putting a finger to her 

lips. "Now, do not be a coward! Tell me what you really came here for. 

More than ~ mere toothache is upsetting you. There is a devil in your 

heart! Il 
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l Jmow that, at this point, l should have turned away and revealed 

nothing further to the old woman, but l could not bring myself to do so. l 

stood wi th lowered eyes, absentmindedly scraping wi th my fingernail a 

fungus which was growing on the counter-top in front of me. 

"1 crave to he rid of a golden-haired, green-eyed varmit who tortures 

me constantly," l heard my voice saying. "He is sly and sensual. He is a 

boor. His influence torments me like an affliction. Have you a potion 

which would help me to eliminate such a pest?" 

"Yes, yes," said the 010 woman eagerly. "1 can provide you with such 

a potion. But tell me, do you not fear for your soul? Are you certain 

that such measures are justified? Are you sure that this is your will?" 

"Yes, of course l am sure!" l exclairned, wringing my hands for fear 

that the old woman possessed scruples that would not allow her to sell suC'h 

a potion. But she rnerely sh:-ugged her shoulders. 

"Fine, " she said, reaching to an upper shelf and taking down several 

flasks of liquids. "If you are certain that this is what you wish, then so 

be it." 

Wi th these words, the old wornan set to her task, mixing the noxious 

smelling Iiquids together in a beaker, simnering the potion in her cauldron 

for a few moments, then pouring the result into a vial. 

"This potion is rnade from a powerful mixture of hemlock, deadIy 

nightshade, and serpent 1 s venom," she sa id, put ting a cork stopper on the 

vial. "Be sure that you use i t carefully, for whosoever drinks of this 

potion shall surely die. Il 

"Y8S, yes! Well, thank you for your service, Il l sa id , taking a 

handful of silver florins from my purse and giving thern to the old wornan, 

whose toothless grin twi tched as she counted the coins. 

Once she had the rnoney in her hand, the ald woman snuffed out the 

flame beneath the ernpty cduldron. She then turned and went back to her 

stoel by the chimney corner. She sat down again and disappeared arnongst 

the flicked ng shadows. Almost irrmediatel y, she began to snore. Hoping 

that this would be the Iast time that l would encounter this strange old 

warnan, l hurriecUy departed from the shop. 
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It was already close te evening when l left the old apothecary woman. 

The wind had picked up and snewflakes dance.:!. about like sparkli.lg crystals. 

The mongrel dog was waiting for me when l 

followed me as l made my way homeward. 

pace. My limbs were bathed in cold sweat. 

exi ted from the shop and i t 

l walked at the quickest possible 

The blood, however, flowed hot 

in my veins. l was breathi_ng hard and my heart was pounding. In my head, 

there was a ringing of silver bells. l thought wi th exhal ted glee about 

the trick which l would playon Salai. Clutching the vial in my pocket, l 

felt no guilt or shame about my plan. l thought only of how glorious it 

would be to he rid of Salai 1 s insi.dious influence. l did not stop to 

wonder whether my scheme contained any s~\rious flaw. My j oy was enough to 

sustain!ne. l had no doubt that rny plot wC'.lld succeed! 

Fluffy flakes of snow fell al1 that night, glittering in the soft 

moonlight and covering the ci ty in a plush blanket of white cotton-wool. 

Though l would have slept soundly, wi th an easy conscience; the wretched 

mongrel which had followed me all day howled and whined outside my window 

the entire night. In consequence, l slept but a few winks before the 

dark-violet dawn broke in the east, and i t was time to rise. 
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CHAPI'ER 28 

For several days after l secured the vial of poison, l waited 

impatiently for the perfect opportuni ty to use i t. l loafed about my 

master' s studio, drinking tea by the fireside and grudgingly doing small 

tasks when they were demanded of me. l rebelled against intellectual 

exertion of any kind. My "1ind was completely occupied in carefully no~ing 

Salai 's comings and goings. FLll of spite, l rel i shed the thought of 

poisoning him. l bided my tirne, scheming to find just the right moment to 

spring my trap. Unfortunately, however, that moment was forestalled. My 

plot to kill Salai was interrupted by the birth of Lisa' s chi Id. 

It was on Chri.stmas Eve - a Tuesday in the third week in December -

when t.he Giocundo servant girl, Maria, carne to the studio to fetch me. It 

was shortly past suppertime. Maria informed me that Lisa had gone into 

laborat three o'clock that afternoon. At Maria's ur~ent request, l 

quickly donned my street-cloak and followed her through the snow-choked 

ci ty streets as she escorted me to the rnerchant' s mansion. Overhead, few 

stars were visible. A full rnoon glowed silver behind a bank of cloudsi 

however, i ts rays illumined 1 i t tle. l pulled my worn squirre] scarf 

tighte:>r around rny neck. Several tjmes, the smooth soles of rny boots 

Slipped on the icy sidewalks. "We must hurry, Messer Francesco!" said 

Maria, urging me onward. 

When finally we urrived at Giocundo' s mansion, the merchant and his 

henchmen were waiting for us in the hallway. 

"You have been brought to quiet my wife," said Giocundo. "It is 

proving to be a troublesorne birth." 

"If l can be of service, l shall be honoured to do what l can," l 

replied. 

"You will do as you are told, and nothing more," sa id Giocundo. "Come 

along now." 



( 

( 

155 

Escorted by Giocundo and his henchrnen, I ascended the stairs. When we 

reaehed Lisa 1 s room, the merchant and bis servants stood on the threshold 

of the doorway. At a signal from the merchant, the shaggy bear of a man 

named Emilio pushed me fcrward into the room. 

Immediately, I saw that Lisa was lying on her back on the great satin 

bed in the middle of the room. Her belly was swollen and round. The skin 

looked so tight that it seemed about to burst. There was a mid-wife in 

attendance, a plump woman dressed in a loose-fitting, spotless white apron. 

This matron bustled about the room, preparing for the imminent birth. Her 

hair "-'aS tied up in a large bun on the top of her head, where it was 

secured with several large pins. She regarded my entrance into the room 

with marked disdain. She tolerated my presence, however, sinee it soon 

beeame clear that I was there to bring comfort to her patient. 

I sat on a wooden chair beside the edge of the bed. I looked down 

into LisaIs face. Her forehead was pale and clear as alabaster, while her 

cheeks were flushed deep rose. Her brown hair fell in loose curIs on her 

white pillow. Her grave, innocent eyes looked up at me. 

"Francesco," she said in between quick, gasping breaths. 

"Yes, I am here," I said 

"Stay with me," she said. 

"Fear not, I shall not betray you, Il I said. 

Lisa gave me a faint smile of gratitude for my kind words. I took her 

hand. She said nothing more to me, though her lips moved rapidly as she 

whispered an inaudible prayer. 

If her husband came near, Lisa emitted shrill, frightened screams, 

but in her time of need, she seemed to have forgotten her recent anirnosity 

toward me. My presence brought her comfort. I rnopped her forehead with a 

cool, rnoist flannel. l performed my duty. l kept her calm. Although she 

was taking her long labor weIl, at first there was moaning and groaning and 

tears and perspiration. But then the mid-wife gave Lisa a tongue of 

leather to bite down upon and the room became quieter. 
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Now, 1 had seen the births of cal ves, and lambs and other such farm 

animals during my youth, but, until that night, 1 had never witnessed the 

birth of a human child. l was a bit sq'..!eamish at first, perhaps, but then 

l watched with increasing fascination. 

The matron was competent and forceful. "Push now, deary!" she said ta 

Lisa, whose eyes were wide and whose brow was contracted. In between 

contractions, there was a brief pause. "Patiencp., deary!" said the 

mid-wife. Then, after a minute or two: the cycle would begin again. 

Lisa' slips were now continuous1y pressed together. Her head thrashed from 

side ta side on the pillow. She tried to hide any signs of weakness, but 

her cyes belied the pain which her task entailed. Her fingernails dug into 

the palm of my hand. 

By degrees, the infant's head protruded from the gaping wound between 

Lisa' s legs. Blood and fluid spilled out onto the bed. l was f illed wi th 

disgust and wonder. For a moment there was complete silence iu the room. 

Then the child cried. 'lhe matron eut the umbilical cord. She dipped the 

child in a basin of tepid water which Maria held ready for her. She washed 

the infant from head to toe. "A healthy girl-child!" she announced. 

The tiny, newborn babe did not wail for long. She was a pretty child, 

with a well-forled head, perfect miniature limbs and big, limpid, brown 

eyes wi th long, dark lashes. She gurgled pleasantly while the matron 

wrapped her in swaddling cloth made from finest lamb's waaL l gazed on 

fondly. 

How glorious i t was to see the birth of this unblemished soul, fresh 

from her mother' s womb! ",.stantly, l knew that my life had taken on a 

profound new meaning. The birth of the child meant that new 

responsibili ties were now mine to consider. My own affairs were no longer 

my sole considerat.ion. As l gazed down at Lisa, it struck me that never 

before had she appeared so beautiful to me. The sight of her together wi th 

the newborn infant kindled a longing in my heart. l knew that aIl l really 

needed was to be together wi th them. If only l could escape from Florence 

with this, my small family, l knew that 1 would find happiness! 
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1>.5 l sat beside the bedstead, holding her hand, Lisa looked up at me 

with her clea!:", Roft èl'es. l kissed her lightly on her pale chee:k. Then l 

rose. There was a swelling in my heart. Gingerly, l touched the tiny hand 

of my baby daughter. 

"Isn't she a beautiful child, Francesco?" Lisa murmured, a smile of 

maternal tenderness on her lips. 

"She is an adorable child," l replied. 

Lisa was wearied by her ordeal. Weeping faintly, she said, 

"Francesco, whatever happens, remember always that l loved you truly." And 

then t in a weakening tone, added "Remernber that you promised never ta 

betray me." 

Po.t this point, the matron 1 s face became stern. "Out wi th yau all 

now!" she said. "We must be careful of infection." 

l wanted ta say something more to Lisa ta reassure her of my 

continuing commitment, but l could think of no words to express rny 

heart-felt sentiments. Together with Giocundo and his men, l was obliged 

ta leave Lisa 1 s bedside. Before l left the room, however, l noticed for 

the first time the gOlden finch, which was perched in i ts cage, watching 

the proceedings in the room. Al though Lisa had said that i t was faring 

poorly, the finch seerned to have recovered from whatever sickness had ailed 

it. As Lisa closed her eyes and her breathing becarne more regular and 

gentle, the golden finch sang a soft, sweet plaintive melody. 

Wi thout further ado, l left Lisa 1 s charnber. As we walked down the 

staircase, Giocundo took hold of my arm. 

"You have not fulfilled your contract with me," he 

girl-child! Indeed, this is most disappointing!" 

said. "A 

"I have fulfilled my part of the bargain," l said, angrily pulling my 

arm away. 

thankful 

"If you could forget your disappointrnent, l would be mcst 

if you would relinquish the child and allow Lisa and me ta have 

our freedom." 

"Do not be such a faol!" said Giocundo. "1 am a man who is used to 

naving things my own way. From now on, you belang to my service. Until we 
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come to a satisfactory arrangement, you will wait for my further 

instructions." 

"And if l refuse to comply?" l asked. 

"Then the child will die," said Giocundo. "1 told you, l am a 

businessman, and a girl-child is worthlpss to me. l shall bave to consider 

what rneasures should be taken next. Perhaps bath you and my fair wife have 

outgrown your usefulness to me." 

With these words, we reached the bottom of the staircase. Giocundo 

motioned to his valet to show me out. Wi th nothing further to say, l 

departed from the household. As l walked homeward, the North star shone 

brightly in the night skye Although what t.o do ta appease Giocundo was a 

major question, l did not feel like striving to think of some way to pacify 

his anxiety. l had won Lisa 1 s love and that was aU that mattered. It was 

not my concern if Giocundo was deprived of an heir to the luxuries which he 

had accunmlated. "From now on, " l swore t.o myself, "I shaH put aIl 

thoughts of Giocunda, Salai and Leonardo behind me. l shall plr.ce myself 

entirely at Lisa 1 s service." 

"Naw that the child has been born," l thought, "surely al! will be 

made weIl. " 
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PART V 

CHAPI'ER 29 

After the birth of Lisais chila, time seemed to pass swiftly. By 

rnid-January, the worst of winteJ:" was over and rnre temperate days returned 

to Florence. Although they had endured many hardships during the previous 

months, Florentines' spirits revived as the sun's golden rays warmed their 

marble city. Spring was welcome, indeed! 'L'he sumner' s plague and the 

difficul t win ter had sapped the strength of many, but wi th the mel ting snow 

in the streets and the annual break-up of ice on the Arno, the citizens 

cheered. l heard the first robin' s song in the third week of Febru .... ry. In 

the streets and marketplace, people wished each other a pleasant spring 

one more tolerable than that of the previous year. 

During this time, l continued my tasks atout the studio. As well as 

f'llfilling my more routine duties, l also attended to Leonardo, who was 

quite sick and needed almost constant attention. He shuffled about the 

studio, muttering to himself of flying machines and other fa llures . He had 

lapses of memory and dizzy spells. He dismissed any atternpts to help him, 

refusing to lean on my arm when he lost his balance. Then, one evening on 

retiring to his chamber, my master lost his footing and fell, reeling 

backwards, down the front stairs. l was in the kitchen at the time and, 

upon hearing Leonardo' s cry, l rushed into Lhe hallway. l stood over him, 

not knowing what to do. For a minute or mJre, Leonardo lay at the bottom 

of the stairs, clutching his breast and gasping for breath. l looked on, 

agast. Finally, the fit subsided. After that night, however, my master 

was never the same. He ordered me to make him a cot in the studio. He 

refused to climb the front stairs for fear that Death was awaiting him. By 
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day, Leonardo sat staring at LisaIs portrait which stood, unfinished, on 

his easel. By night, he sat by the window, gazing ëlt the stars. 

For quite sorne tirne after 

subdued. As l was concemed 

the YUle-tide festivities, Salai 3eemed 

with other rnatters, l thought little of my 

plan to do away with him. Yet, l guarded the vial of poison in a little 

black box at the back of rny drawer, knowing that an opportunity to use it 

would inevitably arise. 

During the early weeks of spring, l spent as much time away from the 

studio as possible. Despite Giocundo 1 s threat to make life difficul t for 

Lisa and me, he took no imrnediate punitive measures. In fact, he seemed to 

he allowing us the freedom which l had demanded of him. LisaIs child -

that is to say, our daughter - was in her second mon th of life. She was 

healthy and smiling. As often as possible, l met Lisa in the park, where 

we strolled together, Lisa cradling the child in her arms. After the 

contamination brought by the plague, the white swans no longer swam on t~e 

pond. Yet, onee agair, trees and shrubs sprouted green buds. The soil in 

the flower beds had been weeded, and lilae and wisteria grew irl fragrant 

bushes. Avoiding the wicker pagoda, which we had often used during our 

first meetings, Lisa and 1 sat on a wooden ben ch under the willow trees by 

the pond bank. Talking very little between ourselves, we watched the 

stroll ing passersby. The infant slept, wrapped in fleece to keep i t snug. 

When it woke, Lis3 played with the child, rnaking soft eooing sounds to keep 

i t quiet. Lisa was happy, and I, tao, was roost content. AlI seemed to be 

weIl. Yet, in hindsight, l know that disaster hung on the horizon. l was 

a fool to be so deluded that l did not see it laoming, until it was too 

late. 

My foolish laek of foresight is espeeially true sinee, during these 

weeks of early spring, l was visi ted by a recurring dream which, in 

retrospect, l believe was sorne sort of preroonition of the events which 

followed. Though parts of it puzzle me still, l believe this dream to be 

essential to my history. For this reason, l shall attempt to trace its 

pattern as best as l am able. 
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The dream begins in silence, as if l am inside the hollow shell of an 

egg. Though it may sound absurd, at first, l have no sense of who or what 

l am. AlI that l am aware of is the faint pulsing of my heart. Gradually, 

however, things become more tangible. As the dream progresses, a soft 

voice emerges from out of the silence: "Fortune ~las smiled upon you. 

Rejoice and be glad!" intones the compassionate voice. "Now is the time 

for the great secret to be revealed. Now the rnulti-foliate rose shalJ 

unfold! " 

At this moment, l instinctively understand whe!"e l am. l have escaped 

from the purgatory of my last recurrent dream. In this present dream, l am 

filled with a sense of well-being. Slowly, l recognize that my soul has 

been freed, and that the function of this dream is ta allow me to watch its 

passage into the world hereafter. 

In my dream, l awake as a swan. 

At first, it is as though l objectively watch this creature sleeping 

in i ts nest on the grassy bank of a small pond. Waking, i t preens i ts 

white feathers with its long, orange, black-tipped beak. 1 lmow that it is 

right that my soul has taken the form of this stately bird. 

"All shall be made well," intones the soft voice in my head. "Have 

fai th in your deepest convictions and aIl shall be well!" 

It is at this point in my dream that there develops an intense sense 

of longing which 1 share wi th the swan into which my soul has been 

transformed. l no longer merely watch the bird objectively, but actually 

become it. Gradually, 1 realÏL.e that the reason for my sense of longing is 

that 1 have lost my swan-mate. In my mind, 1 picture the long curve of her 

slender neck and the immaculate white of her feathers. The yearning for my 

companion is so strong that i t compels me to leave the cornfort of the nest 

and to swim about the pond which, even in my dream, 1 realize to be a 

replica of the one in the park in Florence where Lisa and 1 spent our last 

afte=noons together. 
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"To confess is proper ," intones the consoling voice in my head. 

"Follow the golden thread in the patterp and you shall find the forgiveness 

which you seek. There shall be a light to lead you to splendor. The love 

which you search for lies in Venice. Escape frorn Florence! Follow the 

light, and you shall see that aIl can he made weIl! Il 

Although, in my dreaM, l am slightly suspicious of this voice urging 

me onward, l decide that the only thing to do is to rnake the journey. 

Upward 1 rise on strong wings. Leavbg the pond and the park behind me, l 

fly over the piazzas, the Market Square, and the silk and woel mills of 

Florence. Slow1y gaining altitude, l weave my flight between the towers 

and cupolas of the city. 1 soar high over the Ponte Trinita. Saon, l fly 

over the stone walls surrounding the city. l see Florence in miniature 

below me. Following a mountain pass, l journey onward, in search of my 

swan-mate. 

Cm the first leg of my long journey, l enjoy the sense of freedom 

which my new forro allows me. My soul i8 capab1 f effortless fl ight. 

Below m8, 1 see houses on hilltops and lilies growing in wi1d profusion in 

the flowering rneadows. Onward 1 fly, Eollowing the rnountain pass north

eastward, toward Venice and the Sea. 

Gradually, any lingering sense of hesi tation about my mission fades 

from rny mind. The sun is sinking in the west, and l Imow that l must make 

aIl possible haste. l concentra te on my task, scanning the Tl.lscan 

countryside. Ox-cùrts and the occasional uaveller on fOO'L can be seen on 

the network of dry mud roads. l think of the dwellers in the red and 

ruddy-brown roofed houses below. l becorne aware of my lonelines8. l am 

overwhelmed by the vastness of the sky. 

Spying a bare stretch of sand and pebbles along a river baTIk, l 

descend and pause to drink. Then, rising on an updraft, 1 fly onward 

toward the copper horizon. 

An hour after twilight, a quarter, cres cent moon rises in the sky. 

The stars peep out. l am stiff-necked and my strength is beginning to 
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flag. l crave sorne IOOrsel of nourlshment, yet l do not dare to take the 

time to fish. l fortify myself with self-resolution. My broad white 

feathers fan the air. Onward l fly, heedless of hunger. 

l fly aIl night, guideà by the moon. There are tiny lights below 

lanterns in the yards of farmhouses. l stretch rny neck forward. l burn to 

see Venice, where l am certain that rny swan-mate awaits. 

For hours, there is r.othing but flight. Yet, l am glad. For wi th the 

steady rhythm of my wings, my muscles become nurnb. Time seems to stop. 

Onward l fly, into the night. 

Wi th the slow waking of dawn, the mountain pastures below appear 

emerald-green. The ] ight above shines golden on my wings. The air 

glistens, as if touched by God's golden wando Shortlyafter dawo, l pass 

thro11gh a white cloud which gi ves way to calm blue sky. Then, l spy 

Venice. At the altitude at which l fly, the city first appears veiled in a 

silvery mist. Slowly, however, my eyes clear and the city becornes visible 

directly beneath me. I swoop down, a great swan over Venice. 

Intnediately, l begin searching the sun-filled city for my mate. At 

first, this see.'OS to be an easy task. Here, there is no maze of dark, 

narrow streets as in Florence. I fly on shirrmering, rarified air, 

searching the wide, crystal canals which are filled wi th a light so pure 

that l am awed by i ts incandescence. 

It is at this point in rny dream that the soft voice in my head 

returns. 

"50 great a light!" it intones. "In this vale of light, which is 

cl oser to God than ever you thought you could be, aH is made well. Here 

is the heaven that is t:ure light! Here your flight shaH be forever 

glorious! Expand l'our \oings and ascend to the ::;plendor!" 

"But l am still searching, " l reply. "My swan-mate calls to me 

piteously, praying that I come to her." 

"You shall not find your queen even in this c:i ty of light," the voice 
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intones. "But here you must rest. Only thereby can your soul be made 

clean. Forget your yearning to follow the moon and the stars. Embrace the 

love which guides you! In this city of light, your soul will be free! 

Elsewhere lies only death." 

With these last words, the voice falls silent. SWooping down, l land 

in the garden court yard of a Palace whose bright stones do not glare like 

white-washed granite, but shimrner like soft, pink rnarble. l land on a 

small pond. l drink the sweet water. l take sustenance from the golden 

fruit of an apricot tree which grows on the pond bank. While l swallow the 

ripe fruit, the cornpassionate voice echoes in my head. "Here you must 

rest .... ln this city of light, your soul will be free .... Elsewhere lies 

only death. Il Still not understanding the significance of this voice, l 

discotmt its warning. A sense of blind confusion wells up inside me. 

Flapping rny wings, Irise into the air. Onward, l fly, in search of my 

dark-eyed goddess. Leaving the sun-filled city of Venice behind me, l fly 

toward the Sea . 
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CHAPTER 30 

During the month of February, l was greatly preoccupied with trying to 

understand my Paradiso-dream. For days on end, l lay in bed, lost in lofty 

contemplation. l ~ad decided that, for once ?nd for all, l must determine 

upon a course of action whereby to control my own fate. Yet, l did not 

know how this could be done. My dream seemed to proffer clues, yet i t 

perplexed me. l did not know how to interpret my vision and, although l 

sought sorne sign to help me decide what to do, l was reluctant to believe 

that a mere dream could relate directly to my life. I knew that the dream 

revealed the passage of r.ty soul, but i ts conclusion appeared terribly 

open-ended. Reason told me that there was nothing tangible to act upon. l 

decided that l would wait for a more concrete indication of what to do 

next. My destiny was difficult to determine, so l proceeded with caution. 

In hindsight, l ~edlize that I would not have had the time to meditate 

upon such lofty ambitions as directing the course of my Olnl destiny, if 

Leonardo had not fallen Ill. Salai refused to take his turn caring for our 

rnaster, so l spent a goOO deal of time about the studio. Al though i t was 

sometimes monotonous being cooped up, the warm southern winds of early 

spring made daily life pleasant enough. Since Leonardo was not much 

trouble to care for, but rather needed someone present in case an emergency 

should arise, l had leisure to contemplate my dreams and to plan the 

direction of my life. Evenings, l opened wide the shutters of my chamber 

window and whiled away the tim8 meditating in an idle fashion. 

Perhaps l was fortunate to have the tjme for philosophizing, but 

sometimes i t struck me that l had become bored wi th my life. l no longer 

took lessons from Leonardo and, in fact, had no real chores left to do 

about the studio. In truth, Leonardo hardly needed an apprentice anymore. 

The only work which he did for quite sorne time was a small self-portrait in 



r---------------- --- -

166 

r
l' 

sil ver-point. While cleaning the front studio one morning 1 l found the 

sketch lying on the windowsill, the canvas c~ling in the sun. For sorne 

reason, when l saw rny master's mirror-drawing - his desperate eyes, and 

haughty smile - something cut deep into my heart. It was at this point in 

my apprenticeship that my relationship wi th Leonardo ehanged. 

Slowly, my interest turned away from compiling Leonardo's notes. 

Although l still needed to earn his respect, l deeided that l would no 

longer race to finish the note-books in time to present them to him before 

he died. I deterrnined that, if he did not recognize my loyalty and my 

worth as an apprentice through my admirable everyday service, then l would 

suffer in silence. For sorne small time, l missed the pleasant, 

mind-numbing effect which my painstaking scholarly task produced. Yet, in 

sorne queer way, l 1vaS thankful to Salai for his mean trick of squealing to 

Leonardo about my after-hours devotion. For, as my loyalty to Leonardo 

waned, l conc~ived the idea of writing this personal history. 

By degrees, the notion came to me that, by committing my confession to 

parchment, l could perhaps be brought closer to : .. at central point of 

understanding which l so desperately sought. l began to plan my ehroniele. 

Instead of devoting aIl my time and energy to the dreary task of compiling 

Leonardo's notes, l spenL long hours in my room, musing about the events of 

my recent past and recording my thoughts in a notebook, which l kept 

exclusively for this purpose. And yet, it was difficult to make a 

beginning. l did not understand the principles of the word-smith's craft. 

Gradually, however, it came to me that l would have to relinquish rational 

control over the workings of my memory if rny artifice was to succeed. 

Slowly, l realized that, if l was to reJate the tangled truth of rny life's 

story, l would have to weave and stitch time and place in a manner pleasing 

to my temper. My goal, l percei ved, was to capture the imaginative reality 

of my experience, even when l departed from fact in detail. 

Now, although these questions of art and the responsibilitles of 

studio-life were important to me, they were external to my innermost 

concerne During those weeks of early spring, as it was sinee the first day 

l met her, Mona Lisa was my prime consideration, the focal point around 
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which al! my other thoughts revolved. Whenever possible l met with her in 

the park, where we had conducted our earlier meetings. She sent messages 

through Maria to tell me when her husband would be away. It was our custom 

to enjoy the afternoon sunshine together, talking quietly and watching our 

tiny girl-child play in her wicker cradle. The infant, who had recently 

been christened Angelica, smiled endearingly from her crib. Rer biç, brown 

eyes gazed at aIl around her with open, innocent curiosity. Lisa and l 

spent a pleasant hour or two together once or twice a week in this fashion. 

After our strolls, l customarily accompanied Lisa and the child back to the 

Giocundo household, where l took my leave. 

AlI, apparently, was weIl. Yet, during these weeks, LisaIs rnood 

seemed to fluctuate. Sometimes she was clearly joyful, yet other times she 

seemed almost despondent. Although l inquired on several occasions about 

what was upsetting her, she refused to speak to me about it. She rnurrnured 

incomprehensibly about a feeling of foreboding which often visited her. 

Sometirnes, her mysterious manner frightened me. Yet, she retained her 

peculiar charrn. l was drawn ever cl oser to her. As the anniversary of our 

first meeting approached, my desire for Lisa changea from simple passion to 

something deeper. l wanted to make more resonant the warm vibrations of 

our secret love. l desired that our hearts should beat in unison. 

As l became more and more daring in rny love for Lisa, l took greater 

risks to spend tirne with her. Giocundo was often absent from his 

household, and rny fear of him gradually receded. Despite LisaIs warnings, 

l often loitered about Giocundols mansion, after escorting her home from 

the park. At first, it was my custom to leave her at the court yard gate. 

Soon, however, l followed her right up to her front door before bidding her 

farewell. Then, a few visits later, l tempted fate tao far. Despite 

LisaIs protests, l bo~jly escorted her all the way into her hallway in 

order to save our farewell kiss for the la st possible moment. On that 

occasion, her husband had returned home before he was expected. Instantly, 

m}" good humer was shattered when, rnuch to my chagrin, l found rnyself once 

again face to face with the merchant, Giocundo. 

It was immediately apparent that Giocundo was just back from feasting. 
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He stood in the hal1way, swaying heavi1y from side to side 1ike an 

over-stuffed lion. He frowned for a moment. Then he 1aughed a deep, 

roaring 1augh. Keeping his eyes on Lisa and myself, who stood together in 

the middle of the marble hallway, Giocundo unhitched the fat purse which 

hung on his belt and threw it onto a nearby table. His valet helped him 

off wi th his fine coat. Still looking at Lisa and me and chortling a deep 

belly laugh, the merchant then sat down heavily on a chair. Brushing a 

loose lock of oily hair over his balding pate, he gestured to the shaggy 

bear-like man named Emilio, who shambled forward to help the merchant off 

with his boots. The wasp-like valet stood at Giocundo's elbow, clicking 

his tongue. After taking off his master's boots, Emilio stood by the 

doorway, staring at us with his one eye like some dumb, hungry cyclops. 

There Lisa and l stood, like two stone statues positioned in the 

center of the merchant's marble hallway. After putting on his silken 

house-slippers, Giocundo disrnissed his henchmen. His guffawing stopped. 

He stood up to confront us. Secure in her love for me, Lisa took my arm 

and stood beside me, unflinchingly. She smiled calmly at her husband. l 

squeezed her hand and prepared to meet whatever challenge Giocùndo issued. 

"WeIl, weIl!" said Giocundo. "Here l have just returned from the 

Duke' s businessmen' s banquet, hoping to find a li t tle peace to take my 

afternoon nap, and what do l find? You two flaunting your lawless affair 

for aIl my servants and neighbours to see! Why must you two insist on 

making me aware of this insipid love which you share? l am loath even to 

discuss the affair! At this very moment, l have troubles enough with news 

of tax hikes ordered DY the Duke, and demands by the guilds for higher 

wages. But l suppose, if l must deal with it, let us do it swiftly. Do 

either of you have anything to say for yourselves? Well, speak!" 

Lisa demurred. l, too, shook my head. 

Seeing our re1uctance to say anything, Giocundo smiled. "These are 

unusuëd circumstances," said the merchant, patting his paunch. "But then 

this city is famous for its strange tales of love, is it not? l should 

probably congratulate you both on keeping up wi th the times! It is more 

than l can do." 
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"Why do you speak of strange tales of love-?" asked Lisa, cleë'lrly 

perplexed by her husband's indifferent reaction to discovering us together 

under his roof. 

"Why, my dear, this affair is wost strange, is it not?" replied the 

merchant. "Why you have become so attached to this lowly artist 1 s 

apprentice, when you could have had your choice of young lovers more 

suitable to your station, is certainly curious. And how you can forgive 

him for selling your child is more than anyone can understand!" 

"Wha tare you talking about?" asked Lisa. "Francesco, do you know what 

he means by these words?" 

Saying nothing, l lowered my eyes. 

"But, no! Ha! This is too rich!" exclaimed Giocundo. "Surely you 

have told rny wife about the bond which you swore with me?" 

"No," l said, keeping my eyes lowered to the floor. "1 saw no reason 

to speak of i t. .. " 

"Well, my dear," said Giocundo to Lisa, lOi t seems that your fine young 

gentleman friend has neglected to tell you that he swore the child would be 

mine once i t was barn." 

"Is this true, Francesco?" Lisa asked. 

"Yes, l gave him my word, " l said, trying desperately to de fend 

myself. "In exchange, he agreed to give us our freedom ... " 

Lisais face blanched. Giocundo belched. A lump rose in my throat. 

"There was nothing else to do," l said to Lisa. 

husband 1 s terms, or he was going ta kill us both 

regardless. " 

"1 had to accept your 

and keep the chi Id 

Lisa's dark eyes looked at me without blinking. She shook her he ad as 

if in disbelief. 

"1 never want to see you again, Francesco," she said with evident 

disgust in her voice. 

"But a boy-child was not barn l " l said. "We only agreed to the 

contract if a boy-child was born. Now we are safe ... Il 

"That does not matter," said Lisa. "You betrayed me. l should have 

known better than to trust you a second time! You cared nothing about me! 

You would have sold my child to ensure your own safety! Il 
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Giocundo watched our argument with amusement. Lisa's pain fired his 

delight. When his wife's ernotions had worked up to an explosive intensity, 

the merchant spoke: 

"Do not make such a cormnotion!" he said to Lisa, raising his thick, 

l'>.airy hand as if to cuff her with the back of it. "You have tried my 

patience long enough. Has my little dernonstration taught you to be 

thankful for your home and faithful to your lawful husband? Or, pray tell, 

do you still want to play the whore and elope with your fine, upright young 

lover, only to be abandoned in a backstreet of sorne strange city when he 

tires of you?" 

Lisa looked at me with profound sadness in her eyes. That day, she 

wore a dark silken dress with a ruby brooch and l'>er hair was braided in 

coils. She stood beside a vase of white and red roses, brushing away a 

tear. She lowered her dark half-veil and curtseyed slightly to Giocundo. 

"1 must see if Maria is caring properly for the child," she said, avoiding 

my beseeching eyes, and turning to ascend the mansion's great marble 

staircase. 

With Lisa gone, Giocundo turned to me. He spoke slowly and 

deliberately, his voice was deep and growling: 

"You are a naughty monkey," he said. "If you want to survive in this 

life much longer, you will have to learn servi li ty . " 

"1 will not be spoken to in this way," l said, mut tering a fragmented 

speech in defense of mi position. 

Giocundo paused. Lisa' s weeping could be heard coming from the flocr 

above. \<Jatching me with his vacant, glassy eyes, her husband listened 

passively. He was standing so close to me that l could see the pores in 

his waxy complexion and the tufts of hair growing from his nose and ears. 

"The girl-child is a disappointment, indeed," Giocundo said after his 

calculated pause. "Usually l have no pi ty on someone who does not hold up 

his end of a contract wi th me." 

"1 have already told you that the disappointment is yours alone, " l 

said, standing rigid, with my arrns folded across my chest. 

"Let us make one thing clear ," said Giocundo, grinding his right fist 
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into the palm of his left hand, "the only reason that l do not have you 

killed inunediately is that your antics 3lnUse me somewhat. Besides, l think 

that perhaps you rnay still be useful to me. 1 propose a new bargain. l 

have decided that l shall keep the girl-child, Angelica, unless you can 

convince my wife to make another effort to produce a boy as an heir to my 

household. In simple terms, you must produce a boy-child for me, or else 

the infant girl shall be forfei t! " 

"Damn you!" l cursed. "Now i t is you who fault the bond. But l shall 

not heed your terms. You must be mad if you think that l shall have 

anything further to do wi th your bargains." 

"My ingenuous young lmave, you can hardly choose this moment to begin 

thinking about scruples!" said Giocundo wi th quick f ierceness. "Do not 

talk to me of what you will and will not do! Do you expect to cuckold me 

anû then to pay no penalty? That is hardly equitab1e commerce now, is it? 

l am, you must remember, Lisa 1 s lawful husband." 

Thinking that it would be rash to refute Giocundo'~ claim to Lisa, l 

dared not utter a word. 

"My wife is a whore," said Giocundo. "She is my property and should 

serve me as l see fit. l grow tired of restr.aining rny temper! Shali l 

have you both imprisoned and guarded in one of the rooms of my house until 

my wish is carried out? Shall l have my men strip the clothes from your 

backs? Shali l have you horsewhipped? Impregnate my wife, then you will 

be released! Let me hear no more about i t!" 

"Nothing will persuade me ta agree to your terms again, Il l said with 

firm resolve. 

"Is your brain as soft as an overcooked noodle?" said Giocundo. "You 

cannot refuse! You have no choice about the matter! " 

There was a sil ver ringing in my skuli and the tips of my ears were 

burning. My mind was teeming with disdainful replies for Giocundo, but, at 

first, l could make no answer. "But l do refuse," was aIl l finally said. 

"Well, my obstinate young urchin, saon you shaH learn what true 

heartaC'he is," said the merchant in an impassioned, vengeful voice. "If 

you refuse me, you shall pay dearly for your sudden turn of conscience!" 

The sound of Lisa's weeping had quieted. 
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"I shall not allow Lisa 1 s virtue and honesty to be soiled in this 

manner," l said, my voice quavering despi te my effort to keep i t steady. 

"She deserves better than either you or 1 can give her." 

"Stifle your chattering! Il growled Giocundo, evidently unwilling to 

speak with me further now that he saw that my mind was made up. 

After my refusaI to bargain with the merchant, aIl 

civility quickly eroded. Without further ado, Giocundo 

pretensions of 

called for his 

servants and dismissed me curtly. Once out in the street, l tried in vain 

to keep my knees from trembling and knocking together as 1 walked. Every 

fibre of my being had been concentrated in repelling Giocundo and, now that 

the incident was over, my thoughts ru shed forward. Fear flowed through my 

veins. 1 dared not think of what punishment Giocundo would devise to repay 

me for my refusaI to comply with his latest proposition. My head ached. 1 

knew that, even at this la te point, my best course of action was to leave 

Florence with Lisa and the child before Giocundo had time to execute his 

revenge. Still, 1 hesitated. "Tomorrow, l shaH take Lisa and the child 

away to Venice, Il 1 whispered to myself. But the plain truth of the matter 

was that, although 1 voiced these noble intentions, 1 was powerless to put 

them into action. With sagging shoulders, 1 slunk through the city 

streets. Filled with disgrace and shame, l longed for the days when l had 

been merely an anonymous escort to the Lady Giocundo. 
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CHAPl'ER 31 

After my third meeting with Giocundo, l did not see Lisa again for 

nearly a full fortnight. February passed and soon it was the beginning of 

March. During this time, l thought a great deal about my most recent 

misfortune. l was galled by Giocvndo' s abominable proposaI, outraged by 

the way in which he played the tyrant, treating his wife like a whore. l 

was certain that he had bided his time, waiting to strike Lisa and me down 

at the height of our happiness. l cursed the merchant for turning our 

bliss into misery. And, l cursed myself for not listening ta Lisa, who had 

warned me that we must keep our love a secret. 

Now that l wanted Lisa more than ever, l remembered the nights of 

passion which we once shared, when we took our delight together without 

care for the world outside of her chamber. l wanted desperately to see her 

again, to explain my love for her and the complicated circumstances which 

prevented it from shining forth as it should. Yet, l cou Id not bear the 

thought of being reproached again. l feared that, if l went unannounced to 

her window, she might turn me away. l fer.lred 11er recriminations. l tried 

ta shake off this anxiety, telling ~yself that Lisa would surely he 

forgiving. Yet, l had little faith in her strength. Thinking on these 

things, l was filled with guilt and despair. A strange sense of loneliness 

pervaded my soul. l hoped that this mood v.':lUld pass. 

For 

possible. 

several days, l shuffled about the studio, doing as little as 

During this interim, l tried to deny my complicity with 

Giocundo. Now that l had refused his latest attempt to use me as his pawn, 

l felt somewhat redeemed for my earlier misdeeds. Yet, l feared the cruel 

punishment which l knew the merchant would devise. l prdyed for Lisa's 

safety and for that of the child, Angelica. But when l thought about them 

locked in Giocundo's mansion, l stilled the stirrings of my conscience. It 
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seemed impossible for me to rescue them now. For a moment, I eve~ wondered 

whether l should have given my consent to carry on w~th the affaire 

"Perhaps, " I thought, "I could have appeased Giocundo with my faked assent 

and aVûided ,my further trQuble." Yet, l remained ad amant about my 

decisioni l swore that l would never again be ternpted from the straight and 

narrow course wh:~h l had followed before meeting Lisa. l asserted that l 

would escape the merchant's vengea~ce and that virtue and reason would 

again guide my life. 

The Lenten days before Easter were now quickly approaching and while I 

skulked about the studio, in a desperate, gloomy mood, outside in the 

streets the citizens of Florence were planning a carnival to celebr~te the 

arrivaI of a new spring. The plague seemed now long past, and the warnings 

of that rnadrnan and martyr, Fra Girolamo, were al~st forgotten. Heralded 

by this upsurge of rnerry-rnaking, the new spring arrived. For his part, 

Salai, true to forrn, went drinl:ing nightly with his friends. He often 

invited me along, but his companions were sucking pigs with whom l did not 

care to fraternize. Popularity meant nothing to me. l knew that l could 

take no delight from su ch forays, sa l spent aIl my time around the studio. 

I frittered away the afternoons looking after Leonardo and doing odd jobs. 

Evenings, l sat at my desk, composing notes for my pe~sonal history while 

Leonardo slept on his cot downsLairs. Despite my coldness toward Salai, he 

still chummed up to me, raising his cap when we met in the corridor and 

trying to draw me into conversation at mealtirnes. But l was not fooled by 

his false geniality. l avoided him as much as possible. l waited 

impatiently for a chance to execute the revenge which l had already sworn. 

For a time, l played along wlth Salai, lulling him into a false sense 

of security. l laughed at his practical jokes. l tolerated his slovenly 

manners. Then, one evening while r was sitting at my desk, he barged into 

my room, dem~nding to know lf l would accornpany him to the carnival. He 

was excited because a caravan from the East was stopped in Florence for 

the t~ee day pre-Lenten holiday in honor of which the carnjval had been 

organi~ed. Tt was the last night of the carnival and Salai wanted 

desperately to go. Though reluctant to go with him, l r:ad to do something 

to starnp out my melancholy. l was lonely and needed some way to fill the 
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time when l was not with Lisa. l thought that perhaps a night out would 

help me to forget my uncertain future. So, rnuch to Salai's surprise, l 

replied that l would he delighted to accompany him. 

l rernernber that it was shortly hefore twilight when the two of us set 

out that evening. As we walked through the winding city streets, a silver 

half-rnoon was rising in the sky and pale stars were slowly becoming 

visible. Before leaving the studio, Salai had told me that we would make a 

better impression on the fashionable ladies if we dressed ourselves like 

two young gentleman of the wealthier sort. In consequence, he was attired 

in a pair of red satin knee breeches and a blouse of pale blue silk with 

puffed sleeves. His velvet cap sat jauntily on his head of golden curls 

and the little silver buckles on his shoes shane brightly in the moonlight. 

l too had dressed specially for the evening. As we drew closer to the 

Piazza della Signoria, where the carnival was being held, l srnoothed a 

crease in my stockings and turned up the collar of my goat-skin tunic. l 

tried to look the part of a fashionable young gentleman about town as Salai 

did so splendidly. 

Wher. we arrived at the piazza, Salai and l were greeted by a scene of 

noise and confusion. At the entrance of the piazza, l halted. In the 

dying evening light, l could see a great crowd of Florentines rnoving about 

like a swarrn of buzzing ':Jees covering a honey patch. Instantly, l }~ew 

that it was a mistake coming here. 

"Good Lord," l said, "what sort of devilry is t!-.ls!?" 

"Come on!" said Salai. "There' s no need to be faint-hearted." 

Having corne this far, l relented and followed Salai into the piazza. 

He srniled at me reassuringly, patting me on the back. We pushed our way 

into the crowd and were irnmediately carried along in its flo~. 

The carnival was in full swing. Salai and l passed jugglers tossing 

sticks and balls and acrobats doing sornersaults and cartwheels. Clowns 

with gaily painted faces walked through the crowd on stilts and Salai tried 

to trip one as he crossed our path. A troupe of rnonkeys danced to the 

organ music of their trainer, and a bright, red-feathered parrot did tricks 
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on the hand of a small Arab boy, to whom l threwa copper coin in passing. 

For a time, we stopped to watch a dark-bearded sword swallower who rnanaged 

to swallow seventeen of the instruments before i t became too painful for 

the audience to watch any longer. Salai and l moved on with the crowd. We 

stopped next to buy hot cherry comfits and lemonade from a vendor. As we 

stood eating our treats, we watched a magician mystify his audience with 

sleight of hand. 

All manner of Florentines had gathered here for the last night of the 

carnival. Ragged peasants stoo~ in clusters, observing the kaleidoscope of 

wonders. Wealthy merchants promenaded with their wive~. Even the Duke and 

his entourage were present, standing with a group of other prominent 

Florentine gentlemen who were laughing and laying wagers while two 

swollen-headed dwarfs wrestled in a mud pit. Salai and l were jostled 

along amidst a sea of elbows. Without the power of determining our own 

course, we gave ourselves up to the press of the crowd and enjoyed the 

sights. Not stopping very long at any one attraction, we were carried 

along for quite some time in a haphazard fashion. 

After seeing many strange marvels, toward the later part of the 

evening we found ourselves at the far enà of the piazza, where a large 

circus tent was set-up. A sign declared this attraction to be the "Harem 

of Delights." Outside the tent were hung colorful paper lanterns which 

swayed to and fro in the evening breeze. The entrance of the tent was 

blocked wi th a crm,rd of Florentine men, but Salai and l pushed forward to 

see better. ~fcer a minute or two of fighting through the crowd, we found 

ourselves in an inner circle, where spectators sat at small round tables, 

waiting for the show ta begin. At first, l was unsure what this show was 

going to be. All that l saw was a group of six swarthy TUrks with the 

sùn-dried faces of goat-herders sitting cross-legqed in front of a raised 

pldtform in the center of the tente Sorne were smoking pipes, others were 

tuning strange, nasal sounding musical instruments. Nothing happened for a 

minute or two. Then l realized what the spectacle was going to be when 

half-t-dozen brown-skinned women in 100se, open-sleeved robes appeared from 

either side of the stage. Their faces were hidden behind si1ken gauze 

veils, but their large, almond eyes speke in ? most shameless fashion. The 
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musicians began to play and the women began a dance which was evidently 

meant to whet the audience's appetite for the main attraction, which was 

hidden behind a red curtain at the back of the stage. 

A table became available and Salai and l sat down. While l fidgeted, 

he stretched out his legs and clasped his hands behind his head. 

"WeIl, we're two fortunate rogues, aren't we?" he said. '''l'bis is a 

sort of coquetry even hetter than Florentine maidens provide!" 

"1 really do not think that we should be here, " l said. 

"Do not be such a worry-wart!" said Salai, snapping his fingers for 

bar service. 

A harem woman who was serving drinks to admiring customers brou~ht us 

a flagon of wine. It was no mystery to me what these women's occupation 

was and once again l expressed my discomfort at being in such a place. 

"Do not be such a monk!" said Salai. "Enough of this simplE'-minded 

goodness! Why must you be so gloomy? Forget your troubles for one night! 

Be of good cheer!" 

"But this place is iImlOral," l said. "We should not be here!" 

"Do not be ridiculous!" said Salai, his green eyes glancing about the 

tent with approval. "You are a simpleton, Francesco. You would make 

yourself a monk and a hennit, but there is a devil in your heart. What is 

wrong with you? You seern to grow more melancholy by the day!" 

"It is none of your concern," J said. 

"1 know of only one thing that makes men so drab and pensive," said 

Salai. "Why ... Yes, of course! You have gone and fallen in love! That is 

it, isn't it?" 

"And what if l have? Is that such a terrible sin?" 1 demanded. 

"Ha! No, it is not a sin," said Salai, "but why dig yourself into a 

hole? Do not be such a pumpkin head! Thcre are plenty of maidens to be 

had without becoming obsessed with this thing the poets calI romantic 

love. " 

"You despise even love!" l exclaimed. "Is there nothing other than 

wine ",'hich holds your interest?" 

"Beloved Francesco! Dear, innocent Francesco! Y011 have been like a 

brother to me and 50 1 feel that 1 can tell you sornething which l would not 
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dare to tell any of my friends," said Salai, wi th a queer look in his eye. 

"Though it may sound strange, l find that these days l can no longer 

worship wine in the way that r used to. l hardly even get drunk any nnre. 

Wine is no longer intoxicat~ng! l f€~l as if there must be something more 

to life ••. But what am l doing'? Forgive me ..• l do not mean to be 

low-spiri ted. We came here to cheer you up and to have a good time!" 

"No, please speak!" l said. 

"1 thank you for your Idndnes5, Francesco," said Salai. "You know, 

although it may not seem like it, sometimes l admire you. You have always 

been a restrained apd judicious apprentice, whereas l have revelled and 

played the faol. In truth, l 

merry-making. l wish l could 

constructive pursuits! If only 

something worthwhile! Sometimes l 

tire of this constant charade of 

quit it all and concentrate on more 

l could muster sorne srnall faith in 

feel as if rny soul were blighted!" 

"Have you ever thought to J:'~~y to God when these questions ~rouble 

your soul?" l asked. 

"You speak in riddles when you talk to me of such things," said SaJai, 

looking at me now l'li th contemptuous eyes, as if l were an idiot even to 

mention such a proposition. 

Aftrr this conversation, Salai was quiet for a few minutes. My eyes 

darted quick glances at him frorn time to time. "Why do l envy hirn':' " l 

thought. "What reason have l to be jealous now that l know of his 

insecurities?" Thinking these thoughts, l wished that Salai had not made 

his confession and that he was in a more boastful mood. l did rny best to 

renew the anger which he often provoked ln me, but it was difficult to do 

50. Fingering the vial of poison in rny pocket, l m~intained rny guileless 

facade. l srniled at Salai when he looked over at me. My conscience told 

me that it would be wrong to strike hirn down after his so recent openness 

towards me. Yet, the tirne for rny triumph was at hand. "It is now or 

never," a voiee whispered in my head. Glancing cautiously around to assure 

that l was unwatched, l slipped the vial out of rny pocket and poured the 

draught into Salai's cup while refilling bath our goblets from the pitcher 

which the harlot had brought to our table. 

Salai lifted ~is wine cup and, looking straight into my eyes, he 
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spoke: 

"1 am glad we have had this h~art to heart talk, Francesco," he said. 

"We must try to get along bet ter as a rule. To your heal th! " 

l sat with bated breath, waiting to S8e the luok on Salai 's face when 

he realized the triumphant trick which l had played. Unfortunately, 

however, this was not to be. 

"Pfffahhh! ! !" Salai cried, spi tting out the very first mouthful of the 

tainted wine and dashing the cup to the ground. "This is worse than 

vinegar! Barmaid, bring us another flagon!!" 

"But surely this wine is palatable," 1 said, grasp:ng Salai' s hand as 

he gestured for the barmaid. 

"No, it is not," said Salai. "It tastes horrible, as if someone 

dropped in rat poison." 

"Do not be ridiculous!" l said. "Who would do such a thing?" 

At that moment, l realized that 1 had gone too far. l had protested 

too strongly. Slowly, a look of realization dawned on Salai's face. 

"You' re trying to poison me!" he cried, looking at me in horror. 

"1 would never do such a wicked thing!" l said. 

"You are mad!" said Salai. "Who do you think you are, with your 

superior attitudes and judicious manner. Here l take you out to show you a 

good time, and you thank me by poisoning the wine! So this is what we have 

come to!" 

"Fair enough," l said. "1 admit that l was trying to play a trick on 

you, to pay you back for all those which you have played on me. But, as 

for taking me out to show me a good time, you are a cunning raseal and 1 do 

not believe that you ever truly wanted my friendship!" 

"Francesco, have you completely lost your reason!" sa id Salai. "If 

you had any brains, you would know that this was net true!" 

While Salai thrashed about in his chair, telling me that l was mad, l 

maintained my calm demeanor. 1 had failed to execute my revenge, and that 

was aIl that l regretted. l cursed my ill-luck and ignored Salai' s 

prattling. 

By this time, the six brown-skinned women had left the stage and the 
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audience was waiting for the main attraction to begin. The musicians began 

a weird chant and, after a moment, the red drapery at the back of the stage 

parted and a single dancer appeared on the platform. She was dressed in 

sheer, white silken veils and a large, sparkling gem was set in the cup of 

her navel. Whirling around the .;;tage, gyrating rhyt.hmicéüly to the weird 

music, the dancer removed her veils. Her large almond eyes were fixed on 

the cro'lid, which eagerly urged her on. As her dance gradually built into a 

frenzy, the harlot close:l her dark eyelids. Enveloped in a thin, yellow 

haze of smoke, she seemed like something out of a dream. Ber skin was 

glistening, her legs were lean an] smooth. One by one, she discarded her 

veils, letting them slip to the floor. Tossing back her he==ld, she 

displayed her naked throat and shoulders. Weaving patterns with hel" nands, 

she conjured images of delight. The spell of her dance was irresistible 

and l was hypnotized by this creature. l tried to retain my composure, 

but, by this time, few veils rernained and such a feat was impossible. My 

heart beat furiously. A new hunger was aroused wi thin me. l was bewi tched 

by this anonymous beauty. 

Salai must have seen that l was inflamed with lust, for he stopped 

muttering about the trick which l had tried to play and looked at me 

thoughtfully for a moment. Then he grinned. When the dancer was fini shed , 

she disappeared behind the red curtain. She soon reappeared, dressed in a 

gown so that she could rningle with the audience. Salai called to her as 

she passed our table. His voice was srnooth as olive-oil: 

"Your dancing was rnagnificent!" he said, "Won' t you come and join us?" 

"WeIl hello, darlings!" said the harlot in broken Italian. "How rnay l 

be of service to two such fine young gentlemen?" 

illet us buy you a drink," said Salai. "Wouldn' t that be fine to buy 

the lady a drink, Francesco?" he ë:lsked patronizingly, winking at me slyly. 

"Yes, of course," l rnuttered. 

The wornan looked dreamily at Salai. "1 would be ùelighted to join 

you," she said. 

At first, the beautiful harlot sat next to Salai. Her hand rose and 

stroked his golden curIs with great pleasure. But Salai jokingly 

• 



( 

181 

side-stepped the woman 1 s advances. He told her that i t was not he, but l 

who desired her services. He said that l was in evident need of exorcising 

my passions and that she could help to ease my frustrations. The woman 

laughed a deep-throated laugh, looking over at me from behind the silken 

gauze veil, which she had not yet removed. It was no mystery to me that 

Salai was up to mischief. But, while l murmured refusô.ls, l was powerless 

to quell my desire. Salai egged me on, saying that he preferred to stay 

and play dice wi th sorne of his friends who had just arri ved. He said that 

l should go and make merry. The woman saw something attractive in my 

shyness, so she too saon played the game, speaking to me caressingly and 

touching me rather boldly in erotic places. l tried to remain cool. l 

thought of Lisa and l told myself that l must not betray her again. Yet, 

my conscience was more elastic than l thought possible. l persuaded myself 

that no great harm could come of such an impulsive fling. 

Finally, then, l consented. The air was vibrating with music as the 

next dancers came onto the stage. 'The beautiful har10t kissed Salai 

good-bye and then took me by the band, leading me out of the main tent. 

She took me to one of the colorfully painted caravans parked just behind 

the tent. Pulling back a curtain of beads, she led me inside. 

When l awoke shortly after dawn the next moming, the dancer had 

vanished. My purse was empty and the only trace of the dancer was a single 

tom veil, which l held clutched in my hand. l do not want to recall what 

happened before l fell asleep the previous night and, Eor this reason, l 

shall not utter half-truths about this episode in my adventures. Suffice 

it to say :,hat, when l awoke, l was lying on the ground and the carava'1 had 

disappearr~d. A fine rain was falling. l picked myself up and bn'shed 

myself off. Gone was the festive crowd of the previous night. Now there 

were only soggy paper lanterns strewn in the gutters of the piazza. l felt 

for a fleeting moment as if the events of the previous evening had been a 

mirage, that my dancer had been an illusion, but l lmew that this made no 

sense. Of course, i t had all been real! As l walked homeward in the grey, 

early morning light, l cursed Salai for foiling me again. 
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CHAPl'ER 32 

After the Carnival days of early spring, dark clouds settled over 

Florence for the duration of March. Gusting winds blew grey rain through 

the streets. Cats and dogs cowered in doorways, listening to the thunder. 

Pigeons huddled under eaves. Dur ing thi s t ime , l though t often of Li sa and 

the child, Angelica. l desperately wanted to go to see them, but 1 could 

not screw up rny courage to the point where 1 was bold enough to act. 1 was 

inunobilized by my cowardly fears of Giocundo and by the circumstances of my 

harassed existence. l recall that 1 shuffled idly about the studio for 

several days after rny latest misadventure. Together wi th rny fear of 

Giocundo, my failure to execute revenge on :alai frustrated me. 

Furtherrnore, rny O'wn guilt at having betrayed Lisa with the harlot maddened 

me to the breaking point. 

In hindsight, when 1 think of how l wasted rny tirne giving vent to my 

frustrations over Salai, 1 am filled with anger. 1 was a fool to have b€en 

so obsessed. It is dreadful to think that, because of my consenting to go 

wi th Salai to the cami val, l lost rny loving Lisa. 

Words do not corne easily ta my pen as 1 try to explain that night when 

l first heard the news of Lisa 1 s d2ath. 1 remernber that her loyal maid

servant, Maria, carne to the studio to fetch me. She was sobbing heavily, 

and l quieted her before letting her speak. 

"Messer Francesco, Il she said, "I have terrible news!" 

"What is it?" l asked. 

"1 have done sornething awful, Il she said. 

"Tell me, Il 1 said. 

"Salai told rny boyfriend, Rudolfo, the news about your fling at the 

cami val, Il said Maria. h1hinking that i t rnight j 01 t my mistress out of her 
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pining misery, l told her the story. But, instead of making her see what a 

foo1 she was for loving you, this disclosure had the most harmful effect ••. 

Messer Francesco, it is horrible to have to tell you this ••• but my 

mi stress , Lisa, has killed herself!" 

At first, l was too shocked to say anything. l could not - would not 

- accept that what Maria said was true. My mind went blank. l felt as if 

my knees were about to buckle beneath me. l seemed to have completely lost 

my voice. But then, as Maria turned ta leave, l managed to speak: 

"And what of the child, Angelica?" l asked. 

"I am caring for her," said Maria. 

"1 must see Lisa one last time, Il l said. 

"We dare not risk it," said Maria. 

"No, you don 1 t understand! l must see her!" l said. 

Maria looked at me tearfully for a moment. "1 suppose you have the 

right to pay your last respects," she finally said. 

As Maria and l hurried through Florence that night, the wind pelted 

rain in our faces. Torches mounted on brackets at street corners sputtered 

and fizzled as the rain blew under awnings. Only murky silhouettes were 

visible in the dull moonlight which flooded the piazzas and squares of the 

city. 

When we reached Giocundo's household, we were eoaking wet. 

"We must be quiet," said Maria, leading me up the front path. "Messer 

Giocundo is not at home, but his valet haR orders to be on watch. He is 

lazy, however, and is sleeping in his room. Try not ta rnake a sound." 

With Maria's aid, l successfully rnounted the marble staircase without 

disturbing the wasp-like valet, whose door was open, and whose buzzing 

snores filled the corridor. When we reached Lisa's room, l asked Maria to 

leave me alone for a few short minutes. She consented, telling me to be as 

brief as possible. Leaving Maria to guard the door, l entered Lisa's roorn. 

It was dimly lit, with only one flickering lamp. l crossed the expanse of 

fine goat-skin carpets, noting how Lisa's cross, with its rubies set in 

gold, glittered in the light. Then, l saw Lisa lying on her great satin 

bed. 
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She was wearing the same dark silk dress which she had always worn 

when sitting for Leonardo. The skin of her face w:3.S much paler than i t had 

been when she lived and, involuntarily, l thought of how this must be so 

because she had lost so much blood. l was standing only two or three yards 

from the bedstead, and 1 approached until l was standing over her. Lisa 

seemed serene in death. l touehed her hand, which held a gilded rosary, 

but immediately 1 let i t drop sinee i t was horribly cold. Outside, the 

wind howled and groaned, shaking the shutters. l was filled with despair. 

At that moment, 1 heard a faint, familiar sound. l looked up and l saw the 

s.i.lver cage of the golden finch which l had given to Lisa as a present over 

a year ago. 

"Yes," l said, IIthe finch must go free now. Lisa would have wanted it 

that way." 

Bearing the golden finch 1 s cage to the window, l held back tears which 

threatened to come to my eyes. 1 openp.d the shutters and then opened the 

cage to let the tiny finch escape. Immediately, the golden bird flew out 

into the night. l closed the shutters and returned to Lisa's bedstead. 

"Good-bye, my love," 1 said, bowing rny head. "Now that death has 

come," l thought, IIwhat is there for me to do? Can l offer up a prayer for 

Lisa 1 s soul? Would that bring any consolation?" 

Thinking these thoughts, l bent over Lisa and kissed her cold lips. 

"Good-bye, sweet love, Il l said once more. 

After this last kiss, l left Lisa 1 s room. Haria was wai tjng for me 

just outside the door. We crept silently down the stairs and into the 

front hallway, whose broacaded tapes tries and carved marhle statues 

provoked a sick feeling in the pi t of my stomach when 1 saw, standing in 

prond ownership of these things, none other than Giocundo. The mer chant 1 s 

eyes were as cold as ice. 

"l'lell, well, Francesco, Il he eaid, III thought you might turn up 

tonight. Is it not terrible, this thing which has happened?1I 

"It is your fault," l sajd. IIIt was your cruelty which drove Lisa to 

take such drastic measures! Il 
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"Do not try to lay the blame at my fee'.;,," said Giocundo. "You are 

equally to blame for this unfortunate event.' 

"You cared nothing for your wife!" T said. 

mere ornament in your household. Even now that she 

give a damn!" 

"You treated her like a 

is dead, you do not 

"Nonsense, l am most unhappy," said Giocundo. "1 have a respectable 

name to protect, l do not need this sort of bad pub li ci ty. " 

l recoiled from Giocundo' s cruel indifference. "You are an ogre, " l 

said. "Can nothing touch your heart?" 

"Oh, one thing always finds a welcome place in rny heart," said 

Giocundo. "1 am most content when l get the bettèr of a bargain." 

"Weil, you have won nothing tonight, " l said. 

"But l have, indeed," said Giocundo. "1 am rid of rny troublesome 

wife. l have had the delight of seeing you bankrupt. And now l intend to 

take the girl-child, Angelica, and have her locked away for good. When l 

rernarry, she will not be an inconvenience ta me." 

"Am l never to see the child?" l aSked, startled by this latest 

threat. 

"No! From now on you will stay cornpletely out of the way, " said 

Giocundo. 

"And if l disagree?" l asked. 

"You will die!" replied Giocundo. 

"But if l agree, what assurance do l have that you will look after the' 

child properly?" l asked. 

"You have none," said Giocundo. "You have no choice. You cheated me 

in the past, and l do not see any reason to respect your wishes." 

"But l am the child' s father 1" l said. 

"That does not matter ," said Giocundo. "I Jtlust take stock of my 

assets. How else is a businessman to make a prOfit?" 

"The child must not be abused," l said. 

"Do not lament, rny young pup!" said Giocundo. "1 have the resources 

to look after the child in a much more gracious fashion than you could ever 

afford." 

Giocundo knew that l could not refute this last assertion. Wi th 

nothing left to say, l took my leave. My spi ri t was heavy as iron as l 
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made my way hOIœward through the lashing rain. A great weariness filled my 

soul. "Is i t tao late to pray for salvation?" l asked myself. But no 

answer carne. The roofs and trees dripped with rain. Liquid mud flowed in 

the gutters. With hanging head, l walked onward through the sJ ippery 

streets and alleyways. 

CHAPl'ER 33 

For the first few days ntter Lisa' s death, l was in danger of losing 

my reason. My wits were frayed. l thought obsessively about how l had 

fulfilled my desire to J:ecome Mona Lisa' s lover, and about how my lust had 

led me to become a victim of Giocundo' s blackmail. l thought about how, 

from the very start 1 i t was impossible for me to curb my yearning for Lisa, 

even though l had an inkling that this love could bring only disaster. 

Lastly, l thought that nothing worse could happen to me now. 

In this last belief, however, l was wrong. Wi thin the space of two 

days after visi ting Lisa' s chamber for the final time, Flûrence suffered a 

tragedy so dramatic and terrifying that l had li ttle opportunity ta think 

about my personal grief. l soon bore witness ta heart-chilling scenes 

which forced me to forget, temporarily at least, my heart-ache over losing 

Lisa. Though it pains me to do so, l must now write of the Great Flood 

vhich struck Florence on that fateful twelfth of April, in the year in 

which l began this chronicle. 

As l remember i t, during the days preceding the flood, a huge mass of 

warn and humid air hovered over the city and the sky crackled wi th thunder 

and lightening. There were rains so heavy and persistent that people said 

there had J:een nothing like i t in li viiig memory. Raars and rumbl ings were 

heard coming from the bowels of the earth. While her citizens cowered 

behind locked doars and shutters, the Arno was swelling and Fate was 

preparing the tragedy whi~h fell uJ:X)n Florence and all the cities along the 

ri ver down to the Sea. 
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In Florence, of course, flooding was a constant menace. But, while 

the condition of the river was always a concem, during the twelve years 

which l li ved in the city, l saw only a few minor floods. Indeed, if l had 

not seen wi th my own eyes the disaster wrecked by the Great Flood on that 

fateful Friday in April, l would not have believed the destructive power of 

the ri ver which, in previous years, had seerned rnerely sullen and 

indifferent. 

l recall that l had retired to bed early the previous evening, 

disconsolate and weary after spending several sleepless nights reflecting 

on Lisa 1 s death. Even at that early hour on Thursday evening, the city 1 s 

gutters and drains were unable to cope wi th the downpour. As l turned the 

latch on the front door of the studio, l peeped out and noted the rnuddy 

waters rising in the streets. For a moment, l stopped and considered 

whether it was likely that the waters would invade our household cellar, as 

they had done once or twice in the past when there was a heavy rainfall. l 

wondered whether l should roll up a piece of carpet ta seai the crack under 

the door, but l,vas too tired to be bothered wi th such precautions. l 

climbed the stairs to my bed chamter, telling myself not ta worry, that the 

rain wouid no doubt stop wi thin an hour or two. But, as l lay tossing and 

turning on rny bed that night, l listened to the rain continue. l drifted 

in and out of a troubled sleep, picturing in my mind the rising waters. 

1 arase shortly after dawn on that stonn-darkened moming of the day 

on which the Great Flood struck Florence. l prepared and served a 

breakfast of porridge and goat 1 s milk ta Leonardo, Salai and myself as we 

sat at the table in our ki tchen. Little was said during breakfast and, 

afterwards, Leonardo shuffled off into the front studio to begin work. His 

heaith was now slightly better, but he was often in a cantankerous rnood. 

Sornehow he had heard the rumor that Salai was now almost always in 

attendance at the studio of that rising young star, Raphael. Though 

Leonardo wouid never have adrnitted it, l lmew that he 'HaS jealous. When he 

saw that he was Iosing control over Salai, he looked obstinately for 

occasions to demand that bath Salai and 1 perforrn needless duties, just to 

prove our loyalty. 
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On that particular rnorning, Leonardo wanted fish for Good Friday 

dinner. l was told to take his J:oots to the cobb1er ta have the heels 

fixed, and then to go shopping. Salai was sent along to help carry 

groceries. We tried to protest having to do these errands, explaining to 

our rnaster that the inclernent weather would nct permit such an excursion, 

but he only scowled and told us ta get moving. 

And so it was that Salai and l donned our street cloaks that day, 

rel~ctantly setting off through a curtain of rain and braving the ternpest 

to appease Leonardo's wishes. In the city streets, there were few people. 

As we crossed the Great ~1arket Square, the only signs of life were a few 

shadowy figures scurrying towards shelter, and several tom flags flapping 

wildly in the driving wind. Salai and l hurried to accomplish our errands 

as quickly as possible. We had come out anned wi th one of Leonardo 1 s 

inventions - an absurd wire and cloth contrivance intended to kE::cp off 

raine With the gusting winds, the mechanism refused to work properly and 

the cloth leaked terribly. In no time at aIl, we were soaked to the skin. 

Onward we scurried into the dark morning, which was pierced, here and 

there, by dim, mysterious lights. 

Despite the oèds against success, Salai and l managed to seeure our 

provisions. 1 had thought that everywhere would be closed because of the 

storm; however, several shops in the center of town were open. Evidently, 

a few hardy souls were determined ta continue business as usual, heedless 

of the hazards involved. l did not linger on these details at the time. 

Once we had seen to Leonardo's boots and bought our portion of herring for 

supper, Salai and l headed home. l had by now resol ved myself to 

accomplishing our errand in the least troublesome manner without 

complaining, but Salai whined aIl the way. l told him not to grumble, but 

rather to he thankful that our task had gone so smoothly. He stayed quiet 

for a black or two until we came to the Ponte Trinita, when he cried out in 

surprise. Salai and l needed to cross the bridge to reaeh the quarter in 

which Leonardo' s studio lay, but i t was clear that i t was now a very 

dangerous prospect to try to get to the other side. In horror, l realized 

that, although we had succeeded with little difficulty on the first part of 

our mission, if we did not act quickly, ~e would be eut off from returning 

to the studio. 
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Salai 's face grew pale. He stopped and stood, gape-jawed and 

shivering, pointing to the muddy waters below the bridge, which were 

travelling as fast as a run-away horse. l took his arrn to prompt him to 

follow me across the bridge, but he pulled it away. We stood for several 

minutes arguing on the Ponte -::'rinita, the tops of whose arches were by this 

time only about a rneter clear of the water. As we argued, up-rooted tree 

trunks went charging along and vendors' carts and pieces of furniture went 

crashing by. Casks of wine and huge rolls of cloth which had been swept 

out of warehouses bobbed in the current like giant corks. 

"Do not gi ve way to despair," l said to Salai, tugging at his arrn, 

trying to get him to snap out of his fear and cross the bridge before it 

was too late and we were eut off in bath directions. 

"We must go back," said Salai. "You can see that the bridge is not 

safe to cross!" 

"Come on!" l said. "I know that you would turn and run away, but we 

must get to the studio to rnake sure that our master is safe from the 

flood." 

"You are mad!" Salai replied. "Look at the river! It is now 

irr(x>ssible to return to the studio. We shall have to secure shelter 

sornewhere in town." 

"But Leonardo is in dang\o!r," l said breathlessly. "We must do our 

best to save him." 

"No!" cried Salai. "We must go back! The river is too perilous!" 

"We must not be prevented by the water from trying as best we can," l 

replied. 

By this time, the Ponte Trinita was shaking terribly under our feet. 

The bridge was acting like a dam, holding back the waters of the Arno. A 

terrifying quantity of water was backed up, but still the bridge held. l 

could hear the grim rurnbling of the water beneath us and the awful thuds 

and bangs as the bridge was beaten by the wood and debris carried by the 

river. Before long, the flood poured over the embankments and into the 

streets below the bridge. The ernbankments were quickly giving way. The 

arches of the bridge were now almost completely under water and the whole 

structure was shaking so violently that l thought that it was going to 

collapse at any mcment. 
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"Run for i t!" l shouted to Salai, seeing that the bridge could not 

hold the water back any longer. 

l shouted my warning just in time for, at last, the tremendous 

pressure exerted by the Arno proved too much and the mass of water held 

back by the bridge was discharged. As we ran, the bridge collapsed under 

our very feet. Just as Salai and l reached the opposite embankrnent, the 

parapets of the Ponte Trinita disappeared beneath a raging torrent. 

Instantly, the streets were awash with muddy water which rose ~o a 

level of more than three meters in a matter of seconds. Everything was 

going under. The violent torrent poured over the rarnparts of the bridge 

and burst into houses, shops and churches. Terrified Florentines cli~ 

onto their roof tops for safety. Even two story dwellings quickly becarne 

completely submerged. 

Amidst the panic, Salai and l made a bid for safety by hoisting 

ourselves onto a large wooden table which TNaS being swept along in the 

flood. Using the table as a raft, we clung like a couple of pack-rats as 

we followed the flow of mud and water. 

"We are bath going to die!" cried Salai. "This floating piece (if 

debris cannot support the two of us for long!" 

The torrent poured through the narrow streets and alleyways. A 

swirling mass of muddy ~~ter battered at the door of the Cathedral Santa 

Maria. Onward we were swept by the current which bore dead oxen and other 

beasts. By this time, l was shivering with cold and Salai seemed to he in 

a state of shock. The roaring of the water was tremendous. When we 

reached the Piazza della Signoria, it was like a storm-tossed lake. Unable 

to quell his fears, Salai almost fainted. He clung to the lurching raft 

with one hand, and with the other, tightly clasped my arm. In the blinding 

rain, we could see nothing. The table collided with trees and other 

debris. Suddenly, it heaved heavily to one side, almost capsizing. At 

that instant, Salai lost his grip on my ann and was thrown into the 

swirling water. l heard his startled cries, but l was powerless to help. 
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up choking wi th mud and the water he had 

swim to the raft, but he could not reach i t • At 

last, his cries stopped. Overwhelmed by the fierce current. he disappeared 

benea th the flood. 

In terror, l clung to the wooden table as i t followed the flow of the 

enraged ri ver. Completely at the ri ver' s mercy, l had no time to think 

about losing Salai. For three desperate hours after the Arno burst i ts 

banks, l struggled on rny perilous journey, intent on my desperate task of 

getting back to the studio to help Leonardo. l knew that my master was in 

great jeopardy since our studio was in the low lying part of the city. 

This, l realized, was my greatest chance to earn Leonardo's respect and 

admiration! Still, l could see nothing in the darkness. 1 could only hear 

the rurnbling river beneath the raft, and the desperate howling of watchdogs 

chained to their posts in warehouses, until at last the rising waves closed 

OVQr them. 

After a while, 1 no longer had the strength to struggle against the 

turgid waters. l simply clung to the raft, which sped along the racing 

current. l told myself that, by now, Leonardo was, in aU probabil i ty , 

drowned. Ta continue my desperate rescue attempt seemed futile. Thrown 

about by the river, in mortal fear of my life-raft being shattered against 

the waU of a building at any jnstant, l shed aU thoughts of worldly 

responsibili ty and simply hoped and prayed that my life would be saved. 
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CHAPI'ER 34 

Although, after Lisa's death, l was certain that l could endure no 

!iKlre sorrow, the Great Flood drastically changed my outlook on life. My 

experience of the flood was more terrifying than anything l could have 

imagined happening ta me, yet it instilled a strange sense of hope in my 

heart. It was as if the heavens had split, raining disaster on Florence, 

and l had ] i ved through the Day of Judgement. l was detennined to prove 

myself worthy of salvation. 

Wi th the corning of evening, the rain stopped. As the clouds parted 

and the moon rose in the sky, the flood waters gradually began ta decline. 

l later learned that, after the first wave of the flood raced through the 

city, the torrent of water burst through the wall near the south gate. 

With the breakjng of the wall, the waters rejoined the main flow of the 

Arno, which was washing all in its path d01ffi to the Sea. Yet, still it 

took many hours for the water level to decrease in the city. 

l reached our studio shortly before evening that fateful ,1.c3.y. 

Although l feared that l would find Leonardo drowned by the waters, l found 

hirn si tting on top of the roof, a soggy, brown woolen blanket wrapped about 

his hunched shoulders. Forced by the rising waters to retreat to higher 

ground, my ITt3.ster had evidently overcome his fear of climbing the stairs. 

He was watching the diminishing waves swirling round the house wi th a look 

of bemused, cynical contemplation. l lmew that, several times in the past, 

Leonardo had presented the Duke and the priors with plans for dikes and 

dams and reservoirs ta be built along the Arno, to ensure the safety of the 

city in case of flood. But, as always, the city council ignored his 

expensive schemes. The Duke, it was said, needed every penny of tax 

revenue to pay the salaries of his officers and officiaIs. In the 

after-math of the catastrophe, Leonardo was surveying the devastation with 
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what seemed to be srnug self-satisfaction. Once again his patrons had paid 

him no heed, yet this time his grandiose proposaIs were justified. 

l shouted greetings frOID my raft as 1 floated toward the studio 

roof-top, where Leonardo sat crouched. He looked at me with a grateful 

expression on his face. 

"Please come and help me down from here, Francesco!" he called. 

"Master, you found the courage to climb to the roof!" l shouteà. 

"1 had no other choice, " he replied. "1 did what was necessary. 

Death's messenger clearly decided to enter by the back door rather than 

wai ting on the staircase landing 1 so l climbed up to the roof top . " 

"Wonderful!" 1 shouted. 

When l reached the studio, the flood waters had subsided to the point 

where they were level with the second story windows. 1 jumped off rny raft 

and grappled my way up onto the roof. 1 watched the large wooden table as 

it was carried away on the waters. Then 1 went over and took Leonardo's 

arm and helped him as '\ole both climbed down into the studio through a 

skylight in the corridor. Together we walked slowly through our household, 

surveying the damage. 

At their height, the flood waters had reached the second floor 

bedrooms, but 1 i ttle was ruined. The floorboards were soaking wet and 

dangerously warped but, when 1 looked into my chamber, aIl rny things were 

intact. My bed mattress was wet, and the bronze statue of the pipe-playing 

satyr was tipped over in a puddle, but the large wood en trunk containing 

the notes for my history had not been penetrated. Downstairs in the front 

octagonal studio, the back studio and the kitchen, however, the damage was 

extensive and, in sorne cases, irreparable. AlI of Leonardo's half-finished 

paintings, his models, his drawings and rnany not.es were destroyed. 1 saw 

his chart of the universe floating on the surface of the sinking waters. 

The ink was smeared and his drawings of the spheres looked horribly out of 

joint. Instantly, 1 thought of Lisa's portrait. l could not see it 

floating on the water with the many other canvases which 1 recogrized. l 

turned to Leonardo in dismay. 

"Master, the portrait you were painting ••• of the Lady Giocundo •.• 

where is it?" l asked. 
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Leonardo smiled at me. Taking my arro, he led me back up the stairs 

and into his roorn. He went over to a painting, which sat propped up on a 

chair, covered with a piece of black clotho He took off the cloth, and l 

breathed a sigh of relief. LisaIs portrait was untouched. 

III had the time to save only this," Leonardo said. III swore that l 

would perfect this one painting before l die, and l mean to honor my words. 

When the flood waters have sunk, l shall arrange for the lady Lisa to sit 

for me once again. This painting shnll be my masterpiece! With this work, 

l sha1l secure my reputation!" 

llMaster, i t sna11 never he finished," l said. "Lisa is... dead." 

liNo! This cannot be so!" said Leonardo. 

"It is so ... " l said. 

"In the flood?" asked Leonardo. "Did she die in the flood, 

Francesco? " 

IIYes, master," l said. 

Leonardo sat down heavily on his bed. My words had complete1y 

deflated his newly rekindled determination. "1 could never have made it 

perfect anyway," he rnuttered. "8he was a mysterious woman. Something 

about her constantly eluded me." 

With these words, Leonardo dismissed me, saying that he was tired and 

must sleep. l, too, was exhausted and l retired to my own chamber, lea'ling 

rny master sitting on the side of his bed, holding his head in his hands ~nd 

staring sadly at the floor. 

That night, l slept fitfully. At about six the next morning, l awoke 

feeling rather shattered by my taxing ordeal of the previous day. l opened 

wide the shutters on my chamber window. With the cDming of daylight, 

Florence could be seen rising from a sea of rnud. In our neighbourhood , 

hundreds of houses and shops were buried in the stuff. l dressed hurriedly 

and crept silently downstairs. While Leonardo snored in his bed, l donned 

rny street cloak and 1eft the studio. My first thought upon rising that 

mornin~' was that l must make certain that rny child, Angelica, was safe in 

the wake of the flood. To this end, l iIm1ediately set out for Giocundo 1 s 

mansion. 
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T'ne route l followed on my j ourney was imposed upon me by the 

condi tion of the streets, sorne of which were irnpassable. AlI around me, 

those Florentines spared by the flood were surveying the damage surrounding 

them. Their glazed eyes stared out of hollow sockets in their n.ud-caked 

faces. Sorne rnurmured that the disaster was a manifestation of God' s will. 

Others wept for lost loved ones. But, for the most part, the survivors 

were silent. It was like walking through a dead city. l struggled 

knee-deep through the slime in the streets, slipping and falling more than 

once as l made my way toward Giocundo' s. 

As l drew nearer to the heart of the city, the scenes of devastation 

grew even more severe than they were in the lesser populated outskirts. 

Yet, it was here that l saw the first signs of the city's will to live. 

Amidst the scenes of ~uin and desolation, struggling human figures were 

beginning the job of reconstruction. 

By this tirne, the flood waters had leveled off in the Piazza della 

Signoria, and the Duke (who promptly declared a state of emergency once the 

waters abated) was commandjng clean-up operations from a rowboat. But the 

task before the citizens was great. As the flood waters subsided, it 

becarne apparent that tons of foul-smelling mud covered nearly every quarter 

of the city. 

As l walked through Florence that morning, l watched the people begin 

to clean-up the city. It seemed to me that they labored instinctively, 

like a colony of ants intent upon rebuilding their nest. Despite the 

magnitude of the task, they went to work with broorns and buckets - and 

those who had no brooms or buckets made primitive shovels out of smashed 

window-frarnes, wrecked doors and broken chairs. With these simple tools, 

Florentines attacked the mud that had engulfed the basernents and lower 

floors of their hornes and shops. 

Overnight, the city had changed. Factions and rivalries were 

forgotten as Florentines united in the common cause of restoration. In the 

city core, one could sense a feeling of general deterrnination in the air. 

And at the core of my own life, also, a new deterrnination was to be found, 
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for l saon learned that my fa te , tao, had been changed by the flood. 

Salai, i t seemed, had truly been drowned! On my way to Giocundo' s, 1 

stopped and watched two soldiers dig his body out of a narrow alleyway 

choked with mud. In hindsight, l think it most regrettable that he 

suffered such a gruesome death. At the time, however, once the catastrophe 

was over, l simply thanked Providence that it was he and not l who met with 

such an end. Involuntarily, l thought that Salai had, aftcr aIl, 

deservedly become a victirn of the flood. l told myself that l must now 

rebuild my life, restoring myself to virtue. 

Soon, l neared the rich merchants' quarter, which layon a hillock in 

the west quarter of the city. Walking up the road on the hill overlooking 

the poorest quarter of town, l could see that, while most of the strong, 

squarely-built warehouses had been hardly darnaged at aIl, the wool-workers' 

stilt-houses had toppled into the flood. Burdened with my own personal 

problerns, l did not think long about this evident jnjustice. Sloshing 

through the rnud with deliberate strides, l banished aIl peripheral thoughts 

from my mind. The child, Angelica, was my rnosi. imrnediate concerne 

On arriving at the rich merchants' quarter, l saw that the waters had 

merely lapped at the edges of Giocundo's m3Dsion. Having nothing left to 

lose, l boldly walked up the front path and knocked at the door, asking to 

speak to the master of the house. Giocundo's wasp-like valet answered the 

door. Telling me to wait outside, he went to calI his master. From where 

l stood, l could smell the faint arornas of cinnarnon and thyrne drifting from 

the kitchen do"~ the hall. l poked my nose into the hallway. It seemed 

that the mercbant' s household had been little disturbed by the flood. 

After a minute 0:::- two, Giocundo came to the door. Although clearly annoyed 

at seeiL~ ~e, his expression remained placid. 

"What is it?" said the merchant. "Hy luncheon is being prepared, so 

make i t quick." 

"1 have come to make certain that Angelica is safe," l said. 

"Oh?" said Giocundo. 

"May l see her?" l asked. 

"No, you may not," Giocundo replied. "There is no need for anxiety, 

the child is fine." 

"But l have the right to see her," l said. "Why do you object?" 
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III object because 1 have had enough of your disturbing rny household, Il 

said Giocundo. IIIf you are prepared to take the child, then take ber right 

now! Otherwise, be kind enough ta take your leave." 

"But, 1 am the child' s father!" 1 said. "1 promised Lisa that 

Angelica would be looked after." 

IIShe will be looked after," said the merchant. "1 propose to put the 

child in the convent of Santa Maria, where the nuns will see that she is 

weIl taken care of. But, l suppose, if you have an alternative, 1 would be 

pleased to avoid the expense of paying for her keep and education. Well, 

speak up! Are you prepared to accept responsibility for the child's weIl 

being? Can you provide for her better than I?" 

"No, of course not," l said. "But ... " 

"So be i t 1" sald Giocundo. "But rernember, if you consent to let me be 

the child' s guardian, then j'ou must not ever come to disturb her. It would 

not be good for the child' s well-being." 

"I agree," :::: said, "but ... " 

"Fine!" saj d Giocundo. "Really, you should thank me for my 

generosi ty." 

"Yes, of course," 1 said. 

"Oh, by the way, l have a small bit of news for you in case you get 

the urge to visi t Lisa' s grave," said the merchant. 

"What is i t?" l said. 

"S'he is buried in the section of UIÙ1allowed ground just outside the 

main cemetery," said Giocundo. "That is it! Now he gone!" 

"But ... " 

"Say nothing more!" said the merchant, for the first time with 

something like a note of compassion in his voL-~e. "For heaven' s sake, l 

like it no better than you! Now get off rny property, you troublemaker, or 

l shall have my servants throw you off!" 

"Of course, 1 am sorry," l said. "1 shall leave right away and not 

disturb you again. Thank you for looking after the child.," 

Glocundo said nothing, but rather closed the Joor in rny face. l 

turned and walked back down the footpath, my eyes lowered to the ground. 

Wading through the foul-smelling rnud, late that rnorning on my way back to 

the studio, 1 felt sure that, for perhaps the first time in my life, 1 had 
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done the right thing. Despi te Giocundo 1 s sometimes ferocious char acter , he 

had generous1y offered to provide the best for the child. l knew that l 

would miss Lisa terribly in the years to come, but l told myself that at 

least l had obeyed her wish not to betray her by forgetting Angelica. The 

child would be weIl looked after in the convent of Santa Maria, where vows 

were kept faithfully every day. l was confident that, within those walls, 

Angelica would be safe from the dangers of this sordid world. 

CHAPl'ER 35 

It is nearly two weeks now since the Great Flood struck Florence. 

Although, in several of the piazzas, there still lie vast pools of 

stagnant, greenish-grey water, the Arno i tself has subsided nearly to i ts 

usual level. As before the days of the flood, the river flows, .ndifferent 

and hurried, through the heart of Florence. In the city core, it is still 

cornmonplace to see ragged Florentines, covered in mud fram head to toe, 

digging out the cellars and lower floors of their homes and shops. One is 

no longer obliged, however, ta wade through mud in the streets. Order is 

slowly rising out of chaos, and the city seerns to be gradually regaining 

her former complexion. The Duke' s engineers have started rebuilding the 

embankments of the Ponte Trinita. Yet 1 despi te the hope for eventual 

restoration, tomorrow Leonardo and l must leave Florence. 

If we stay here, we will saon be destitute. Although l have spent 

many hours over the last two weeks clearing the mud out of our studio, it 

is useless to pretend that Leonardo and l can sustain ourselves in this 

city for long. We must pack what we have been able to salvage and travel 

elsewhere perhaps ta Rome or Milan, or even out of Italy - ta find a 

patron who, knowing of Leonardo'8 former reputation, will be willing to 

support us. Leonardo is fully aware of these facts. However, he is not 

facing thern bravely. Yet, we are not the only unfortunates who are forced 

to leave the city now that the devastation is over. Indeed, there are many 
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left homeless in the wake of the flood. Also, there is a great shortage of 

flour and bread in Florence due to the destruction of mills and 

bake-houses. Life here has bgcome very difficult. Lamentations, however, 

are useless. Courage is what is needed now. And so, l must pull myself 

together. l do not know what Fate holds in store for me, but. for the 

moment, the temptations which disturbed my life seem ta be over. l hold no 

delusions about my past, and l look to the future wi th hope and 

determination. 

My departure from Florence is made easier now that l have unburdened 

my soul with this confession. Tonight, as l sit alone in my small chamber, 

listening to the great bells of the Cathedral Santa Maria calling the 

faithful to vespers, l read over the pages of my history. As l read, l 

realize that many cherished beliefs have crumbled since l began this work 

nearly a year ago. But, despite the pain caused by shattered illusions, 

thanks ta my confession l have been saved from despair. This work has 

allowed me to fight the blindness which afflicted me after Lisa died. Now 

that my memories have been ordered, l shall be able to continue my life. 

If 1 can find no more words to express my deep sorrow over losing Lisa, 

instinctively l sense that the reason i5 because l have written my 

testimony as best as l am able. l receive comfort from this knowledge. 

Soon, l will put down my goose-quill per and collect together the 

parchment leaves of my history, which are scattered about my rcom. This 

artifice of words has allowed me a freedom such as 1 never knew as a 

paintAr on fIat, unyielding canvas. Yet, despite my conviction that 1 have 

honestly revealed the turbulent year sinee l first met Lisa in aIl its many 

facets, l am struck by the feeling that 1 have discovered nothing. l am no 

further towards knowing tpc:! how and the why of the motivations of my life 

than l 't.:l.S when l first begal this \vurk. At that time, l had hoped that, 

once memories were ordered, the rest would become simpler. Yet, now that 

my illusions have been shattered, l [ind that, in many ways, the future 

only becomes more difficul t. l understand that the past must be left 

behind, but, before l leave i t, l must be certain that l have justly earned 

pardon for my sins. l know that there is no hope for celestial aidi that l 

nrust find absolution on my own. prayers can no longer redeem me. But, 
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dare l aspire to independent human virtue? Dare l admit that l am living 

in a Gad-forsaken world? Without faith in Gad as my center, how can l 

continue? What will uphold me? 

Tormented by these questions, l close my eyes for a moment, 

remembering an incident which occurred just tw'O evenings pasto Although l 

try to suppress the rnemory, it gains dominance and controls my thouqhts. 

Though l would forget it, l recall my last meeting with the old rag-vendor 

worr~n, whose words stirred up these doubts, leaving an indelible impression 

of confusion in my mind. 

l recall that l left our studio shortly before twilight that evening, 

with money and orders fr0m Leonardo ta purchase a new mule which we needed 

to make our imminent departure from Florence. When l reached the Great 

Market Square, l saw that its cobblestones and pavement were still ripped 

up after the Great Flood. Fe,,, vendors were there since, in the countryside 

suc:"ounding the city, fanners' crops had been destroyed and rnuch li vestock 

had perished. It was late in the day, and l did not linger on these 

thoughts, but rather went directly to the mule-dealer's staIl. He was a 

disreputable looking character dressed in a dirty, baggy, brown tunic. His 

hat-brim was pulled down, throwing a dark shadow over his face. He had 

only three scruffy mules for me to choose from. After much bartering, l 

bought the smallest of the animaIs for a reasonable price and led it by its 

reins though the market place. FrŒ~ tlme to time, the mule stopped dead in 

its tracks to swish flies with its tail or to munch debris left in the 

gutter. It was during one of these stops, while l stood tugging at the 

stubborn beast's reins, that l spotted, not more than a few feet away, the 

old rag-vendor woman. She was sitting on her squat, wooden stool beside 

her cart, which was piled with many-colored scraps of clotho The old 

woman' s sunken, coal-black eyes recognized me at the same moment that l 

spotted her. Her gnarled hands were busily knitting a pair of long 

stockings from a baIl of black yarn. Her voice was cracked and wheezing: 

"WeIl, hello my young friend! " she called rnerrily, smiling 

toothless grin. 

her 

"Hello," l said as nonconmittally as possible, wishing with al! my 

might that l could avoid speaking with the old warnan again. 
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"What may l help you with today"?" she asked. liA nice pair of 

stockings, perhaps?" 

"Nothing," l said. "1 came to the market to buy a mule." 

"Oh? And a fine mule it is," she said, patting its flank. 

"What happened to your apothecary shop'?" l asked, tugging at the 

mule's reins. 

"My shop was engulfed by the flood, Il the old woman replied. "But no 

matter, my fortunes shall soon rise!" 

"I am sorry to hear that your shop was destroyed," l said, still 

fighting with the mule. "Many Florentines have suffered greatly, indeed." 

"Yes," sa id the old rag-vendor with a drooling snigger. "And there is 

so much talk in the streets now that the catastrophe is over. Sorne believe 

that the flood was caused by the Devil's rage! Others believe that it was 

caused by the wrath of Gad! And you, my young friend, what do you 

believe?" 

"I do not know," l said, dropping the mui.e 1 s reins, but still trying 

to maintain my lukewarm demeanor toward the old woman. 

"I am just an old, wine-soaked rag-vendor who never leamed to read or 

write," she said, "but in my humble opinion, you should have sorne sort of 

an answer to this commonplace question. De you not consider yourself an 

intelligent young man?" 

"Perhaps Gad sent us this adversity by reason of sin," l muttered, 

lowering my eyes and trying to avoid further conversation with this old 

woman. 

"Denlt play the boyish innocent with me!" she said, cackling horribly 

and shaking her tangled IIDP of silver hair. "I know of your sins! Tell 

me, my fine, bold youth, the poisonous potion which l sold to you, did it 

succeed?" 

"No, it dia not," l replied. "But no matter, the pest was drowned in 

the flood." 

"Oh?" said the old woman. "Howawful! Are you not sorry to have lost 

your golden-haired friend?" 

"No, l am glad to be rid of him," l said. "I despised him! He was a 

cunning rascal whose malice made my life a mi sery . l hope that he will 

bum in Hell!" 

"Ah ha! l see that, perhaps after all, you are no longer the shy, 
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awkward youth you were when first we met," said the old woman. "And 'Ilhat 

of your lover? Did the golden finch succeed in helping you to achieve your 

desires?" 

"My love is dead •.. , 1 l replied. 

"WeIl, do not look at me with 

snickering old woman. "Tell me, what 

experience?" 

your sad, grey eyes, " 

have you learned 

said the 

from your 

"Learned?" l said. "1 have learned only that, although l swore to say 

nothing, l could not help revealing aIl." 

"Very good!" she said. "You found i t necessary to purge your soul. 

Yes! But what el se did you learn? What prompted you to act? What drove 

you to confess?" 

"1 pursued everything in the name of love," l said. "Mine was a quest 

for virtue." 

"Was it, indeed?!" she said. "But, surely, there is no such thing as 

simple good and evil? Surely you have learned this much?" 

"1 do not know 'vhat you are talking about," l said. 

"To distinguish between good and evil is no easy matter," said the 

si lver-haired old wornan. "Mischief has its place, as does responsibility. 

You must sometimes follow your desires! Only desire can guide reason 

toward wi sdom! " 

"1 do not understand," l said, not knowing what strange alchemy the 

old woman was j abbering about. 

"Goodness and evil are two sides of the same coin," she said. "As 

life is the grist ground by the two great mill-stones of Heaven and Hell, 

the thoughts and feelings which pull you this way and that stem from the 

contrary forces which operate within your heart." 

"1 do not understand, " l said again. "Surely it is best simply to try 

as earnestly as possible to live a life of Christian virtue through reason 

and temperance, by fasting and prayer?" 

"You must be skeptical of such simple truths," sa id the old woman. 

"No evil is so evil as that which is barn of the corrupted seed of good. 

No man is truly good except he who is aware of his evil alternatives. 

Pleasure and pain, health and sickness, virtue and vice, aIl are necessary 

and are inseparable by the law of Creation." 

"1 want to near no rrore of this!" l said. "Your talk confuses me!" 
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IIThese ambigui ties must teach you scmething! " said the old wanan. 

IlGet past the simple question of fleshly lust. Your tonnent runs deeper 

than that. It is more complicated than a mere struggle against the pagan 

seductions of wine, women and song. What is it that entices you to sin? 

What causes the conflict in your soul?" 

"1 do not know," l said. III know only that l want to live a virtuous 

life! " 

IIHa! You are a weak one, Il said the old wornan. IINot good will alone, 

but the knowledgeable choice of good over evil leads to true virtue. 1I 

"1 do not know what you mean," l said. III Imow only that l hope to 

lead a life of reason. 1I 

"You cannot kill your desires in the name of reason! Il said the old 

woman. "Listen ta your dreams, they provide a key to the spiri tuaI freedom 

toward which your desires prcmpt you. Il 

IlBut that is immoral!" l said. IIWhe"e is God in this scheme? l am 

not so selfish as to put rnyself at the center of creation!" 

"If you refuse to see the truth which lies right under yaur nose, that 

is your own concern, Il said the old rag-vendor wi th a shrug of her 

shoulders. lIyou do not know what you want. Part of you loves luxury and 

lewdness, the other part aspires to a life of reason. You must find the 

middle balance soon, or destruction will fall upon you. Il 

"But what am l to dO?1I l asked. 

"That is up to you, Il she said. "You are free to choose your own path. 

Your fate is not predetermined. Each decision which yau make along the way 

determines your destiny. Il 

"But l am afraid, Il l said. "Without rny faith in God as the 

controlling center of the universe, how can l go on?" 

IIThe stars are contained within your soul, Il said the old woman. "Man 

is at the center of the universe. AlI things are related ta man as an 

apple seed is surrounded and preserved by the core and the flesh of the 

frui t. AlI things are in you!" 

Il l confess that l never thought of i t that way," l said. 

"There is nothing in heaven or in hell that is not also in man, Il 

repeated the old woman, nodding her mop of sil ver hair. "Study the moon, 

the sun and the stars. In the patterns of these constellations, your 

future is written! Il 
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After speaking these la st words, the old rag-vendor' s voice grew 

quiet. Wiping sorne spittle from her chin, she resumed knitting the pair of 

long stockings from the baIl of black yarn. 1 stood gape-jawed in front of 

her, too dumbfounded ta IOOve for a moment or two. Then, gathering my wits, 

1 bid the old woman farewell. Thankful to get away from her, l walked as 

quickly as possible, leading LP.onardo's new mule through the market place 

and back to our studio. 

Sitting here at rny desk tonight, remeffibering my conversation with the 

old rag-vendor wornan, l reflect that, perhaps, what she meant by her words 

was that light and dark paints must be blended with care. Composing these 

last few pages of my confession, l realize that that is exactly what l have 

tried to do in this work. Yet, my eyes are we"k from strain. Thinking 

these ~houghts, l rest for a moment, putting down my goose-quill pen, 

leaning my elbows on my desk, closing my eyes. OUtside, the great bells of 

the Cathedral Santa Maria have stopped ringing. As l listen to the 

resounding silence, l realize that l have corne a long way since the days of 

rny innocent boyhood, when l lived with my family on the mountain San 

Gervaso. Wi th maturi ty there has developed in my heart and mind a more 

complex sense of faith than that which l knew then. The old rag-vendor was 

right. No longer can l rely on prayers ta safeguard my soul, but rather 1 

nrust rely on my own moral code. The knowledge of this fact brings with it 

strange new thoughts and emotions ta which l shall have to grow accustomed. 

l find this thought of man at the center of things rnost disturbing. Does 

this not detract from the power and glory of Gad as the creator of man? 1 

shudder to think that l will be doomed to wrestle wi th this question until 

the day 1 die. Yet, perhaps 1 shall discover sorne sort of answer as l grow 

aIder. As the old woman said, to discover the future, l must study the 

stars. 

And SO, Leonardo and l leave Florence tomorrow at daybreak. Those 

belongings which we were able ta saI vage from the flood have been packed 

onto a nrule-cart which awai ts outside. Through the open shutters of my 

room, l can see the cart below in the street. 1 also see the red--golden 

glow of the sun setting against the pale blue sky and a silver half-moon 

rising in the east. 1 breathe deeply of the cool night air. Already l can 
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picture my master and l leaving the towers and domes of Florence behind us 

as we walk out of the shadow of the city walls, into the open countryside. 

With pleasure, l imagJne us passing through vineyards and ol~ve graves, 

meadows and fields. l picture the cluster& of pjnk villas on hillsides, 

which signal the small towns where we shall stop to rest on our journey. 

Suddenly, however, my peaceful thoughts are shattered by the sounds of 

two crows cawing outside rny window. l close the shutters to muffle the 

noise. With swelling heart, l turn and walk over to rny bedside table, 

where l fill the chipped, white, porcelnin wash-basin which rests there. 

Bathing my face, l reflect that, although l know my responsibility lies 

with Leonardo, l am very sad that Lisa is lost to me. "She was my 

inspiration," l think, "I shaH miss her gent le srnile." 

Staring at the flickering flarne of the single candIe which stands, 

dripping wax onto my desk, l am above aH sorry that, having come this 

close to forgiveness, l am unable to hold up to this light the el us ive 

moral principle for which l have searched throughout my confession. Yet, l 

no longer want to rernember. Words fail me. As l prepare to blow out the 

candle-flame, l realize that nothing can be offereà in the way of a 

definitive moral. AlI that l may hope for is that impulsive lovers who one 

day read these words will understand rny life, and learn forbearance fram my 

story. 


