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ABSTRACT

This thesis consists of two parts. The first part is a critical
introduction which examines the most important aspects o1 the craft of

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

introduction indicates the relationship between the use of history and that
of creative imagination in my novel, and demonstrates that tlie creation of
the novel depended on the very deliberate use of various cuaventions and
techniques. It also stresses that no single, special formula vas used to
create my novel, but rather that the various inter-related tachniques of
the craft of fiction were used according to the evolving demands of the

creative process.

The second part of this thesis, Mona Lisa'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 illuscrates the classic themes of love, loneliness,
revenge, betrayal and self-discovery. While paying the debt of serious
scholarship to the facts of the age being recreated, the background of the
novel 1is of secondary importance to the creative representation of a group

of archetypal characters centered around the figure of Francesco.



RESUME

Cette thése comprend deux parties. La premiere est une critique dans

laquelle j'introduis mon roman, Mona Lisa's ILover. bans cette critique,

j'analyse les aspects importants de la création de mon roman. Je discute
de l'utilisation de 1'histoire et de 1'imagination dans le roman historique
et tente de démontrer que la construction d'un tel écrit dépend seulement
du choix de 1l'auteur quant aux techniques et aux conventions a utiliser.
Je souligne ici, que pour ce roman, je ne me suis pas tenu a une
formulation particuliére mais plutdét a des techniques variées qui

répondaient le mieux aux exigences du moment et du processus créatif.

La seconde partie est le roman historique, Mona Lisa's ILover. Cette

histoire prend forme a Florence durant la Rennaissance et est racontée par
Francesco, un jeune apprenti de Léonard De Vinci. Tour a tour seront
abordés des thémes 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 ol se situent 1'action,
ceux-ci demeurent secondaires aux personnages qui y prennent place et a

leur représentation.




CRITICAL INTRODUCTION TO MONA LISA'S LOVER

In this c¢ritical introduction, I intend to deal with aspects of the

craft of writing appropriate to the creation of Mona Lisa's Lover,

discussing in general terms the conventions and techniques which can place
this work in an intelligible context. I will begin with a discussinn of
the hristorical novel. Here, I will 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, T will then proceed to examine

techniques of the craft of fiction as they are used in Mona Lisa's lover.

I intend to examine the following aspects: 1) Structure - including plot,
unity and coherence, and management of the time factor. 2) Marrative
method - focusing on the significance of the first-person narrator and use
of the confessional mode. 3) Characterization - focusing on the use of
archetypal characters made '"real" through particularities. 4) Dialogue -
focusing on its relationship to characterization and its role in helping to
make a novel dramatic. 5) Setting - focusing on the way in which
background and atmosphere must be made "expressionistic", and not be a mere
accretion of "realistic" detail. 6) Style - defining what is meant by this
ambiguous, perhaps all-embracing term, and defining what is unique and

significant about the stvle in Mona Lisa's Lover. 7) Theme - in this last

category, I will discuss the ideas in and behind the novel, considering

briefly the relationship between art and morality in my work.

THE HISTORICAT. 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




author's birth so that he must inform himself about its period by
Ill

study. Yet, surely this is too 1limiting a definition to indicate

properly the vast differences between nineteenth century historical novels,

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

portray history meticulously, and more modern historical novels, such as

R.M. Lamming's The Notebook of Gismondo Cavelletti (1985), which tends to

exploit history as a means to a mcre 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 writing now sees "scientific" history as a delusion. In cur day
and age, writers are not so concerned with the dualism between fact and
fiction as were earlier writers such as Manzoni. Contemporary historical
novelists understand that there is no such thing as . athentic, objective,
scientific history. This fact 1is, of course, also well understood by
contemporary historians. As the historian and historical novelist/critic,

Lion Feuchtwanger, writes:

The historicism of the nineteenth century was an illusion, now
quite generally abandoned even by academic historians. The
historians of the twentieth century have conceled virtually all

of the inadequacies of historicism. Though they use its methods,
they do not regard the ultimate purpose of their science to be

the determination of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof . 2

So then, if the historian 1is concerned not so much with “the
determination of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof," the question
logicalily arises: 1is this, also, the goal of the historical novelist? The
answer to this question 1s, "no", because, although the contemporary
historical novelist must certainly interpret the facts of the age which he
is recreating, this is not his ultimate purpcse. His ultimate purpose is
to create a work of art. As the critic, Cleanth Brooks, points out, while
the historian "is concerned to discover the pattern implied 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 lLover. While the story was

carefully researched, in order to gain a deneral awareness of events
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surrounding the 1life of Leonardo Da Vinci and Renaissance Florence,
historical raw materials were radically transformed through artistic
imagination. Several examples of this are: 1) The fact that, although
Leonardo did, indeed, have two apprentices named Francesco 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), I brought them together. 2) The
central intrique of the action - the love affair hetween Francesco and Lisa
- 1is entirely a fabrication, but wholly necessary if there is *o ke a plot
around which historical themes can be woven. 3) In the sphece of
historical events, all has passed through the filter of artistic
imagination and been compressed into the time span of one year to meet the
needs of artistic patterning and heightening or intenzification of
interest. These are ‘ust three examples of many possible instances of che

"exploitation” of history in Mona Lisa's Lover. While, by themselves, they

insufficiently 1illustrate the myriad ways in which history was manipulated
to fulfill the demands of art in my novel, they adequately show that, while
the histcrical novelist is obliged to study sources and reflect seriously
about the nature of historical events, he must also freely (but with good
judgemerit) use intuitive imagination to create and shape the facts he needs

to make his story conform to aesthetic demands.

Since the nhistorical novelist must be considered first and foremost as
an artist, it 1s a mistaken notion to think that he seeks to revivify the
past. "Creative writers," as Feuchtwanger points out, "desire only to
treat contemporary matters, even in those of their creations which have
history as their Subject-"4 The historical novelist's, purpose. then, is
to clothe contemporary content in an historical dress, sc that contemporary
problems may be effectively dramatized and objectified. As Feuchtwanger
explains in his book on "“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."® In several

respects, then, Mona Lisa's iover 1is 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



book is also meant to make the reader reflect on the s.rious concerrs of
our day. Such contemporary concerns as the appeals and dangers of
fundamentalist religicn, the merits and drawbacks of democratic and
despotic governments, the problem of modern day plagues, such as Aids, and
the threat of destruction brought aktout 'y man's continuing mismanagement
of the dichotomy between his higher and lower instincts, are mirrored in
the novel. Ultimately, my portreyal of Renaissance Florence in transition

- 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 Irequently
adopts some previocus one as a model and warning.“7 This, I believe, is in
many ways true of Mona Lisa's Lover. Early in the novel's conception, it

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

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

actuality“8 of contemporary materials would allow. An historical

framework gave me the distance I needed to deal with contemporary problems
in perspective. "To portray successfully a contemporary view of the world,

an author must move 1t into vaster areas of time and space,”9 writes

Feuchtwanger, and, indeed, I hope that, by portraying the struggles of
Renaissance Florence (events which struck me from the beginning of my
research as being enormously symbolic), I have successfully drawn a
parallel between that period and our own times. I lwope that my
presentation of Renaissance Florence will enable the reader to step back
and view the forest rather than the trees, to envision our immediate

environment in perspective.

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

be made clear, however, that historical events were no more than stimmli
for the creative writing process because, necessarily, "the ultimate cause

or genesis of [an 1maginative work] lies deep in the personality of the
writer as well as in his lived experience."1l0 So, while it is true that,

inspired by Da Vinci's portrait of Mona Lisa while looking for a subject to
write about, I became involved in reading history books, art folios und

other sources dealing with Renaissance Florence. the selection and

arrangement of material was a very personal matter. Although it is in some




sense true that "instead of the artist selecting his materials, the
materials must suggest themselves to the artist, that is to say, the
materials really select the artist"ll, it is also true that the selection
of material "must derive from the innermos: being of the poet himself."12
For me, this selection process was an ongoing one which was formed by the
continuous struggle between the imagination and controlling reason. During
the process of composition, I found that, as an artist, my driving force
was always my own inner experience. Yet, in order to adhere to my
historical framework and to give artistic significance to my materials, I

always strove to objeclify that experience.

In his Poetics, Aristotle compares history to poetry from a
perspective that clearly favors poetry:

The 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 the universal, history the particular.l3

Here, Aristotle implies that the "truth" portrayed by imaginative writing
is more forceful than the "truth" of documentary history. In banning
dramatic poetry from his ideal republic, Plato, of course, also
acknowledged this fact. 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 1lively, 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 create 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 that 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 may




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 reader,
are most interested. For history gives us what Cleanth Brooks calls "truth
of correspondence."14 What a true history says "corresponds" to the
facts. But fiction is not fact, and its "truth" does not 1involve a
correspondence to  something outside itself. In fiction, "truth of

coherence"15

is the primary truth.
In order to explore some of the methods by which this "truth of
coherence" in fiction can be achieved, let us now consider some of the most

important technicues and conventions used in the creation of Mona Lisa's
Lover.

STRUCTURE

In his book on historical fiction, Lion Feuchtwanger writes that "“a
strong, rapidly moving, solid plot is the prerequisite for the success of
every historical tale, but particularty for the popular one. 10 Now,

while Mona Lisa's Lover does not purposefully pander to popular taste, it

does seek a more "general" audience than strictly "literary", explicitly
"experimental" fiction can hope to reach. In order to reach this wider

reading public, Mona Lisa's TLover uses the convention of a clearly

developing, rapidly moving, coherent plot. This, of course, is nothing to
be ashamed of. For a well-ccnstructed plot, with effective use of tension
and emphasis, is an essential part of the art of storytelling. No matter
how "lyrically" inclined he or she may be, the novelist cannot dispense
with plot. Aristotle 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."17 . . .
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 novel.

In The Pocetics, Aristotle formulates a very precise definition of




plot. He «calls it *“the imitation of an action"18 and also "the
arrangement of the incidents."19 He goes on to explain that the action
imitated should be "a whole" - that is, it should have "a beginning, a
middle, and an end."20 Here, Aristotle implies that a plot is not merely
a concatenation of events. In accordance with the laws of "probability",
about which more will be said later in this critical introduction, episodes
in a drama or novel should follow one another with probable or necessary
sequence. A plot, after all, as Aristotle maintains, should have unity:
it should "imitate one action and that a whole, the structural union of the
parts keing such that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, the

whole will be disjointea and disturbed."21

In order to create a unified plot in Mona Lisa's Lover, the approach

which I took in constructing the novel was that I first sketched the
general outline of the narrative, and then filled in the episodes and
expanded them with detail. Although the novel has its own organic form 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 modified form to ihe timeless,
dramatic structure of well-built tragedy. The book is divided into five
parts, each of which represents a ©phase of dramatic conflict:
introduction, rising action, climax or crisis (turning point), falling
action, and catastrophe. I tried at all 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. I began with the premise that a storv should be excitingly and
entertainingly tolid, and planned and ordganized my material accordingly.
Much time and effort was spent in Lrying to ensure that the interdependent
sequences of crisis and resolution contributed effectively to the rhythm of
the whole work. This required the adjusting of means to ends. Even though
the cutline of the whole novel was established before beginning, th=
prefigqured chain of events was conditioned by choices made sentence by
sentence, paragraph by paragraph, chapter by chapter, throughout the novel.
Always, I kept in mind the idea that I must organize my material tc create
an expressive unity. The internal logic of my imagination and emotions was

allowed to work freely, pbut always I paid heed to the fact that, in




presenting the narrator's archetypal quest for self-Knowledge, I was

seeking to create aesthetic order through a logical narrative sequence.

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster makes 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

n22

falling on causality. Thus, plotting 1s 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
constiucting a good plot involves the "functioning of some 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 simplify life by imposing order upon it. As Henry James writes, art 1is
"all discrimination and selection," while "life is all inclusion and
confusion."z4 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 derive from character. "The most effective plot presents a
struggle such as would engage [a set of ] characters, and the most effective
emotion for the plot to present is that inherent in the quality of the

given characters. n26

The function of plot, from this point of view, 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, is faced with several major problems at the
outset of the story - he longs to have revenge on his rival apprentice,
Salai; he desperately wants Mona Lisa's love; and he deeply yearns for Da

Vinci's respect. All of these goals are difficult to attain. The plot of
the nove! 1is formed by Francesco's successes and failures to attain his




goals. The story's interest inheres in :he resistances encountered and
overcome, or not overcome - in "the log.c 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 all

began, remember it from the very beginning" (Mona Lisa's 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 I 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

selection and arrangement"zg; for the reader it 1s "something perce -=d

30

For the author it is "the chief principle for
as structure and unity." To define plot as an intellectual formulation
is not, however, to define it as abstract idea or philosophic concept.
Abstract ideas and philosophical attitudes may help in shaping the plot,
but, practically speaking, the plot is comprised of incidents - characters

and actions - and how they interrelate.

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

linear time sequence. A good deal of initial effort was 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 to 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 emotional changes in the characters' lives. My narrator locks
back from a disenchanted present, recounting the events of the previous
year, starting from the day "when [his] troubles all began" (Mona Lisa's

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

single day, while others comprise weeks or several months. Always, I try
to concentrate on matters of consequence, on insensity of experience, while
still remembering that, in order to create the illusion of reality, the
cverall 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 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"3! is made clear. Since
individuality depends on memory, and memory in turn depends on time,
Francesco's selection of events 1is 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 commentary on his
personal experience.

NARRATIVE METHOD

The differences in mood and tempo brought out by the handling of
"plot" and "time" in a novel are emphasized by the writer's choice of
narrative method. The plot of a story - that is, the structure of action
as it 1is actually presented to the reader - depends on the point of view.
According to Sir Percy Lubbock, "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 statement perhaps exaggerates the point, and should immediately
be 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 method can vitally affect the unity, 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 mind whose views of events comes between us

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

Fiction, it is important for the critic 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 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 among 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 criticism, of the sort intenlied in
this introduction, probably the most important kind of distance .. that
between the fallible or wunreliable narrator and the implied author who
carries the reader with him 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 norms of the work (which is to say, the implied

36

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

Mona Lisa's lLover, the narrator is discovered to be untrustworthy, then the

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

Although the reader is sometimes able to trust Francesco's narration
of facts and events, at times he is an unreliable narrator whose
reflections and reasonings should be questioned and qualified. Oftentimes,
Francesco claims 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 creates an ironic "gap" in the work, which derives
from the distance between the narrator and the implied author. Because of
this ironic gap, strong demands are made on the reader's powers of
inference. Francesco 1is quite often deliberately deceptive. Yet, he is
also at times almost alarmingly honest in his self-revelations. He 1is an
amiable, 1f sometimes contemptible narrator who simultaneously displays
both a grievous lack of sensitivity and great depth of feeling. Thus, it
is difficult to determine 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,
all 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 Lover, 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 may -all “"reader participation." It is a technique used
to make the reader do scme of the interpreting himself, for drawing him
into the inside of the story by making him discover meaning. As one critic
points out, "the reader...entering the dramatization as ] stener, finds
himself collaborating in the actualization of the objective situation which
the tale embodies."37 It is the reader himself, then, who Dbecomes the
maker of meaning. He must ask what the narrator knows not merely of the
action, but of the meaning of the action. Francesco, for example, does
not, at times, entirely comprehend the events which he relates. Thus, the
meaning of the story is understated; the full significance is not made
explicit, but must be inferred by the reader from the many clues offered
throughout the work.

As well 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 expcsition to be gained. 1In 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 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 world; he can feed in
the expository material without making us feel that it is labelled, for it
is part of his 1life. 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 observed, heard, or reasonably surmised,
a considerable body of material from the hypothetical underlying action is
not available to him. As one critic notes, "if, for a particular story,

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

38

natural, and the selections significant."™" mnis means to say that the

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

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

As well as being a first-person narrative, Mona Lisa's Iover 1is also
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a confessional monologue. As confessional monologue, the novel offers the
"I" as penitent "experiencing in immediacy or in recollection some 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 confessional monologue is not so much a recollection or a record as an

inquiry into the meaning of persocnal experience:

The confessional monologue springs from the need to explore and

to share the most private places of a suffering psyche and, there-
fore, forms itself around the question of individual identity and
concomitant questicns of responsibility. Hoam I?" resolves itself
into "Could I 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 principle of selection:

In the confessicnal monologue the speaker appears to create his
own design. He makes his choices and defines them as he speaks;
he considers certain events and people only as they are important
to his soul-searching; he traces and retraces his past only as it
impinges on his present; he examines those compulsions that seem
to have shaped his decisions; and in all of this he continually
acknowlegges, 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 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 1is 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 [his] history for all men to see" (Mona

Lisa's Lover, p.35), and the second time 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 aitempts to create some kind of

order out of painful and d sordered experiences, Francesco implicitly

invites readers to consider the complex prospect of his past.

As Clews points out, "confessional heroes, exploring uncharted depths
within themselves, are...driven to an experimental method - the only method
which conforms to the subject 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 {o come to grips with his past in order
to face the future. Although he chooses the comparatively orderly form 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. Althoiugh he tries to keep the sequence
of his reflections under conscious control, his unconscious desires often
dominate his restraint and compel him to r=veal that which he would rather
conceal. Nevertheless, despite Francesco's occasional experiments with

narrative method, Mona Lisa's Lover ultimately has the shape of a carefully

constructed memoir which requires the reader tc 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.

CHARACTERIZATION

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

protagonist of the story. As the leading figure, both in terms of
importance in the story, and in terms of his ability to enlist the reader's
interest and sympathy, 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
other main characters who play important roles. These characters are:
Mona Lisa Giocundo - the woman Francesco desires; Salai - Francesco's rival
apprentice and main antagonist; Leonardo da Vinci - Francesco's brilliant
though eccentric master; and the merchant Giocundo - +the wealthy and
ruthiess husband of Mona Lisa. Each of these main characters represents a
fusion of the universal 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 contains a host of minor characters. While the

major characters in  the novel are intended to be “"rounded",
three-dimensional figures, the minor characters tend to be more flat,
two-dimensional figures who serve the major characters znd enhance plot and
theme. The minor characters in the novel are: Maria - Mona Lisa's loyal
maid-servant; the wasp-like Florentine and the <uc-like Emilio - servants
to Giocundo; and Angelica, the child of Francesco and Lisa. There are also
several historical figures 1n the work. These include: Fra Girolamo
Savonarola - a fundamentalist preacher: Signor Niccolo Machiavelli - a
well-meaning, though anarchistic political agitator; and King Charles of
France - the pathetic war-lord, conqueror of the divided states of Italy.
The final important minor character in t.e novel is the old rag-vendor
woman, who serves both as a choral figqure, commenting 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 technigque can be studied in
isolation from @211 the other techniques which comkine 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 element 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 novel
will inevitably fail, no matter how well 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 they serve interests directly

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

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

Fictus" is a trtally different species from "Homo Sapiens."44 "Homo
Fictus" 1is deprived c¢f a great many ordinary human characteristics because
these are not relevant to the novelist's design. His function is "to act
in unison with other narrative elements as a vehicle for the expression of
the author's personal vision of life."45 In order to bhe effective,

characters in a work of fiction must be symbolic. However, while the
novelist's figures are ‘"abstractions whose principle function 1is to

complete a structural or verbal pattern”46

, in the end, we recognize the
true novelist by the strength with which his realization of the actual
world and of human individuality triumohs over his abstract speculations.
The novelist must have the capacity 1literally 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 ©peculiarities of their age. VYet, ideas must always be
demonstrated through the experience and suffering of ordinary human beings.
The writer must focus not on abstractions, but on individual experience.
In order for a story to be moving, characters 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 significani,

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

To give life to the characters in Mona Lisa's Lover, I combined three

fundamental methods of characterization: (1) explicit presen:- .ion of
character through direct exposition illustrated by action; (2) pre.cntation
of characters in action, with 1little 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 representation from
within my narrator and protagonist of the impact of actions and emotions
upon nis inner self, with the expectation that the reader will come to a
clear understanding of the attributes of this character. Through my use of

these methods of characterization, I have tried to invest the symbolic
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figures in my 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 wvalue of 'the marvellous' to the necessity of maintaining

49 The writer

verisimilitude and consistency in his characters' behavior."
mist. attempt to strike a balance between the uncommon 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 realism:

There is required a sufficient degree of the marvellous to excite
attention; enough of the manners of real life to give an air of
probability to the wgak; 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 writer must, of course, avoid the pitfalls of melodrama. The
interaction of characters in a novel should create human interest but, at
the same time, the novelist must avoid saccharine sentimentality if he
hopes to be taken seriously. This is not to say that the writer should not
strive to involve his reader's emotions as he portiays the lives of his
characters for, as Allott points out, "in the great wcrk, we surrender our
emotions for reasons that leave us with no regrets, no inclination to

retract, after the immediate spell is past."51

An important method which the novelist may use to create characters
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 represent extremes of virtuous and licentious
behavior, but both contain traits which qualify these extremes. Francesco
is by no means consistently well-meaning, and Salai is by no means
constantly reprehensible. However, happenings such as sudden conversions
are avoided in the novel, since actions performed must be both "in
character", that is psychologically credible, and also probable in terms of
the work as whole. Thus, while I explored freely the nature of my
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characters, I was wary not to make them either too good or too bad, or
suddenly to change their essence. This was done in accordance with
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, I tried to make my characters appear to evolve naturally, without

heavy-handedness on the part of the author.

DIATOGUE

One of the most important metlods of character revelation in a novel
is the way in which characters talk. Since characters exist largel:-
through their  speech, dialogue is a rich resource for dramatic
presentation. BAn 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, while all the characters speak in a manner

which hints at an Italian idiom, they all have individualistic ways cof
using words. Francesco, though able to express himself well enough in his
own fashion, tends to 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 to 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 2 novel speaks is important because, in
order to be convincing, the writer must have his characters speak "in
character.” The novelist's use of dialogue imports into his work something
of the dramatist's discipline and objectivity. Its authenticity depends,

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

"stylized." As Anthony Trollope writes, the novel-writer, in constructing

his dialogue,

must steer between absolute accuracy of language - which
would give to conversation an air of pedantry, and the

slovenly inaccuracy of ordinary talkers - which, if followed
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closely, 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 two ways to present character,
directly, with a summary of traits and characteristics, or dramatically,
through dia: xgue and action. As Wayne Booth notes, “"direct presentation,
even summary presentation, may be properly and effectively used."54 The
danger of direct presentation, however, is that it tends to forfeit the
vividness of drama and the reader's imaginative participation. Direct
presentation woirks best, as Booth remarks, "with rather flat and typical
characters, or as a means to get rapidly over more perfunctory

55

materials."~~ When it comes to the significant scenes of the story, the

writer is well advised o discard summary 1in favor of dramatic
presentation. The novelist's task, after all, is to create scenes for the

reader's imaginative participation.

The need for dramatic wvividness in a novel naturally compels the
writer to use dialogue as a technique to help create the very pace of the
story. It 1is important for the writer 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
forms of telling in the service of various forms 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 1is taken into Francesco's inner life and made to
assist in the various processes which guide his feelings and thoughts.
Consequently, when we arrive at the scene itself, the reader is in a
position "to savor the Ffull irony of conversational hesitations,
suppressions, wilful distortions and unwitting misapprehensions, and to
appreciate the nature of the fresh developments which these will

precipitate."57
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SETTING

In her book entitled Novelists on the Novel, Miriam Allott writes:

The artistic self-consciousness which compels the novelist to
make "things of truth" from "things of fact" by adjusting them

to their new context has gradually seen to it that the backaround
and setting of "scene" is as integgal to design as plot, characters,
dialogue and narrative technicue.

Here, Allott makes a point with which, in the 1light of my own recent
experience in novel writing, I readily agree. For, during the early stages

of the creation of Mona Lisa's lover, I discovered that it was very wrong

indeed to regard the setting r{ my story as merely decorative background.
I 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 pwpose of
providing the physical medium in which the characters move, as well as

1ding significance to the book through its power to evoke atmosphere and
0 reflect symbolically on other elements. 7T saw *hat my setting would
have L0 be made "expressionistic", if it were going to reveal character,
advance plot, and reinforce theme. Thus, I 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" created world - of seeing,
hearing, smelling, touching and tasting an authentic environment - and the
sense that the setting is not merely ‘'backqround', 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 Dbook, I attempted to create a vivid, memorable setting which
appeals to the reader's senses, but which should not be judged simply in
terms of realistic accuracy, but rather in iterms 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 velegated 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, T
determined that description of setting should never be used as an end unto
itself. I saw that the piling up of details for their own sake would be
tedious and irrelevant. For this reason, I always tried to select the
significant items for presentation. When describing setting, I tried to
create a world which is recognizable, and which is rendered vividly, but I

avoided superfluous, merely picturesque detail.

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

related to the theme of the story. The settings of many of the scenes can
be accepted at a straight, realistic level but, to the perceotive reader,
they should appear as symbolic also. I tried to create my novel so that it
would be vivid with a sense of place and character but, at the same time, I
realized that it was necessary to select and conventionalize those parts of
the setting which most strongly appealed to my imagination, for the purpose
of strengthening the effect of my novel's over-all design. Thus, specific
settings were <chosen both for their potential to provide a realistic
milieu, and for their capacity to produce symbolic reverberations. The
initial choice of the city of Renaissance Florence as the main setting for
the novel provides a physical, cultural and symbolic location in which the
story unfolds, and the choice of settings for particular scenes -
Leonardo's studio, the Great Market Square, ...2 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. It is only by
rendering these specific locales vividly that the walled cicy itself can be
brought to 1life and be made to appear symbolic - as a metaphor with

universal connoctations.

STYLE

The style of a novel is rather a difficult quality to define with
exactitude. In its most general sense, it can be said to be "the manner in
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which the words of a novel are arranged in order to best express the

individuality of the author and the ideas and intent in the author's
60

d.ll

min For, certainly, “"the best style, for any given purpose, is that

which most nearly approximates a perfect adaptation of one's language to
one's ideas."®! Yet, this definition remains a kit vague. To be sure, in
its broadest sense, style must be considered to be the overall approach
which the writer takes in dealing with his material, but specific elements
of a work must first be considered as component parts of a writer's
individual style if Lhe critic is to define with any precision what

distinguishes one author's method of presentation from that of another.

The way in which the writ»r arrange: his ideas is the most fundamental

structural element in his style. In Mona Lisa's Lover, I 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, I used my imagination to develop a method of presentation which
was specifically adapted to the kind of effect which I was trying to
achieve. Guided by the idea that historical accuracy was of secondary
importance to aesthetic form, I attempted to create a work of art which,
when finished, would be a whole greater than the sum of its parts. This I
did by carefully planning the narrative so that the dynamic tension between
all parts of the artistic structure make it analogous to an organism.
Whatever "life" the novel has iz derived from the tension between the

various parts.

As well as being the way in which the writer arranges his ideas, style
is also the means by which he displays his feeling for the possibilities of
language. If the novelist hopes to create "a web at once sensuous and

logical, an elegant and pregnant texture"62

. he must craft language with
infinite care. This 1implies that he must have the capacity for
self-criticism wnich allows him to produce a fiction which is workmanlike,
intelligible, and free from clichés and grammatical mistakes. Yet, it also
implies much more. It implies that he must make very conscious decisions
about what sort of diction to use; about how to structure sentences; and
about hnw to use image and metaphor. This is all necessary because, as

Joseph Conrad eloquently writes:
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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 tosglay for an evanescent instant over the commonplace
surface of words.

In Mona Lisa's lover, I took great care to construct well-made

sentences, to cheose 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 theme of the work. Yet, all the while, I also
tried to remember that too much style is, in itself, a pitfall to be
64 I tried to
invest my prose with vitality by keeping it, for the most part, simple and

avoided. I strove towards the "“art which conceals art.”

clear. Although, at times, I aspired to write a subtly "poetic prose", for
the most part I concentrated on keeping the narrative intelligible and
harmonious.

The theme of a novel is the 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 words, theme is
what is made of the topic which the artist chooses to write about, and it
is the comment on the topic that is implied by the story. The writer must
always keep his theme in mind, and use the other technicues of fiction as
the means by which he expresses his chosen subject. When all is said and
done, theme 1is the essential reason for a story's existence. The a:titude
toward l.fe which the story embodies - its portrayal of human experience -

is of cerntral importance to its significance as a work of art.

In a novel, the representation of human experience always involves,
directly or indirectly, some comment on values and human conduct, on good

and bad, on the true and the false. It always involves some conception of
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what the human place is in the world. After reading a novel, one is always
left with the question: "What does it all add up to? What does it mean?”
We like to observe a story working itself out to a unity. As Cleanth
Brooks notes, "“just as we instinctively demand the logic of cause and
effect, the logic of motivation in ficticn, so we demand that there be a
logic of theme - a thematic structure into which the various elements are
fitted and in terms of which they achieve unity."66 Brocks also goes on
to note that "it is not any moralizing aspect of theme that comes first to

mind; 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 to evaporate."68

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

Lisa's Lover, I 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 to become more and more
aware of the significance of the whole. This is to say, I attempted to
write a novel in which the reader gradually senses a developing theme. The
attitude toward life which .s consistently developed throughout my novel is
perhaps most easily determined by looking at the pattern of the plot and
seeing wvhat significant repetitions appear. The motifs in the novel are
allL intended to lead the reader toward a perception of the theme. Alsc,
the final chapter is of crucial significance to the theme of the whole,
since, wvhile 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 Lisa's 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 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 written to teach as well as to delight, but the

book does not end with a neat moral tag. In fact, the novel avoids
focusing narrowly upon a single, particular meaning, but rather strives to
reflect the ambiguities ~f the human condition and of the universe iiself.

In this book, 1 1liustrate the classic themes of love, loneliness, revenge,
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betrayal and self-discovery. Yet, no definitive, unqualifiable conclusions

are reached. 1In Mona Lisa's Lover, good and evil are interfused, and this

is the main theme. Throughout the work, T try to allow meaning to arise
out of paradox and ambiguity. This approach to novel-writing was taken

because, as in the case of Nathaniel Hawthorne,

the author...considered it hardly worth his while...relentlessly
to impale the story with its moral...as by sticking a pin through
a butterfly...thus at once depriving it of lifgg and causing it to
stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude.

In planning the composition of Mona Lisa's Lover, my o. ject was to ask

questions, not to solve them. Certainly, the work has a moral purpose,
but, in meeting that purpose, it attempts to convey a more natural truth
than that which can be achieved by stern didacticism. In writing this
novel, I tried to maintain artistic detachment. I wanted to show that life
is so complex that no one ever triumphs unambigucusly. I saw that the
writer's responsibility was "to engage the reader with a shared reality,
which creates in him expectations and values, sympathies and repulsions,
0 To this end, I
created a work with a theme complex enough that the reader will be forced

appropriate to tlLe comprehension of that reality."

to respond to the vorld 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 faith as a guiding principle of 1life. Yet,
the meaning of the work is ambiguous. Upon completion of the book, the
reader will hopefully feel compelled to ask: "What exactly has the
protagonist learned?" If the reader finds the only answer possible is that
Francesco has learned that the truth about life is not simple to 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 critical 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 difficult 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 its goal of portraying a world in which moral choices are

equivocal.
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MONA LISA'S TOVER

PART I

CHAPTER 1

If I could only remember how it all 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 agoc now that my life's trouble began.
It was early one hot spriny morning. I was mixing the paints for my
master's palette - carefully blending the smooth, chalky white and bloody
black pigments in the way I know is to his satisfaction - vwhen Salai
bounded into the studio. He was singing one of those vulgar drinking songs
he always sings so loudly when our master is away. He learns them from the
ruffians he drinks and gambles with all 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 1is not the first time that Salai has caused trouble, but my
master only ever gives him an insincere scolding and then 1laughs, saying
"Ah, Salai! You were born a devil and will most certainly die a devil's
death."

My master always forgives Salai. He loves Salai more than all the
others. He says that Salai is the most beautiful young man in all of

Florence. I love only my lady, Lisa, yet I cannot help but feel ready to
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explode with rage when I think that my master, 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. I know
that Salai is a thief, a liar, and a glutton, but my master knows only his

own sweet Salai.

It is true that T am not a beautiful young man like Salai. I am plain
and long-faced. I have a too-big nose and my eyes are so grey that they
can only be described as colorless. Yet I am not jealous of Salai. That
is a 1lie! Why should I be jealous of him with his fleshy lips and the
muscles my master so loves to draw? Mo, I am not jealous of my master's
other apprentice. He is an vaf. Still, I cannot bear it when he and my
master are together. Tt is always "today I have five florins for Salai to
buy a new shirt" or "here are three gold ducats which Salai said he wanted
for a pair of rose-colored hose with their trimming.® I cannot 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 I am powerless to
tell my feelings to my master. I have only my Lisa to confide my secrets

to, and now she is gone from me.

My Lisa is 1lost to me! My thoughts stray too easily. I must think
back to that first day, the day it all began. Yes, and so it was that
Salai came into the studio, singing his filthy song while I 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 I choose to work. I nmust
prepare this palette for when he returns. He will arrive soon," T 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
him another corpse to cut apart. That knave who was hanged yesterday. Ah,
it was a glorious hanging! He will be in bits before long!"

"It is for the sake of science that our master investigates the human
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body, when will you ever 1learn that, Salai?" I said, putting down the
palette. "But why didn't you hurry back to telli me this? These rpaints
will be ruined by the time Leconardo arrives. But tell me now, have you any
other news?"

"Yes..." said Salai, teasingly.

"Well?" I said, but Salai didn't continue. He is a prankster. He
likes to play tricks on people. My master, too, likes to invent elaborate
tricks to astonish people. My master's tricks are the workings of a
powerful mind that cannot rest. One time he spent weeks trying to devise a
way to make it thunder and to make lightening appear at the banquet hall of
the Duke. My master was the guest of honour at the feast and he thought
that thunder and 1lightening would be a fitting accompaniment to his
entrance. In the end he was disqraced because he could find no way to make
either thunder or lightening. He had wasted all his time and had not
finished the painting which the Duke had commissioned and was to be
presented to the court during the feast. Salai's tricks, however, are
nothing 1like mv master's. They too are often failures; but much pettier
failures. He is not bright enough to try to 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. I watched him out of the corner of
my eye. First he would walk over to one painting, 1lift the cloth cover off
it and, standing back to give the appearance of one appreciating the
masterful technique that makes a work of art, nod his head approvingly. He
would then put the cover 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 all day in this fashion. Yet, he was not
really interested in the paintings, he was only trying to force me to ask
again for the news from my master. Scon he became sulky and gave up the
pretence of being an art connoisseur. He knows I 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
so he sauntered back over to where I was cleaning brushes in a pail of
water.

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

"I will not play your game, Salai," I said. "Tell me the message."



"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," I said.

"Very well! You are to go to the home of Francesco Giocundo, the
vealthy silk merchant," said Salai. "That is the master's message."

"But he must have said why I am to go there," I 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 tc escort here. The master is to paint a portrait of her.

Her name is Mona Lisa."

The name meant nothing to me at that time. It was only Salai who
derived some childish excitement from the fact that I was to escort a lady
to my master's studio. I thought nothing of it. It is not unusual for my
master to require me to do errands of diplomacy for him. He never orders
Salai to do such errands. Salai cannot be trusted to be civil. He is
never diplomatic. And So naturally I was the one who had been chosen to

escort Giocundo's wife, the lady Lis=, to my master's studio.

After having cleaned my master's brushes, and completea my other
morning tasks about the studio, I prepared to depart for the home of
Francesco Giocundo, thinking at the time, "Why has that man my same
Christian name, yet I have not his same earthly wealth?" Telling myself to
be rid of such jealous thoughts, I put on my sandals and brushed off my
best cloak, which I reserve for times when I must present an image of

well-being to public eyes. T then stepped out into the street.

I began walking through the dusty, meandering streets of our quarter
in the direction which leads to Giocundo's home. I 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 man of fiery temper, without mercy for his enemies. Therc 1s a story
about. Giocundo: When he was a much youncer man he had a rival in the silk

industry, a fellow named Zanobi di Cela. One season Giocundo was competing




with Zancbi 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 bed on the morning the caravan left. Both their
throats had been cut. It is not without guile that Giocundo has become the

richest silk merchant in all of Florence.

After my walk through the narrow, winding streets which lead from our
quarter into the Great Market Square, it was something of a relief to be in
the open space which the Square provides. Even so, the thick, motley
throng of market people soon made me feel once more closed in by the city
walls. I seldom venture into the streets of Florence. I prefer to stay
and work in my master's studio. The crowded streets only remind me of my
loneliness. I am a stranger here and so for me these city streets are

filled with cold, stoney faces.

And so it was that I pushed and josiled my way through the crowd that
day. The Great Square was alive with the energy of a new spring season.
There were all the usual merchants shouting the nature and the price of
their wares: fishmongers 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 all their 1lives.
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 artisans from the neighboring
villages. Prostitutes and their pimps, beggars and thieves, bankers and
sorcerers - all these people found the source of their being in the 1life
which made the Market Squar -~ the pulsing heart of Florence. But my blood
does not flow from this same heart. I am a stranger in this city and I see
the crowds with the eyes of a stranger. I cut my way through the 1life of
the market crowd and continued my way to the home of Giocundo.

It was not long before I arrived. The sun was now high overhead and I



was hot from my walk through the dusty streets. The Giocundo servant-girl
brought me water while I 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 amount of time, just as I was
beginning to become impatient with my forced idleness, I heard footsteps
approaching down the hallway. A moment later, a young 1lady appeared. I
stood and bowed to her.

"You are to be my escort?" she asked.

"I am," I replied.

"Let us depart," she said.

I wondered immediately why this enchanting young woman was speaking in such
an abrupt manner and why she seemed to be so upset. “What could he
disturbing her?" I thought. She was such & lovely young woman, wearing a
simple dress, with her dark brown hair falling in little curls about her
shoulders. "Her life should be filled with only happiness," I thought.
Then I looked into her eyes, and I saw a tear - the tear that shall remain

forever frozen in my mind ~ as it fell to the cold marble floor.




CHAPTER 2

I 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 I had never met before. But that did not
matter. Before I could collect my thoughts or utter a word, Giocundo's
wife discreetly wiped away a lingering tear and motioned that we should
depart. Although I 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 I tried to convince myself that whatever
was disturbing her was none of my business, I couldn't help but feel an
interest in the affair. What has happened to upset her? I wondered. Does
she know I saw the tears she tried to hide? Will the lady continue to try
to conceal her all 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, I realized that I was
experiencing a strong surge of compassion for this woman who was suffering
some mysterious pain. And then, looking at her shapely full figure as she
drew her street cloak about her shoulders, I 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. I understood with a strange mixture of surprise and horror that I
was very strongly attracted to the wife of the wealthy and ruthless

merchant, Giocundo.

Obediently I followed the lady Giocundo out of the ¢great house. We
passed 1in silence through the courtyard which separated the front of the
mansion from the street. To the side of the courtyard were manicured
cypress and olive trees. The heat of the courtyara paving stones burned
through the hardened leather of my sandals. I momentarily wished to be



back once again in the cool of Giocundo's hall. Then I remembered the task
at hand. I turned my attention to Mona Lisa.

I guided the 1lady 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 soon stopped. Only an occasional sob
betrayed the fact that she had been crying heavily for a long while. [
determined that, before reaching the studio where Salai and perhaps my
master also would be waiting, I would engace the lady Lisa in conversation.
I hoped to gain some clue as to what had upset her. Alsc, I wanted to
establish myself as more than merely an anonymous escort. I wanted to

prove that I was more than just the silent servant of Maestro Da Vinci.

When, after a few moments, I spoke, my voice startled the 1lady
Giocundo.

"Forgive me for intruding upon your meditations," I said. "But I have
remarked that you are much upset by something. If there is anything I can
do to ease your troubles, I would be honoured to be of service."

Mona Lisa 1looked at me with curious, attentive eyes. She was squinting
slightly because of the glare from the sun. The air was utterly still. No
breeze gave relief from the close, stifling heat. Only the measured rhythm
of a blacksmith's hammer from somewhere in the next block indicated that
the city contained any life other than ourselves. As usual, Florence
seemed empty a. that time of day when her citizens rested in the cool
interiors of their homes after the afternoon meal. Although I 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, I waited a few moments for Lisa to
speak. She walked on, however, as if ignoring the fact that I had spoken.
I cleared my throat and spoke again.

"If you share your troubles with somecne, they will perhaps soon seem
lighter," I 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 man, yet evidently you are

capable of extravagant impertinence," she said.

I knew that this was a crucial moment. I was faced with a critical
choice. I 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, I could risk all and demand that she speak
honestly to me about whatever was distressing her. I decided to take the
risk. Yet, I proceeded with cautiomn.

"Though I am only a humble servant, my lady, You would do well to
consider me also as... your friend," I said.

"I see no reason for friendship between us," she replied.

"Must friendship always be grounded in reason?" I 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, I 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.

"I have only the deepest respect for your trust," I said.

Mona Lisa gave me a quick, sidelong glance. But she said nothing
immediately.

For several minutes we walked on in silence.

The noon heat burned. A lone market merchant driving a small donkey
over-laden 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 f£ind shelter in the shade,
the merchant beat the struggling donkey on its tender underflanks with a
wooden switch. He cursed their slow progress. The donkey fought
desperately to obey the sharp command of the whip, but he could not move
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.

“I am a prisoner in Giocundo's house," she sald. "I will not return
there." Startled rv this sudden revelation, I nevertheless tried to return
the steady gaze of Lisa's eyes. But, somehow unable to endure their

desperate quality, I soon lowered my own.

I now realized that while Lisa was risking much by talking openly with
me, I too risked much by encouraging a relationship between us. Any deep
involvement with this woman carried with it dangers which would destroy the
peace and stability of my life. I feared change. Suddenly I was terribly
afraid of saying anything more which might prompt Lisa to reveal further
secrets to me. I now wished to regain the anonymity which I had so very
recently despised. I wanted to repel Lisa, yet I dared not. I knew that
any attempt to retract my offer of friendship would seem a terrible insult.
I had flattered Lisa's vanity. ©She was aware of her personal charms and
not blind to their effect on me. Before I had a chance to say something
which might have freed me from any further commitment, Lisa spoke again.

"Do not misunderstand me,'" she said. "Giocundo has shown me great
kindness. Fe protects me. Yet, although I am grateful to him, I can only
think of him as a horrible old man."

"But you must remember that he is your husband," I said.

"I feel a bond of loyalty, not as a wife to her husband, but as a
slave to its master," she replied. "Until now I have despaired. I could
do nothing other than continue in misery and servitude under Giocundo's
roof. But now you have come."

"But I have so little to offer you," I replied. "In place of the
splendor of Giocundo's mansion, I have only a small loft room which I rent
from Messer Da Vinci.

"That does not matter," Lisa said. "Don't you understand? Giocundo
may be rich and respected, but I am much too poorly loved. If you promise
to love me, I will gladly forsake Giocundo's wealth for your affection."

Not knowing what to reply, I walked on in silence.
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CHAPTER 3

Lisa was brooding when we arrived at my master's studio. Perhaps she
was angry because I had refused to reciprocate her sudden commitment of
love. Perhaps she was ashamed at having exposed her weakness. While I vas
interested to know precisely why Lisa's mood had become so reserved and
anxious (I later learned that the reason was entirely different from
anything I might have imagined), my most pressing concern was that she
should not reveal the impropriety of my conduct to Maestro Da Vinci. As I
opened the gate of the courtyard wnich fronts my master's studioc and sets
it back frow the street, I was tempted to take hold of Lisa‘'s hand.
However, I resisted this impulse. 1 was preparing to re-adopt the role of

servant to the genius, Da Vinci.

The studio door was ajar, half open. "Please enter," I said, ushering
Lisa before me. She entered hesitatingly, pausing in the threshold. I led
her down the hall from the foyer. The cool darkmess inside instantly set a
contrasting mood to the one which had developed during our walk. Without
the heat and glare of the sun's fierce rays, emotions seemed less urgent,

less necessary.

When we reached the doorway to Leonardo's main studio, I saw him
sitting at his worktable. He was bent over some project, studying with
intense absorption. His appearance forbids interruption when he 1is at
work. I 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 iost 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 rneeds to be alone. I believe that he 1s not happy in
the world of men. Sometimes I think that he fears it, and that is why he
prefers his loneliness.

Eventually, after I had silently waited several minutes for Leonardo
to acknowledge my presence, I 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, with its long, grizzled beard, regained its familiar 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," I said. "I have
brought Giocundo's wife here as you requested.”

"Ah, yes. That is fine," said Leonardo. "Bring her into the studio
immediately. I will be ready to begin the painting in a few minutes. You
will prepare the necessary oils. And bring my 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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CHAPTER 4
The terview that afternoon had been uncommonly trief. When Lisa
enterc o studio, my master observed her. He studied her face with a
pen gaze which Dbecame more and more contemplative, as though seeking

wwething there. He stood up and went over to her. He 1lifted her chin
~1th 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 was on her lips. A strange spark of intimacy seemed to pass between
them. For an extended moment, neither one spoke. Then lLeonardo said:

"I see, Madam Giocundo, that you are a lady quite different from the
usual procession of spoiled young wives who tramp tnrough my studio in
their powdered faces and garish finery. Your smile reflects a mystery that
intriques me. Please tell me about yourself."

'T have little to tell, Messer Da Vinci," said Lisa. "I am here at my
husband's command. You are to execute the portrait which has been
commissionrd. I may then return to my daily life. I did not wish to come
here. Now that I am here, however, 1 see that my time may be spent in a
fashion more interesting than I had anticipated. I have heard your talents
as an artist are somewhat extraordinary; yet I wonder if you can capture
the truths of my soul with your brushes and canvas."

"You wish to mock the powers of my art, Madam, but you must submit to
my will if I am to create a portrait which reflects your inner light and
your darkness also. My painting shall mirror your soul, and you will
believe that my brush is the instrument of truth."

'"We shall see, Messer Da Vinci, whether your words are mere shallow
pools, or whether they promise something of interest. For now I am
intrigued. T shall submit to your will and place my trust in you. But you
must ke warned. You may paint my face, but I shall guard closely the

secrets of my soul."

'

e~
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After this brief dialogue, which I must admit perplexed me somewhat at
the time, Leonardo abruptly cancelled the sitting. "We shall postpone
beginning," he said "to a more suitable day." He needed to be more

properly prepared. I was told to return the lady to her home.

The afternoon was now drawing to a close. The sun was less fierce
overhead, and at first it appeared that the walk back to Giocundo's mansion
would be more comfortable and less eventful than our earlier trip. Lisa
held her reserve toward me, and I kept my eyes on the cracked red clay of
the dusty road. Soon we neared the city center. We passed under the
shadows of the Cathedral Santa Maria and the Medici Palace. Peasants with
their empty wooden push-carts were travelling in the opposite direction.
The market day was over and when we reached the Great Square it seemed
almost deserted compared to the press of the earlier afternoon crowd. City
street cleaners with huge iron buckets of steaming water were washing down
the great slabs of pavement stone. The mltitude of Florentines who
swarmed to this core were by now in their homes, resting before the evening
meal. The only reminder of the day's 1long bartering was the brownish
stream of oozings from the bruised and discarded fruit which had been

trodden underfeoot and now flowed into the run-off gutters.

Irmediately after we passed the stall of the street dentist, who was
packing the last of his worn instruments in the dirty felt wrappings to
which they returned cvery 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 golden bird. Lisa stood,
mesmerized. Evidently this uilapidated cart belonged to a squat old
peasant woman who was sitting beside it on a small wooden stool. The
woman's gnarled hands were busily stitching a torn piece of black shawl as
ner sunken eyes watched us. Her tangled web of silver hair and her
toothlezs grin warned me that she clearly was of that host of Florentine
poor who are nourished or: a diet of too little soup and too much cheap
wine. I wished we were on our way, but this was not to be. Just as I
reached to turn Lisa toward the street, the old woman spoke 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 to sleep; at dawn's break he will wake you to
joy. For a few 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's love, good sir!" said the old woman, looking cunningly at
me. "This bird is a gift that will bring a sweet song of freedom to your

mistress's chamber."

Needless to say, I was astonished and embarrassed by the unwanted
outburst of this chattering old woman. For her part, LLisa may have
blushed, but her eyes remained hypnotized by the golden-yellow finch
perched in its cage. From time to time the bird would sing a short, pretty
melody and then fly about in a tight, frantic circle. It ruffled its
feathers and fluttered its wings against the rusted wire cage. When it did
so, Lisa's eyes blinked momentarily and then 1it with pleasure. She smiled
in amusement at the tiny bird's play. She was absorbed in this spectacle,

and seemed unaware of the old vwoman and myself.

Unaccustomed to scenes such as this, I did not at first know what to
do. The o014 woman's assumption that Lisa and I were lovers had put me off
balance. I wanted to urge Lisa that we should depart and leave this old
woman to jabber at the next set of strangers who passed by. Obviously that
is what I should have done, but something deep inside of me sought to
appease the look of longing in Lisa's eye. I thought that if I could buy
her this present it might be received as a humble token of my esteem. I
also thought it might make amends for our earlier confrontation. Yet I
lacked the courage to ktuy this gift and brazenly present it to Lisa in the
open space of the Market Square. This I considered far toc impulsive and
unseemingly forward. So instead, I touched Lisa's arm and beckoned that we
should leave. I told her that I was expected back at my master's studio.

I insisted that I must escort her the remaining distance to her home.

Lisa lowered her eyes as we turned to gc. The old rag-vendor woman

was now silent. She seemed to read my thoughts; she knew that as I passed
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through the Square on my way back to Leonardo's I wculd return to purchase
the tiny finch in its battered silver cage. She stood, watching us with

her lively, crow-black eyes and smiling her + »thless grin, as we continued
our journey to Giocundo's mansion.

CHAPTER 5

It was past twilight when I finally retwrmned to my master's studio,
having seen Lisa safely through the front gates of Giocundo's courtyard.
As 1 silently mounted the dark, winding stairs to my room on the second
floor, I could hear Salai and his loutish friends laughing in the Xkitchen
below. The lamp was still 1it 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, I held my breath and prayed that I would
reach my bedchambe. unnoticed.

Now that I had bought the golden finch, I felt sure I had committed a
dreadful mistake. It was absurd of me to suppose that I 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,
I considered, I could hide the golden bird in my chamber. ILater I would
decide upon a course of action. After all, how could I, a mere artist's
apprentice, presume to offer caifts to a rich merchant's wife? The very
idea would be construed as an attack on Giocundo's honour. And the gift
itself, now that I had brought it within the threadbare confines of
ILeonardo's studio, seemed to me insignificant and dull. It was wanting the

air of romance it had acquired with the ardor of the rag-vendor's words.

I managed to reach my chamber without drawing the attention of
Leonavrdo or Salai. I entered my small room and searched about for a candle
to light. Having 1lit the candle, I quickly found a length of cord and
knotted a loop. I then hung the battered silver cage from an exposed
overhead beam in the back of the attic storerocom adjacent to my chamber.
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The golden finch was sleeping, its sharp, tiny beak tucked under its wing.
I resolved to forget about it until next morning when I would decide what
to do.

Tired from the day's events, I sat down at the small wooden desk set
against one wall of my chamber. I 1it a fresh candle from the stub of the
first which, as it died in its socket, was causing shadows to dance and
flicker. The flame of the new candle created a wider circle of light

and the objects in my chamber became visible.

My room has always been sparsely furnished. There is a hard, narrow
bed set against the wall opposite my desk. Beside the bed, on a small
rickety table, there stands a white 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 T was a boy of fourteen. It
was a parting gift from my mother when I left my family home in the
mountain countryside of Bologna. At night, before sleep, I once prayed to
the image of the Saviour carved in these sticks. I prayed for his
guidance. Though it now sounds uameaning, it brought me comfort. I
defended myself from the Devil's whisperings with a simple cross and

prayers.

Aside from these few furnishings, the sole object in my chamber 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 1leg as it
plays its pipe. It was a gift from Salai on my last birthday. In
emulation of the late Lorenzo Medici, there has grown amongst the merchant
class a lust for collecting such heathen idols of classical antiquity.
Salai knows I disapprove of this irreligious Florentine fashion. He gave
me this gift to prick my conscience. I would destroy the leering satyr in
a moment if I didn't know that Salai would jump at the chance to jeer and
accuse me of prudery. The statue is with me still, and how I loathe it.

I avoid the glint of its taunting, mischievous eyes.

Although I would have gladly prepared for sleep at this time. the
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goose-quill pen 1lying beside my papers reminded 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, which it is
my self-appointed task to assemble. My master is incorrigibly haphazard in
his work habits; if I did not take the initiative these notes would soon go
torn and lost. Yet, that evening I could not immediately face another long
night of deciphering Da Vinci's peculiar script. My eyes were already
heavy and strained. My bones ached. 1 felt veary beyond my years. I
stood up and went over to the one large window with which my room 1is
blessed. I opened wider the shutters and breathed deeply the evening air.
A faint, teasing breeze promised a night slightly cooler than many previocus
ones. To Florence, that spring brouglit no delight. Trapped within the
walls of the city, we prayed for relief from the heat. It was 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 to the fresh contry air,

we in the city suffocated.

As I looked out of my window over the tiled roofs of Florence, I rould
see the great river Arno flowing beneath the Ponte Trinita, the central
bridge which connects the two halves of this city. As 1 watched the
river's swirling eddies, my thoughts were drawn along its currents to
memories of my past. When I closed my eyes, I could see once again the
small house on the mountain San Gervaso, where I was raised. I could see
my father digging in the vineyards; his white shirt billowing in the wind.
I could see again the olive trees he tended with such care. T could hear
the clucking of fat chickens in the courtyard, and I could smell the aroma
of hot vermicelli cooking on the stove. I could almost taste again the
nutty tang of cinnamon, which seems such a vital part of my childhood. I
could even remember how I would lie awake and listen to the swollen drops
of rain splash in the courtyard below as my family slept secure in their
beds.

As I remember these sensations now, I realize that it has been nearly
thirteen years since I last saw my family. My childhood days are long
past; then answers were simple, the questions left unasked. When I

departed from my home to come to study in this city, my fatner said to me,
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"If you wold lose your soul, Francesco, then go to Florence and Messer
Leonardo." He had heard the old men's tales of Da Vinci. It was said in
those days that ILeonardo's mind was darkened with Satanic pride; that he
sought to penetrate the mysteries of natwe by steeping himself in
mathematics and the arts of black magic. Perhaps some of this was true.
It was not my place to judge. I had worked hard at the rudiments of
perspective and rule, which I believed lay at the heart of the artist's
craft. I had learned these rudiments under the quiding hands of the
Franciscan monks in my village school. Yet I vyearned to learn more.
Despite the love that I knew there, I desperately needed to break from my
family home. I knew that Florence was the place for me to go. I, too, had
heard the tales about Da Vinci. However, all of this matters little now.
Leonardo has aged greatly since then. Now despair is often seen in his
pale-blue, enigmatic eyes. Yet, even if my 1life has turned out much
differently from my dreams, perhaps I 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 all things, I believe to be true only in

part.

The sound of the Cathedral bells ringing brought me back to the
present. I returned to my desk and sat down. Just as I picked up my pen
to begin work, the door handle clicked and Salai stuck his head into the
room. Fire flashed from his dark green eyes. I knew he had important news
to tempt me with. I restrained myself from rising to anger at his having
entered my chamber without knocking.

"Francesco," he said, "why are you cooped up in your dingy little
room? Why aren't you scampering off to evening vespers? Did you not hear
the clanging Cathedral bells? Have you no faith? They say Fra Girolamo is
to preach the sermon tonight. Fire and Brimstone! Plague and Pestilence!
You must not miss it. The master and I rely on you to pray for our sins.

Have you no sense of Christian duty?"

I said nothing. I 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 night. All the vanities Girolamo's collectors have
been piling up these past weeks are soon to be torched. We are getting
drunk downstairs to celebrate. If this ridiculous priest insists on
burning our trinkets, who are we to yowl in despair” T handed over my best
plum-colored tunic, and a mirror and ivory comb to boot! You have
sacrificed nothing. You own nothing! You should be proud. Who else in

Florence is so eagerly virtuous as our very own Francesco?"

Saying this last, Salai lifted his cup of wine. With malicious mirth,
he 1looked straight into my eyes. His face was fixed in one broad smile.

His contempt for me was almost palpable.

"Salai, can you not leave me in peace?" I saia. "I have no desire to
defend once again the righteousness of Fra Girolamo's words. We have
gnaved this question to the bone. If you choose not to repent your ways,
that is your own ill-fortune. I believe that Fra Girolamo is just. This
city is corrupt with heathen worship and idle luxury. Girolamo perceives
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 themselves of the pagan

trappings of vanity."

"How dare you preach to me, you self-righteous toad!" said Salai, his
face darkening with frustration and anger. "You beware of your own sins.
You are a simpleton and an ass! 1I'l1l see you yet in hell. You and
Girolamo both. Poor fool! You have caught the fever of his delirium. You
are no better than the thick-skulled peasants who tremble and quake before
his cursed visions. But I tell you he is just another black-minded priest,
clutching his crucifix as a drunkard clutches his bottle. I, for one,
shall pay him no heed."

"But you dare not renounce him!" I said.

"7f I do not renounce him in public, that is because I have no wish to
be flogged. But inwardly, I laugh at his prophecies! And while I still
have breath, I shall go on singing and drinking. Tonight let us feast, for
tomorrow we die!"
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I sat quite still, avoiding the threatening gleam in Salai's eyes. He
was challenging me to defend my position. He knew full well how precarious
that position was. How could I, who committed myself to the irreligious
arts of Lecnardo with far greater zeal than Salai had c¢ver shown, also
expect to present myself as a true disciple of the Church. Was Da Vinci,
with his constant meddling with science, not considered the very enemy of
God? How could I explain my devotion to these contrary forces? As Salai
knew I could never hope to answer this question in a satisfactory manner.
Many sleepless nights I had spent examining my situation from every
conceivable angle. And still I was tortured by self-doubts which strove to
cleave my mind in two. I had no clear answers. I could only resolve that
this was a form of penance which I 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 come to do. With the
news of the bonfire of vanities, which all of Florence had been expecting,
he had re-lit our disagreements about Fra Girolamo Savonarola. Yet I knew
he held in reserve a tid-bit of gossip or scandal which would 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 1looked at the stars. He was pretending to be in a

contemplative, philosophical mood.

I knew his game, however, and I refused to play it his way.

"Salai," I said. "If that is all you have to say, kindly leave now.
I am busy with the master's notebocks, 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 all the wine?"

"But Francesco," said Salai, not looking at me, but still at the
stars, "I really came up here to tell you some other news. My friend
Rudolfo  just arrived at my 1little party. His lover, Maria, is a
maid-servant in Messer Giocundo's household. Maria tells us that soon

after the lady Giocundo arrived home this evening, she had a terrible fight
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with 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.

"™aria says that her one wrist was immersed in a basin of bloody
water. A jewelled knife, ¢listening with rubies, was still in her other
hand, which lay open on her breast. Giocundo's men-servants used the
private enclosed coach to rush the lady to the hospital of San Dominico.
But of course she's made a mess of it. The whole town will soon know.
They bandaged her wrists and with her luck she'll probably live to be an

0ld woman of one hundred long years!"

Salai said these last words with a characteristic sneer and a toss of
his golden head. He emptied his wine cup. Then, clapping me merrily on
the shoulder, he strode out of my chamber, slamming the door behind him.
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CHAPTER 6

It was several weeks later before next I met Lisa. These weeks 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 1in a listless routine under the sun's watchful eye. 1 longed for
the birds and the grass in the meadows, but I had 1little time for such
pastoral thoughts. Florence was abuzz with all manner of intrigue. Though
perhaps my memory plays me tricks, it all seemed to follow hard upon the
night of the bonfire of vanities.

I remember that night vividly. I can still picture Fra Girolamo in
his black flowing robes, his sharp, yellow face emaciated from fasting. I
can see his thick, purple lips spitting out prayers, his misshapen jaw
snapping the air. His fiery, coal-black eyes stili burn in my mind. I
remember the crowd in the Square that night, tremendous and pulsing.
People vwere shoving and pushing forward in an effort to get closer to
Girolamo's altar. The bells of the great Cathedral clanged continuously.
Above all this din, I car still hear the piercing cries of Girolamo
himself. His right hand was 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 heaven, 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. I 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 towe d heaven.
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soon 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,
much more immediately alarming, was 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 was 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 mostly on private concerns. My daily routine
in my master's studio continued uninterrupted. Together with my regular
duties, I now had the added responsibility of bringing seed and water to
the golden finch, whose cage still hung in the attic storeroom. I did not
know what to do with this creature, which had grown silent and merely
pecked at its food when I brought it. During this period, I also thought
mich about Lisa. I reflected on the conversation of our first meeting. I
tried to shake out of my head the image of her blood-stained hands. I told
myself that I certainly was not to blame for her act. I considered going
unannounced to Giocundo's home to speak with the lady, but I knew this to
be impossible. And then, just when I had firmly resoived that I would do
my best to forget all about her and concentrate on the silver-point studies

which Ieonardo deemed vital to my education, Lisa reached out to me once
again.

It was one afternoon, during the lunch hour. I 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. I could hear the shop-woman singing in the bakery
across the road. I 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 sometimes for more than a week. He comes back
bleary-eyed 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 again found useful service. He was employed in the
design of war-machines to help defend the Duke. I had seen the sketches of
his "Exploding Devices" and "Armoured Fortifications". That May afternoon,
I was thinking about how it was that Leonardo carad nothing for the Duke
himself. Rather, he willingly drew his plans to save this city which
contains so much of his making. Also, he naturally wanted to see his ideas
put into form. I was absorbed in these thuijhts - 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 buck
door of the studio interrupted my reflections. I put down my sharp-tipped

silver-point pen and went to answer.

Standing on the doorstep was a fine-featured girl of about seventeen
years. Her cheeks were colored a russet-tan, and her aubwrn hair was tied
in loose, 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 with tints of yellow, sparkled as she smiled shyly at me.

"May I help you?" I asked.

"Although you do not know me, Messer Francesco," she sa'd, "my name is
Maria. I am a maid in the household of the merchant, Giocundo. I have
come here on behalf of my mistress. She wishes for her portrait to be

re-commenced at Messer Da Vinci's earliest convenience."

The thought of what it would mean to see Lisa again flared in my mind.
Yet I retained my composure.

"I am afraid that the Maestro is much preoccupied with concerns of
state at this time," I said. "However, I will deliver 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 and looked
knowingly at me. It was as if she could clearly hear my heart thumping its
quick rhythm beneath my thin ribs.

"And you, Messer Francesco," she said, "did you have... a personal

message you would like delivered to my mistress?
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My blank face must have given her the answer she required. With a
short, lilting 1laugh, Maria turned on her heels and left me standing dumb

. on the doorstep.

Needless to say, I 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 woman. And how
peculiar to have so feared beginning the painting that she went to such
lengths to postpone it. Quite remarkable... indeed."

This was the first time I had heard my master speak of Lisa's action. His
interpretation of the incident disturbed me and gave me pause.

"Yes, it promises to be interesting work," said Da Vinci with a
thoughtful gleam in his eye. "We shall begin in three days."

I soon found 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 walis black, and to secure thick canvas curtains to
dull the sun's 1light. Leonardo said that these measures would give a
special charm to the face of the Lady Giocundo. He said that this was the
perfect 1light, when shadows seemed to float underwater. I was told to set
up his best three-legged 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 brought. in for the lady to hold in her lap to help distract her
from boredom. Salai was told to tune his gilded lyre and sit in the
background, playing his saddest sweet love songs.

"We shall attempt," said Leonardo, "to mirrcr in these surroundings
the deep currents of the lady's dark beart." Then, setting down the sketch
of the Madonna he was working on, he looked wearily out of the window at
the night sky and, in a softening voice, he added, "This may be the last
portrait I paint in my lifetime. Yes...I chall make it... my last."
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CHAPTER 7

On the morning of the third day, baving prepared the studio to

Leonardc's liking, I was sent to escort Lisa from her home.

Before setting out for Giocundo's mansion that morning, I took care to
shave closely and to comb and oil my hair. I put on my best leather tunic
and 1 rubbed the copper buckle on my street-cloak till it gleamed. I even
stole into Salai's room when he was not there and splashed on my face a
moderate amount of the perfume which he keeps on his dresser. I looked at
myself one last time in the hand-mirror beside Salai's bed, and then,
treading softly down the stairs, I 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 genial. I 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. 0l1d men sat talking and smoking pipes of tobacco under
colorful awnings which hung over doorways. From the sidewalk bistros
percolated the aroma of strong coffee. Overhead, the narrow strip of white

sky between the rooftops unraveled like a thread into the distance.

After about twenty minutes walk through the streets, I came to a small
park that lay on the outskirts of our district. There were then a few such
patches of green left within the two hundred acres circumscribed by the
walls of this city. Sometimes I went out of my way to visit that park when
I needed to walk and think alone. I entered the main gardens by a winding
footpath. On either cide were olive trees whose under-leaves blew silver
in the rippling wind. As was my custom, I 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 nestled in one corner of the park. I walked along the
side of the pond, scattering the crusts to the stately white birds. I
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 water's surface. I watched these birds preen
for several more minutes and then, having rinsed my hands at the water's

edge, I continued on my way to Giocundo's.

As I walked out of the park, my thoughts were 1light and pleasant.
Having spent two sleepless nights thinking anxiously about seeing Lisa
again, I felt strangely carefree once the time arrived to fetch her. After
a while, I neared the city core. Soon I crossed the bright Palazzo Vecchio
vhere the upstart Angelo's "David" stands. Despite my master's rivalry
with this rough-hewn young sculptor who knows nothing of decorum and
manners, I could not help but admire the fine workmanship of the statue's
smooth limbs. As I passed beneath 1ts pedestal, my hand reached out to
touch the cool, grey marble. However, I refused to allow thoughts of Da
Vinci's rivalries to spoil my good humour. The day was m1ld and my mood
was the same. Anyway, I reflected, my artistic loyalties to Ieonardo
remained steadfast, even if my deepest convictions sometimes were

otherwise.

Although I tried to still my mind, as I drew nearer to the rich
merchants' quarter, my thoughts ran ahead of me. Once again, for the
thousandth time, I tried to anticipate how Lisa would act toward me. Also,
I thought of how I should act toward her. I began to realize that perhaps
I was foolish to hope that all could be well between us. After all, the
circumstances of our first meeting had been rather unusual. As I walked
the last short distance along the paved streets of the merchants' quarter,
I felt again an uncertain dread creeping over me. There was an emptiness
in the pit of my stomach. When I turned into Giocundo's courtyard, I
kicked a loose stone at a ground lizard which was sleeping lazily in the
morning 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. I told

myself to be calm as I walked the last few steps to Giocundo's front door.
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As I had hoped might happen, the maid-servant Maria answered to the
sound of Giocundo's silver door chimes. With averted eyes, she asked me
kindly to wait for her mistress. I sat on the same wonden bench which I
had occupied on my first visit. Once again I admired the grandeur of the
cool, lofty hall. Absentmindedly, I noted beside me a fan of peacock
feathers set in a blve Damascan vase. This was a new addition to the
splendors of Gilocundo's home. As I waited, I ran my forefinger along the
strong spine of one of the feathers. After enduring this idleness for
nearly ten minutes, I heard voices approaching from the corridor which
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 I was
partially hidden behind the fan of peacock feathers. I sat frozen.
Perhaps unreasonably, it had not occurred to me that Giocundo might be
here. Confronted by this fact, I was momentarily stunned. While my limbs
twitched and then went numb, my mind registered Giocunde's appearance. He
was a short, balding man with tired brown eyes beneath which sagged puffed
pouches of skin. Though well ©past middle age, the merchant's
thick-shouldered build showed that he had once been as strong as a bull.
Even now, somewhat unstable on his feet, he still commanded a certain
respect. His voice had a menacing edae to it. He took off his embroidered

felt hat as he and Lisa crossed the wide hall toward me.

"A morning walk in my gardens is always most refreshing," said
Giocundo. "But now I must be off to my warehouses. Affairs cannot be run
without me. The city tax collectors and notaries await me this morning to
discuss my contribution to the Duke's war effort. I must not be late or
they will appropriate some unspeakable sum that will serve to ruin me."

"Yes, of course," said Lisa.

"Once again, I am pleased that you have decided to resume the portrait
witli Maestro Da Vinci," said Giocundo. "It will be another pretty ornament
for my home."

"Yes," said Lisa.

At this moment, I stood up to announce my presence.

“Ah," said Giocundo, "here is your escort, my dear. Leave me now.
And do not expect me for supper as I shall dine with Messer Martuccio this
evening. We are to discuss the insurance finances for a cargo of silk

worms from Mecca. I must prepare the necessary papers before I depart."
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Having said these words, Giocundo turned and entered his study. I
felt my face redden. Considering me a mere servant, not once had Giocundo
addressed me directly. With obvious contempt, 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," she said, taking her street-cloak from Maria, who
had hurried forward when the heavy oak door to Giocundo's study closed
with a muffled thud.

"Yes, Madam," I said, as I ushered the Lady Giocundo before me. T
nodded politely to Maria, who suddenly looked timid and quickly turned to
return to her duties.

Once out in the street, Lisa and I walked quietly for some time. Not
a word 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 walked by my side with her eyes fixed
straight in front. The silence began to grow brittle. We continued on in
this fashion for nearly another whole block. A fat man riding a sturdy
horse doffed his cap to us as he passed, going in the opposite direction.
From the rich embroidery of his apparel and the polish of his saddle, it
was clear that he was one of Giocundo's neighbours. Even after this man
had passed, Lisa still did not seem to want to speak. Her lips werc
pressed tightly together. Despite my fear of re-igniting the tinderbox of
our first conversation, I decided that it would be wise to clear up any
misunderstandinc between Lisa and myself. I screwed up my courage, and
spoke the first words.

"Do you not find the day ruch more temperate than when last we met?" I
said.
But Lisa said nothing.

"And these past weeks, have you been...well, Madam?" 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 walls of the Porta Maria, which leads to the Ponte
Trinita - the central bridge of Florence which Lica and I had to cross to
reach my master's studio. On the street which ran parallel below the
hill-sicde road along which we travelled, densely packed tenements were
built close to the banks of the great river Arno. These dilapidated
dwellings stood on sturdy wooden stilt-like supports. The rooftops of the
houses were cut at all different levels. Many of the serrated, red and
brown roof tiles were broken and loose. Disficured wooden sheds were
wedged 1in the spaces between dwellings. Even from a distance, I could see
the mud-colored water which floved freely in the qutters. Here 1in this
district lived the countless number of men and women employed in producing
the wool and fine cloth which are this city's main export. I had never
ventured inte this quarter which I knew to be dangerous to walk through
even in daylight. In certain parts of the district, the rooftops leaned so
closely together that they blocked out the sun. In those streets, I
reflected, even a modestly dressed stranger would soon be stabbed in the
back for his purse. I shuddered at this thought, and unconsciously

quickened my steps.

When I did so, Mona Lisa suddenly stopped in her tracks. Without
turning her head - standing really cquite still - she said to me in a voice

that was almost a whisper, "I was born down there, you know."

I was too surprised by this abrupt revelation to say anything at all.

"My father first worked washiing and carding wool, and then later as a
supervisor in Giocundo's first factory," said Lisa. "My mother died when I
was very young and Papa worked hard all his life to erase her memory. Like
all others who work at such tasks, he slowly choked to death inhaling the
wool-fibers in the warehouses. My two vyounger brothers now work at
Giocundo's factories, but before they are old they tco will choke on the
fibers."

"I am sorry," I said.

"Oh, do not be sorry," said Lisa. "I do not seek your pity. I 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.
Naturally I was astonished and secretly delighted at these words.

"And how may I be of service, Mistress Lisa?" I inquired.

"First, I must warn you of one thing," said Lisa. "What I am about to
tell you, beware of repeating a single word of it to anyone."

"May God be my witness!'" I said.

We walked on slowly. The sharp cries of scavenger birds feeding on the
remains of fish sounded from the cloth mills by the riverside. Lisa did
not seem to hear their distant screeches.

"I have escaped from the 1life of this district," she said. “At
seventeen, I left my home a virgin to be given away in marriage to Messer
Giocundo. He had seen the deaths of two wives already. Whether it was my
luck or misfortune, T cannot say, but Giocundo was taken with my face one
day and I was chosen to be lifted from one cruel existence to another with
entirely different concems."

"Surely you have been most fortunate," 1 said.

“Perhaps," said Lisa. "But I disappoint my husband. I may yet finish
my days as an old women turning one of the wooden handles which churn the
wool in the dying vats."

"I do not unde rstand why you are telling me these things," I saild, 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 to the Ponte Trinita.

"I am telling vyou because I wish for you to understand," said Lisa,
looking directly into my eyes. "As you can see, I am a woman. When I
first met you that afternoon several veeks past, I sensed your ardor for
me. Unfortunately, that day I was greatly distressed. That morning, my
husband had renewed his threats to me with increased violence. I must
apologize if I proceeded in a fashion too impulsive; but I am sometimes
driven to despair. I hate Giocundo for the life he forces me to endure.
Despite Fra Girolamo's campaign, our house 1is filled with ornaments of
luxury. I am but another ornament in my husband's collection. I am
trapped like a fly in crystal. I have no means of escape. Giocundo will

not admit to himself that he is the one incapable of producing a child. He
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accuses me of depriving him of my one useful service." Lisa now lowered
her eyes. "That, Francesco," she said "is why I so impulsively determined
to have you for my lover. Even now I would have you before any other man

in the world if you will promise to be true to my wishes."

Understandably, I was shocked by these words. T told myself that, if
Lisa was a virtuous woman, there would be no one she loved or cherished
more than her husband. Yet here she was offering to commit adultery with
me. And yet again, I was in love with her. I had never known the
customary arts for winning the favor of a 1lady and, put into these
circumstances, I was at my wit's end. Ignorant of how to conguer my
passion, yet finding it beyond the scope of my conscience to consider her

proposal, I was split in tvo on the double-edged klade of Lisa's love.

Everything was hushed except for a silver ringing in my ears. I knew
that 1f I 1let this opportunity slip, it would not offer itself again. I

silenced my conscience and made up my mind to take it, come what may.

I reached out and took Lisa's hand in mine. I began to caress it.
She turned and embraced me; a sweet, lingering kiss with her soft
rose-petal lips. I held her warm body in my arms. My mind raced with a
flurry of strange new sensations. I looked down into Lisa's upturned face.
Her eyes were closed. For a moment. I understood what the poets were
trying to say in their sonnets. Then Lisa pulled away. For a full ten
seconds, I stood dumb 2 @ post. Then I reached out to pull her toward me
again.

"No, listen to what I have to tell you before you come closer!" said
Lisa. "I want you to come to my chamber this evening. Come without
raising suspicion. I will give you the key to the gardener's gate at the
rear of our house. My husband will be away until the early hours of
morning. He and Don Martuccio will undoubtedly drink too much wine as they
always do. My husband is easily t=mpted to become a sot."

"But Madam, your plan is far too risky," I said. "How would I get
into the house? What if the servants were to see me?"

"That will present no difficulty," said Lisa. "You can easily climb
the trestle which runs up the house beside my balcony. The moon is in its

lowest phase tonight, so you will be safe and unseen in the shadows."
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Although I would certainly have protested this arrangement had I had a
few moments to think things out, Lisa gave me no such opportunity. She
squeezed my hand, then suggested that we had better hurvrv along to Maestro
Da Vinci's studio since the first sitting was to begin before noon. Unable
to order my thoughts or emotions, I meekly acquiesced. At a brisk pace,
Lisa and I walked down the hill toward the Ponte Trinita. As I watched the
gaily-painted gondolas passing on the swift waters under the eroding stone
arches of the great central bridge, I siler .y cursed my own inability to
alter my course. All that I truly desired at that moment was to make sense

of my life amidst the reigning confusion of that fair and wretched Tuscan
city.
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PART II

CHAPTER 8

Far into the night I lie awake examining the question of what I must
do next. I turn it over in my mind. I explore it from every possible
perspective. And yet, I 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
its black ink over this eggshel} parchment. Only thereby can I set down my
history for all men to see. But even if I get it straight, will my dull

soul be unburdened”? And if I perceive the answer, will I act?

Doubtless, the evening when 1 went to see Lisa again marked a
significant change in my life. I remember that night all too well. It was
st1ll and warm. The moon hung like a Turk's silver scimitar in the black
velvet sky. As T 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 I coughed occasionally as I 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 I had
wrapped in a brown burlap sac, I too walked as quickly as I could. My eyes
strained to see through the mist as I hurried on my way toward the safety

of Giocundo's garden gate.

As I reflect upon it now, I realize that that evening has always
remained with me because of its nightmarish uncertainty. My heartbeat

still quickens when I think of it. I try to erase it from my mind. But,
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in reality, the fearful sight which I saw might have been nothing at all.
The darkness of that night could bave conjured up its own images. Even so,
I have never been able to cross the Ponte Trinita since then 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 distance until I came well within earshot of the
powerful, groaning great river Arno. Clouds passed in front of the curved
blade of the moon. For several minutes, I walked in complete darkness. I
listened to my sandals clapping the wet pavement as 1 crossed the Great
Market Square. Then, without warning, the Ponte Trinita rose before me as
I had never seen it before. ITts humpbacked frame arched across the breadth
of the Arno 1like the colossal spine of some prehistoric 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, I
knew I was lost. I could not bring myself to traverse thigs bridge which I
had crossed without thinking so many times before. Mv limbs were frozen.

My mind was numbed. My spirit was as klank as the starless night sky.

Precisely how long I remained in this condition, I cannot say. After
some time, however, I managed to summon enough courage to dispel my
groundless disquietude. I clenched my teeth and forced my feet to
continue. With my eyes fixed straight in front, I crossed the Ponte
Trinita. I dared look to neither the left nor the right. Most of all, T
did not dare to 1look down.

When at 1last I arrived at Giocundo's back gate, my pulse was racing.
I unlocked the latch. The gate closed behind me with a soft, hollow click.
I began to walk up the footpath toward Giocundo's back courtyard. 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 1 approached the house
which I soon knew to be just up ahead. To my right, a stone boundary wall
about eight feet high guided my way. To my left, I could see the twisted
branches of fig trees in a small orchard at the back of Giocundo's

property. As I 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, I came to the square
courtyard which lay right behind the house. T noted, in the center of its
alabaster paving stones, a private well which supplied water for the
household. Although I was perspiring and thirsty, I did not dare to haul

up a pail of water for fear of waking the servants.

For quite some time, I stood silently in the courtyard. My eyes were
fixed on the large window of a marble balcony akove me. The wooden
shutters were closed. I had not anticipated the possibility that Lisa
would not be ready to greet me, and I was seized with uncertainty. I
cursed myself for having let Lisa convince me to follow this dangerous
course. Having thrown caution to the wind, I had been led into temptation
and sin. My skull was throbbing. My very consciousness pained me. I
wished I was asleep in my bed. I thought of what a ridiculous figure I
cut, standing in the pailid moonlight. I knew that this was immoral

behavior. Yet having com2 this far, I could not bear to turn back.

"God be with me!" I muttered to myself, as it occurred to me what I
should do next. Setting down the finch's cage, I stooped and picked up a
handful of smooth, round pebbles from Giocundo's flower-bed. After a
moment's hesitation, I 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
eyes 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 I," I replied 1in my loudest whisper.

"I expected you sooner," said Lisa.

“The tower bells have only just struck midnight," I 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, I 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 1ladder. I looked up 2nd saw that it was just barely close
enough to the balcony to allow me to climb into the window. I began
mounting the wvine-ladder. My hands and feet clung to the rungs of the
wooden 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 overmowering as I climbed to the second story
balcony. An occasional thorn pulled at my street-cloak; once, the covering
on the finch's cage caught and I had to stop to free it. When I reached
the 1lip of the balcony, my teeth were chattering. 1 was filled with fear
and desire. I reached out and managed to jump onto the balcony without

slipping. Lisa quickly drew me into the rcom, 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, I took in my surroundings. In the flickering lamplight, I could
see the heav/ silken curtains on Lisa's windows. 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 walls were bare. On Lisa's
dresser there was one small portrait whose face I couldn't immediately
determine in the poor light. Sitting in that room, I began to feel sinful;
like a typical, love-sick Florentine fool. Lisa lowered the flame in the
lantern and placed it on a small takle beside the door. Then she came back
over and sat down beside me. Neither of us said anything for a long, tense

moment .
Then I remembered the golden finch.

"I have brought you a small present," I saig.

"How kind," said Lisa, with a smile.

"Yes," I 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. I was in the Market again recently and I
decided to buy it for you."
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"How kind," said Lisa once again. "I shall treasure it dearly, I'm
sure. And if my husband asks me where I got it, I 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 silver 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," I 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," I said. "Were it not better we
waited?"

"No," said Lisa, laying her hand softly on my neck.

"But, it is a terrible sin!" I said.

Lisa drew me nearer to her until we were lying entwined on the huge satin
bed.

"Well, I 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, I

could see two pale moths in the lamplight, circling the flame.

"But what if your husband discovers us?" I eventually stammered.

But Lisa said nothing. She was breathing softly. I could feel her
gentle heartbeat. I could smell the subtle fragrance of her skin. Her
lips were warm and gquivering as we embraced. Her tongue flickered in
search of my own. Soon I was flushed with a strange, delicious excitement.
I was joined in Lisa’s rhythm. For a minute or more, I closed my ayes
tight. Then, suddenly, my body convulsed with pleasure. In wide--eyed
horror, I emptied my loins.
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After a minute or so, the lamplight sputtered and died. Vanquished, I
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 I turned toward Lisa, I could see the faint smile of contentment on
her lips. All was silent for several minutes more. Then, almost without
thinking, I jumped out of bed. "Oh, dear God, what have I done?" I
muttered to myself. Not daring to look at Lisa, I went over and stood by
the window. Without a stitch on my back, I 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 I 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 it, mistress Lisa," I said, blushing
crimson, I'm sure. "While I understar.d what it must be like for a lovely
woman like you to have an old miser for a husband, I am terribly ashamed of
my behavior this evening."

"Ah, well tuat is your concern," said Lisa.

"This must never happen again," I said.

"It is up to you to act as you see fit," said Lisa.

"Yes, it is my trial," I 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."

"I am not so crack-brained as to confess my sins openly to the world,"
I said. "I have no wish to play the gloating trickster. I 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, I reluctantly consented, and

went over to the hed.
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CHAPTER 9

The next morrning, I was awakened by the sun and by the sound of
Cathedral kells and children's voices. I dressed hurriedly while Lisa
slept, a tender smile still on her 1lips. The room was cool and
comfortable, yet I thought only of how to get away as quickly as ocssible.
In my heart beiled a mixture of love and confusion. I needed desperately
to be alone to think.

Having descended the vine trestle, I found that outside the dawn was
grey and mild. My head was spinning and my thoughts flew in tight circles.
As I scurried down the footpath through Giocundo's back gardens, I breathed
deeply the perfume of fruits and herbs. On either side of the footpath
grew ashen-white and lead-bklack mulberry trees. Silky-throated swallows
twittered in their branches. Looking at the blending colors of leaves, my
thoughts wandered to tales I'd heard of gnomish alchemists wvho consumed
their entire 1lives searching for something they called the philosopher's
stone. I involuntarily shuddered to think that I could end my own life as
one of their kind. Thinking these odd thoughts, I locked Giocundo's garden
gate. Walking as quickly as possiktle, T left Lisa and the mansion behind

me.

As I walked along, I might have continued thinking my guilt-ridden
thoughts had my attention not been suddenly brought back to the present.
Just as I was nearing the end of the main street of the residential
quarter, I saw coming toward me L._a's husband, the merchant Giocundo. I
immediately noticed that he was wobbling drunkenly on his black mule. His
face was bloated and red. He was attended by two servants. The one
leading the mule by the reins wes a giant, clumsy bear of a man with a
huge, shaggy head and a black patch 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 hummed about the inattentive merchant in the manner of an overly
solicitous valet. As they approached, I lowered my glance and stepped
quickly to the gutter side of the road to allow Giocundo and his servants
to pass. I held my breath and prayed that the merchant would not recognize
me. Fortunately, however, he passed me by without an i1nkling of suspicion.
I breathed a sigh of relief. W-thout further ado, I hurried through the
white-washed strects of the rich merchants' quarter. I then followed the
long, straight Canale Navegerio northward as I sought the seclusion of my
master's studio.

When I arrived back at the studio, Leonardo was already at his writing
desk. I quickly mounted the stairs to my room where I changed into my
coarse linen work shirt and tanned leather apron. I then went immediately
downstairs. By this time, Leonardo had finished at his desk and was now
sitting before his easel. He was beginning a sketch of an angel. Salail
was sitting on the window-sill, whistling. He was wearing a new
green-feathered cap and red velvet slippers. My master was using his
profile to draw from. Without saying a word, I quickly went over to the
wooden 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 to 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 master has always mistaken for a rare and p.ecious
innocence. Grateful that Leonardo was too preoccupied to address me, J

went directly to my own work area at the back of the studio.

It was Sunday morning, yet I knew that I could not go to early mass at
the Cathedral as was my custom. I needed first to sort out my thoughts. I
had always had my self respect to rely upon. My life of regular prayer and
absolution had brought ease and comfort to my soul. Now I feared to
confess even to myself my recent inigquity. My shameful appetite had
conquered my best intentions. Lisa's words about taking the sin upon her
own soul echoed in my head, yet they sounded terribly hollow. I knew that
I had brought this disgrace upon myself, and that any child born of such an
unholy union was at least half my responsibility. However, while I told




43

myself that these were the facts of the matter, a small voice deep inside
of me whispered that if Giocundo found out that I had usurped his place, my
life would not be worth a pit.ance. In vain I strove to determine a proper
course of action. Like a worm slowly Fkurrowing toward the core of an

apple, guilt and fear gnawed at my conscience.

After some time, my emotions gradually began to subside. My one
consolation in Jife 1is that I have always been able to lose myself in my
work. As I began to trace lines on the colored cCrawing paper in front of
me, the necessary concentration blocked out all other thoughts. I was
copying an anatomical figure and had to pay careful attention to the
required dimensions and proportions of the body. T was following as
minutely as possible all of Leonardo's rules. His axioms of perspective
guided my hand. Yet, I confess, as always my goal eluded me. The more I
tried, the less I succeeded. My outlines were coarse and heavy, my shadows
remained thick and unnatural. Although the monotony of hard work has
always been my only refuge, it is also my greatest burden. I devote myself
to the glory of art, yet I lack the i1nspiration necessary to produce more
than merely mediocre work. I have studied the examples of the old masters,
and I have contemplated the beauty of Nature herself. Yet my sketches and
paintings always appear flat and lifeless. In his teaching sessions,
Leonardo says that I distrust myself too much. Along with the o2xalted
science of perspective, he says that I must learn to have faith in my own
judgement. Possibly he is right. Perhaps I truly am my own worse enemy.
If I cannot change this, I shall never attain the lofty heights of art to
which Leonardo so effortlessly soars. Yet, even if this must be so, if I
do not despair, might my unrelenting self-criticism not one day enakle me
to achieve the knowledge of light and shade which I believe to be the
primary tools of every fine craftsman? Even if I never become a great
painter, might I not at least be alloved to penetrate these most hurble

mysteries of artifice?

My hopeful 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, soon after the bonfire of vanities, that cripples and lepers,

formerly barred from Florence's interior, should henceforth be allowed
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within the walls of the city. They were permitted the freedom to beg
openly in the streets. Until that Sunday, however, it had never occurred
that these lepers found it necessary to canvas the streets of even our poor
quarter. The lepers' bells, which they wore 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, I
could see a group of three beggars moving slowly down the street toward my
master's studio. All the neighbourhood Florentines threw copper coins into
the middle of the road. They then stood as distant as possible, hugging
the shadows of walls until the lepers had passed.

Although the approach of these unfortunate beggars created quite a
stir outside in the streets, my master noticed nothing at first. Then
Salai, who was sti1ll sitting at the South window, spoke up.

"Maestro Leonardo!" he said. “Come quickly to look! Here are some

truly ugly models for you to draw!"

Hardly believing the impudence of Salai's ridiculous remark, at first
I paid no special attention to his outburst. But then I felt a twinge of
revulsion in the pit of my stomach when, leaving the picture of the angel
unfinished, Leonardo stood up and went over to the window.

"Exquisite!” he said. "Call to them Salai! Invite them into the
studio. Offer them some wine and small money."

Disbelieving that my master could possibly be serious, I spoke up.

"But master Da Vinci," I said, "surely vyou jest! You cannot truly
desire to draw these foul wretches."

"Hold your peace, Francesco," said Leonardo. With a wave of his hand,
he silenced 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?" I stammered.

"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. All had gaping mouths and

swollen, purple tongues. 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 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. Surrcunding all three was a
sharp, biting odor reminiscent of rodent droppings. I looked at this party

with horror and revulsion. Involuntarily, I shuddered.

Once these unfortunate grotesques were seated in the  studio,
Lecnardo's eyes lit up.

"Give them some wine to drink," he said, motioning impatiently at me.
When I returned with the wine, Leonardo poured it 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 good will with
amiable, empty words. After a short time, all three were slightly drunk,
laughing and making the most horrible faces. Leonardo watched them
closely, his cold gaze filled with deep and eager curiosity. When their
hideousness reached its height, he took out his silver-point pen and began
to draw. I restrained myself and said nothing. By this time, the old hag
had started licking the fallen crumbs from the table. I was disgusted and

looked away.

Salai kept refilling the beggars' goblets with wine. In less than an
hour, my master had completed several drawings. As I stood behind him,
awaiting instructions, I could finally hold my peace no longer.

"Master, how is 1t possible to see the slightest beauty in such
deformity?" I whispered to 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 I have told you many times, only mediocrity is negligible."

Stung by thtese words, I felt my blood begin to rise. Unable to
respond, I clenched my teeth cightly until my jaws ached. Yet, although I
said nothing out 1loud, at that moment I vowed to myself that, in due

course, I would impress my master enough so that he would come to admire my
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abilities as an apprentice. I swore that before I was through I

would somehow gain Leonardo's respect.

CHAPTER 10

For the next several weeks, Lisa came to the studio almost daily.
Sometimes she was escorted by Maria, other times I was sent to fe her.
During this period, the lady Giocundo and I spoke little to eacl. wther.
Lisa seemed unwilling to discuss the night we had spent together, and I was
grateful that the subject was never broac~ed. When I look back on it now,
I realize that we were both equally stubborn and prideful. Lisa was a
clever woman and knew how to suspend moments i1ndefinitely. She smiled
benignly. She skirted the theme and then refused to pursue 1t. Although I
found this most exacerbating, I must in truth also admit that I was
secretly delighted. These circumstances afforded me the opportunity to
contrnue my liaison with Lisa without having to deal with it directly. 1
was eager to play the role of the dark, mysterious Iover without having
responsibilitie. attached. Sti1ll, oftentimes I cudgeled my brains. I was

certain that there was something T 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 I went about my duties in the studio, I watched

the portrait's progress.

Evidently, it was to be a painting of modest size. Leonardo had
ordered me tc stretch, frame and rumice the canvas. I had also prepared
and applied an undercoat of egg-shell paste to aid in preservation. While
I worked at these tasks, Leonardo drew many preliminary charcoal sketches

of Lisa. He already knew that it was to be a full frontal portrait, and so
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he did not bother to sketcn 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 worked on these sketches every afternoon for nearly
a full fortnight. He slowly chaded Lisa's face into 1life. But when he
came to the details of her features, he laild aside his silver-point pen and
sat silently, looking into Lisa's face with an intentness, mixed with
perturbation. My master discarded many of these preliminary sketches,
telling me to take them away and burn them. All this while, Lisa sat
seemingly calm and submissive. She alwayc wore the same dark dress with a
transparent black veil covering her hair. She sat poised in her carved
mahogany chair, slowly stroking the long, silky fur of Leocnardo's white

Persian cat which lay curled in her lap, licking its paws.

During these sessions, Lisa hardly ever initiated conversation.
Sometimes Leonardo would speak; but then only to demand small bits of
information from the 1lady 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, it was
pleasant enough in the quiet atwosphere of the studio. Even Salal seemed
content and subdued by Mona Lisa'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 always 1in at.endance. He sat on a
cushioned chair 1in one corner and played interminably. While Lisa posed
for Leonardo, oblivious to her surroundings, Salai plucked mellow notes and
strummed brilliant arpeggios on his lamb-qut strings. 1 believe he was
perplexed that Jasa seemed not to notice him. Salai was used to being
pampered and flattered by all the young Florentine ladies, and to his
chagrin Lisa appeared to perceive his existence as something 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 measirements for the painting's ideal point of

perspective. I 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 several afternoons, until one day, toward the end of the fortnight,
Leonardo abruptly closed the cover of his sketch-book and stood up. He
slowly replaced the cap to his silver-pocint pen. It was only shortly after
the beginning of the session, so Lisa, Salai and I turned in surprise to

see what was matter.

"Madam Giocundo, " Leonardo said. "You are as beautiful of form and
feature as any woman alive, but it seems to me that you are weighed down by
a burden which is much too heavy to bear."

"What do you mean?" said Lisa.

"Well, you live with your husband in the midst of such luxury, and yet
I perceive that you are deeply troubled by something. You are too
sensitive to speak, yet there is always the slightest hint of sadness in
your smile. You must speak to me of it!™"

"I warned you bef e we started that you would not be permitted access
to the secrets of my soul," said Lisa, lowering her eyes. "You must paint
the portrait as best you are able. I shall pose as you recuire."

"If you are resolved not to reveal your secret, I 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 I have told you," said Lisa, '"that is your own concern."

"But, I cannot...be...defeated once again," said lLeonardo, i a dark,

trembling voice.

Although Lisa paid little heed to Leonardo's grim countenance, I knew
the importance of these words. So many of the projects which my master
spent his lifetime creating were already beginning to disinteqrate: There
vere the many half-finished paint.ings and sketches stored in the attic of
the studio. Also, there were the many parchment leaves of notes which 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 bubblirg 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, I
understood the desperate quality in my master's veoice 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 knew that the time
left to him was too short to allow for hesitation. I could see that my
master was determined 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. Salal stopped playing his lyre. There was a
long moment of terrible silence in the studioc. Then Leonardo suddenly
turned his back on Lisa. Turning to me, he ordered that the very best

paints should be immediately prepared.

Having anticipated this moment, I quickly set to work. Even though he
was undoubtedly certain of my competence, Lecnardo watched over my shoulder
as I mixed and measured in separate bowls the dark oily hues and the pasty
ash-white flesh tones which iile required. I mixed eaci basic mixture with a
compound of arabic qum. Then I heated the potions over a candle flame.
Once they had achicved the correct consistency, I divided the result into
six smaller bowls. To these bowls, I cdded the various ground minerals,
strained liquids and sifted powders to make the necessary different shades.
This was slow work which demanded 2 steady hand and careful concentration.
Once this had been accomplished, however, I quickly prepared a suitable
palette which 1 proudly presented to my master. I then took out of a
drawer three new paint brushes which I offered to him. .ecnardo chose one
with fine, long bristles. With a wide, sweeping gesture of his arm, he
then ordered me to draw the canvas curtains to dull the sun's aftermnoon

light. It was time, he said, for the real painting to begin.
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CHAPTER 11

Although many incidents occurred during the days and weeks that
followed the commencement of Lisa's portrait, these facts seem all but
irrelevant now. Certainly, life went on in the usual fashion: ILeonardo
painted, I worked at my studies and small tasks about the studio, and Salai
continued his che-acteristic pranks and merry mischief. This was my
immediate worid. Outside of this world, events unfolded as they inevitably
will: News that the hastard Charies 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 ractions 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 toward the
middle of the month a merchant ship drifted into the main port of the city,
its entire crew dead of some peculiar pox which even the Duke's physicians

were unable to explain.

These, then, were the circumstances of the time. 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 within the confines of my skull. When I
think of that time now, I believe that, as far as my perscnal history is
concerned, it is best explained by one recurring dream which continued
right up until the June nights shortly before Summer Solstice. It was on
one wmorning following this dream that finally, driven beyond my limits of
endurance, I took my fate into my own hands and acted in a manner directly

opposed to that which my conscience demanded.
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In my dream, I am greatly aged - an ~ld man in his seventies at least.
When the dream begins, I am walking slowly, lost in thought, through the
narrow, deserted city streets. My sense of bale. - has begun to fail, and
T am unsteady on my feet. My joints creak as I walk, and I am bone-tired
and scant of breath. Because of my poor eyesight, I cannot see far ahead.
I have no idea where I am walking to since I have never cravelled through

this particular quarter before.

"You are lost," a voice in my head whispers.

And, indeed, there are no signs of human life. As I look around me, I
am certain that any building I may enter will prove to be uninhabited and
abandoned.

"You are lost!" the voice whispers again. "You are lost, and ycu are

mad, and you are going to die!"

Yet, my sandaled feet shuffle onward.

Leaning heavily on my walking stick, I navigate the untamiliar streets
and alleyways, past the deserted dwellings. Already it 1is near sunset.
Although I am wizened and bent with years, my shadow stretches out before

me, enormous and elongated.

"Call on the demon to punish her!" whispers the voice in my head.

"Call on the demons, and have your revenge!"

"I shall not," I mutter outloud. "It was so long ago. Now it is
almost forgotten. It does not matter any more. The sin is surely

forgiven."

In the distance, I hear the rumbling thunder of an approaching storm.
For an extended moment, the city is lit with fire as streak lightening
flashes across the sky. Mindful of the first hesitant drops of rain, I

hobble nnward 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. There
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?"
I say nothing. It is impossible to reply.

After some time, I 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, I 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. I hesitate for a moment in the threshold, my
eyes adjusting to the deep gloom inside. I shake the dust off my sandals.
Slowly I begin to walk up the main aisle, my eyes fixed on the empty wooden
pulpit ahead.

"Despair!" 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. I stop beside a huge grey marble pillar. I touch the smooth

stone, and its surface consoles me.
For a moment, the whispering voices subside.

Despite my stiff limbs, I genuflect and enter a pew. For some time, T
kneel in silent prayer. Then I it back on the polished hardwood bench.
For a 1lingering moment, I admire a spiral rosette whicii is set 1n one of
the Cathedral's multi-colored stained glass windows. This window sUill

glows slightly as the evening sun sinks in the west. 1 close my eyes.

Gradually, I become aware that the silence is being disrupted as the

Cathedral organ begins to play a faint, somber fugue. I slowly bLecome
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aware of the organ, yet my thoughts do not linger on it. As the music

builds, however, I become filled with an unspeakable barrenness.

The chorus of voices in my head now returns.

"Yes, that is right!" the voices whisper. "You must now understand.
Blind, and yet seeing. Yet no longer to touch! Above all, understand!
Here there is no multi-foliate rose to behold. Here only the silence

blossoms. Here darkness prevails!"

As I sit all alone in the empty Cathedral, I can no longer escape the
truth. I become aware that this dream is an enactment of my death. I sit
guilty and ashamed. My soul is like the dried out husk of an insect. I

have been justly condemned; I am greatly afraid to watch the proceedings.

"But what man is not guilty of sin?" I absentmindedly mutter. "Who is
there that does not share my great sorrow and shame?"

Yet, although I reprimand myself for having allowed my life to pass
out of my control, I am not entirely penitent. As I view my moment of
death, I am relieved that the truth of my life will be buried forever. I
am content that this should be so. I 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 stiil it lives in my mind as if real. In my dream, the
bells in the Cathedral spire begin to toll. They soon drown out both the
sound of the organ, and the voices in my head which continue to whisper.
Slowly, I become aware that the darkness surrounding the altar is broken by
the glow of candlelight. I see that there are two black-robed figures
preparing the Eucharist. At this moment, I hear the sound of fluttering
wings. When I look upward, T see that there is a huge black raven perched
on one of the wooden rafters supporting the domed ceiling. The bird's
glittering eyes flash in my head. Tts caws echo in my ears. Suddenly, it
rises from its perch. Slowly, it swoops in diminishing spirals down toward

the altar. It lands with fluttering wings and piercing cries on the
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l shoulder of the high priest, who is occupied with the chalice. This
priest, who appears as a hollow, faceless figure, takes out a handful of
black rice and feeds his loyal pet. Then the priest and his server move
forward toward the altar-rail, where the faithful usually kneel to await
communion. The two figures stand there. Instinctively, I know that it 1is
me they are waiting for. The raven flies in circles above me. This I take

as a sign that I am to walk toward the altar.

As I slowly proceed up the main aisle, my lips feverishly mutter the
disjointed lines of a psalm which I sang by heart as a boy. Soon I am
kneeling on the hard marble step in front of the altar-rail. My trembling
hands are clasped tightly in front of me. As the two priests approach, I

open my mouth to receive the blessed communion, but when the high priest

lowers the golden chalice in his hand, I see that it is filled, not with
white-wvafer hosts, but with burning black embers. With a pair of long,
silver tongs, this priest lifts a glowing coal from the chalice. Although
I want to cry outloud, he places the red-hot stone on my tongue, and I am
committed to everlasting silence.
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ABSTRACT

This thesis consists of two parts. The first part is a critical
introdvction which examines the most important aspects of the craft of

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

introduction indicates the relationship between the use of history and that
of creative imagination in my novel, and demonstrates 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
create 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'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 themes of 1love, loneliness,
revenge, betrayal and self-discovery. While paying the debt of serious
scholarship to the facts of the age being recreated, the background of the
novel 1is of secondary importance to the creative representation of a group

of archetypal characters centered around the figure of Francesco.




RESUME

Cette thése comprend deux parties. La premiére est une criticue dans

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

j'analyse les aspects importants de la création de mon roman. Je discute
de l'utilisation de 1l'histoire et de 1'imagination dans le roman historique
et tente de démontrer que la construction d'un tel écrit dépend seulement
du choix de 1'auteur quant aux technicques el aux conventions a utiliser.
Je couligne ici, que pour ce roman, je ne me suis pas tenu & une
formulation particuliére mais plutdét 3 des techniques variées qui

répondaient le mieux aux exigences du moment et ¢ processus créatif.

La seconde partie est le roman historique, Mona Lisa's Iover. Cette

histoire prend forme a Florence durant la Rennaissance et est racontée par
Francesco, un jeune apprenti de Iéonard De Vinci. Tour & tour seront
abordés des themes 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 ol se situent 1'action,
ceux-ci demeurent secondaires aux personnages qui y prennent place et a

leur représentation.




CRITICAL INTRODUCTION TO MONA LISA'S IOVER

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

craft of writing appropriate to the creation of Mona Lisa's lover,
discussing in general terms the conventions and techniques which can place
this work in an intelligible context. I will begin with a discussinn of
the historical novel. Here, I will 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, I will then proceed to examine

techniques of the craft of fiction as they are used in Mona Lisa's lover.

I intend to examine the following aspects: 1) Structure - including plot,
unity and coherence, and management of the time factor. 2) Narrative
method - focusing on the significance of the first-person narrator and use
of the confessional mode. 3) Characterization - focusing on the use of
archetypal characters made "real" through particularities. 4) Dialogue -
focusing on its relationship to characterization and its role in helping to
make a novel dramatic. 5) Setting - focusing on the way in which
background and atmosphere must be made "expressionistic", and not be a mere
accretion of "realistic" detail. 6) Style - defining what is meant by this
ambiguous, perhaps all-embracing term, and defining what is unique and
significant about the style in Mona Lisa's Lover. 7) Theme - in this last

category, I will discuss the ideas in and behind the novel, considering

briefly the relationship between art and morality in my work.

THE HISTORICAT, 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




author's birth so that he must infocrm himself about its period by

study." 1

Yet, surely this is too 1limiting a definition to indicate
properly the vast differences between nineteenth century historical novels,

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

portray history meticulously, and more modern historical novels, such as
R.M. Lamming's The Notebook of Gismondo Cavelletti (1985), which tends to

exploit history as a means to a meore 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 writing now sees "scientific" history as a delusion. In cur day
and age, writers are not so concerned with the dualism between fact and
fiction as were earlier writers such as Manzoni. Contemporary historical
novelists understand that there is no such thing as authentic, objective,
scientific history. This fact 1is, of course, also well understood by
contemporary historians. As the historian and historical novelist/critic,

Lion Feuchtwanger, writes:

The historicism of the nineteenth century was an illusion, now
quite generally abandoned even by academic historians. The
historians of the twentieth century have conceled virtually all
of the inadequacies of historicism. Though they use its methods,
they do not regard the ultimate purpose of their science to be
the determination of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof . 2

So then, if the historian 1is concerned not so much with "the
determination of fact, but rather the interpretation thereof," the question
logically arises: 1is this, also, the goal of the historical novelist? The
answer to this questior 1is, "no", because, although the contemporary
historical novelist must certainly interpret the facts of the age which he
is recreating, this is not his ultimate purpcse. His ultimate purpose is
to create a work of art. As the critic, Cleanth Brooks, peints out, while
the historian "is concerned to discover the pattern implied 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 ILover. While the story was

carefully researched, in order to gain a general awareness of events




surrounding the 1life of Ieonardo Da Vinci and Renaissance Florence,
historical raw materials were radically transformed through artistic
imagination. Several examples of this are: 1) The fact that, although
Leonardo did, indeed, have two apprentices named Francesco 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), I brought them together. 2) The
central intrique of the action - the love affair between Francesco and Lisa
- 1is entirely a fabrication, but wholly necessary if there is %o ke a plot
around which historical themes can be woven. 3) In the sphece of
historical events, all has passed through the filter of artistic
imagination and been compressed into the time span of one year to meet the
needs of artistic pstterning and heightening or intensification of
interest. These are ‘ust three examples of many possible instances of che

"exploitation" of history in Mona Lisa's Lover. While, by themselves, they

insufficiently illustrate the myriad ways in which history was manipulated
to fulfill the demands of art in my novel, they adequately show that, while
the histcrical novelist is obliged to study sources and reflect seriously
about the nature of historical events, he must also freely (but with good
judgement) use intuitive imagination to create and shape the facts he needs

to make his story conform to aesthetic demands.

Since the historical novelist must be considered first and foremost as
an artist, it is a mistaken notion to think that he seeks to revivify the
past. "Creative writers," as Feuchtwanger points out, "desire only to
treat contemporary matters, even in those of their creations which have
history as their subject.”4 The historical novelist's, purpose. then, is
to clothe contemporary content in an historical dress, so that contemporary
problems may be effectively dramatized and objectified. As Feuchtwanger
explains in his book on "the laurels and limitations of historical

5. historical writers "are frequently moved to choose this or

fiction"
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."® Tn several

respects, then, Mona Lisa's iLover is 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




book is also meant to make the reader reflect on the scrious concerns of
our day. Such contemporary concerns as the appeals and dangers of
fundamentalist  religicn, the merits and drawbacks of democratic and
despotic governments, the problem of modern day plagues, such as Aids, and
the threat of destruction brought akout ’;y man's continuing mismanagement
of the dichotomy between his higher and lower instincts, are mirrored in
the novel. Ultimately, my portrayal of Renaissance Florence in transition
- 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 Irequently
adopts some previous one as a model and warning."7 This, I believe, is in

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

strucn me that the choice of Renaissance Florence as a setting would enable
me to treat universal human concerns more artistically than the ‘'"brutal

actuality"8

of contemporary materials would allow. An historical
framework gave me the distance I needed to deal with contemporary problems
in perspective. "To portray successfully a contemporary view of the world,
an author must move it into vaster areas of time and space,"9 writes
Feuchtwanger, and, indeed, I hope that, by portraying the struggles of
Renaissance Florence (events which struck me from the beginning of my
research as being enommously symbolic), I have successfully drawn a
parallel between that period and our own times. I lope that my
presentation of Renaissance Florence will enakle the reader to step back
and view the forest rather than the trees, to envision our immediate

environment in perspective.

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

be made clear, however, that historical events were no more than stimuli
for the creative writing process because, necessarily, "the ultimate cause
Jor genesis of [an imaginative work] lies deep in the personality of the
writer as well as in his lived experience."10 So, while it is true that,

inspired by Da Vinci's portrait of Mona Lisa while looking for a subject to
write about, I became involved in reading history books, art folios und

other sources dealing with Renaissance Florence, the selection and

arrangement of material was a very personal matter. Althougn it is in some



sense true that "instead of the artist selecting his materials, the
materials must suggest themselves to the artist, that is to say, the
materials really select the artist"ll, it is also true that the selection
of material "must derive from the innermost being of the poet himself."12
For me, this selection process was an ongoing one which was formed by the
continuous struggle between the imagination and controlling reason. During
the process of composition, I found that, as an artist, my driving force
was always my own inner experience. Yet, in order to adhere to my

historical framework and to give artistic significance to my materials, I

always strove to objeclify that experience.

In his Poetics, Aristotle compares history to poetry from a

perspective that clearly favors poetry:

The 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 the universal, history the particular.l3

Here, Aristotle implies that the "truth" portrayed by imaginative writing
is more forceful than the "truth" of documentary history. In banning
dramatic poetry from his ideal republic, Plato, of course, also
acknowledged this fact. 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 cquestion poses itself: "How,
then, does the aspiring historical fiction writer create 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 that 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 nmust realize that, while the historical fiction writer may




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 reader,
are most interested. For history gives us what Cleanth Brooks calls "truth
of correspondence."14 What a true history says ‘"corresponds" to the
facts. But fiction is not fact, and 1its "truth" does not involve a
correspondence to something outside itself. In fiction, "truth of

coherence" 15

is the primary truth.

In order to explore some of the methods by which this "truth of
coherence" in fiction can be achieved, let us now consider some of the most
important technicues and conventions used in the creation of Mona Lisa's

Lover.

STRUCTURE

In his book on historical fiction, Lion Feuchtwanger writes that "a

strong, rapidly moving, solid plot is the prerequisite for the success of

8."16

every historical tale, but particulariy for the popular on Now,

while Mona Lisa's lLover does not purposefully pander to popular taste, it

does seek a more "general" audience than strictly "literary", explicitly
"experimental" fiction can hope to reach. In order to reach this wider

reading public, Mona ILisa's Iover uses the convention of a clearly

developing, rapidly moving, coherent plot. This, of course, is nothing to
be ashamed of. For a well-constructed plot, with effective use of tension
and emphasis, is an essential part of the art of storytelling. No matter
how "lyrically" inclined he or she may be, the novelist cannot dispense
with plot. Aristotle 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."17
gecy 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 novel.

In The Pcetics, Aristotle formulates a very precise definition of




plot. He «calls it "the imitation of an action"18 and also "the

arrangement of the incidents."19 He goes on to explain that the action
imitated should be "a whole" - that is, it should have "a beginning, a
middle, and an end."20 Here, Aristotle implies that a plot is not merely

a concatenation of events. In accordance with the laws of '"probability",
about which more will be said later in this critical introduction, episodes
in a drama or novel should follow one another with probable or necessary
sequence. A plot, after all, as Aristotle maintains, should have unity:
it should "imitate one action and that a whole, the structural union of the
parts being such that, if any one of them is displaced or removed, the

whole will be disjointed and disturbed."21

In order to create a unified plot in Mona Lisa's Lover, the approach

which I took in constructing the novel was that I first sketched the
general outline of the narrative, and then filled in the episodes and
expanded them with detail. Although the novel has its own organic form 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 modified form to the timeless,
dramatic structure of well-built tragedy. The book is divided into five
parts, each of which represents a ©phase of dramatic conflict:
introduction, rising action, climax or crisis (turning point), falling
action, and catastrophe. I tried at all 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. I began with the premise that a story should be excitingly and
entertainingly told, and planned and organized my material accordingly.
Much time and effort was 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 adjusting of means to ends. Even though
the outline of the whole novel was established before beginning, the
prefigured chain of events was conditioned by choices made sentence by
sentence, paragraph by paragraph, chapter by chapter, throughout the novel.
Always, I kept in mind the idea that I must organize my material to create
an expressive unity. The internal logic of my imagination and emotions was

allowed to work freely, but always I paid heed to the fact that, in




presenting the narrator's archetypal quest for self-knowledge, I was
seeking to create aesthetic order through a logical narrative sequence.

In Aspects of the Novel, E.M. Forster makes 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 causality."22

Thus, plotting is 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
constructing a good plot involves the ‘"functioning of some 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 simplify life by imposing order upon it. As Henry James writes, art is
"all discrimination and selection," while "life 1is all inclusion and

confusion. n24

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. "2

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 derive from character. "The most effective plot presents a
struggle such as would engage [a set of] characters, and the most effective
emotion for the plot to present is that inherent in the quality of the

given characters. n26

The function of plot, from this point of view, 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, is faced with several major problems at the
outset of the story - he longs to have revenge on his rival apprentice,

Salai; he desperately wants Mona Lisa's love; and he deeply yearns for Da
Vinci's respect. All of these goals are difficult to attain. The plot of
the novel is formed by Francesco's successes and failures to attain his
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goals. The story's interest inheres in the resistances encountered and
overcome, or not overcome - in "the 1logic by which resistance evokes
responses which, in their turn, encounter or create new resistances to be
dealt with."?’
began, remember it from the very beginning" (Mona Lisa's Iover, p.l), in

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

More generally, Francesco wants "to remember how it all

simpler." On this level, plot serves to propel the narrator along on his
journey towards self-knowledge; it is the means by which I 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 quiding principle for the author and an ordering

control for the reader."28 For the author it is "the chief principle for
selection and arrangement"zg; for the reader it 1is "something perce -ed

30 To define plot as an intellectual formulation

as structure and unity."
is not, however, to define it as abstract idea or philosophic concept.
Abstract ideas and philosophical attitudes may 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 initial effort was 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 to 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 emotional changes in the characters' 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 Lisa's
lover, p.l). Some chapters in the novel suggest only the time span of a
single day, while others comprise weeks or several months. Always, I try
to concentrate on matters of consequence, on insensity of experience, while
still remembering that, in order to create the illusion of reality, the
cverall rhythm of the work necessarily calls for lulls in certain parts,

and a more rapid pace in others.




10

The management of the time factor in Mona Lisa's Lover also depends on

the workings of my narrator's conscience. It is through the emphasis of
certain events and the passing over of others that the relationship between

3l is made clear. Since

"life by the clock", and "life by values"
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 commentary on his

personal experience.

NARRATTIVE METHOD

The differences in mood and tempo brought out by the handling of
"plot" and "time" in a novel are emphasized by the writer's choice of
narrative method. The plot of a story - that is, the structure of action
as it 1is actually presented to the reader - depends on the point of view.
According to Sir Percy Lubbock, "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 to the story."32
While this statement perhaps exaggerates the point, and should immediately
be 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 method can vitally affect the unity, 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 mind whose views of events comes between us

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

Fiction, it is important for the critic 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 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 among 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 criticism, of the sort intended 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 the narrator. As Booth points out,
a narrator can be said to be reliable "when he speaks for or acts in
accordance with the norms of the work (which is to say, the implied

36

author's norms), unreliable when he does not." 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 transformed.

Although the reader is sometimes able to trust Francesco's narration
of facts and events, at times he 1s an unreliable narrator whose
reflections and reasonings should be questioned and qualified. Oftentimes,
Francesco claims 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 creates an ironic "gap" in the work, which derives
from the distance between the narrator and the implied author. Because of
this ironic gap, strong demands are made on the reader's powers of
inference. Francesco is quite often deliberately deceptive. Yet, he is
also at times almost alarmingly honest in his self-revelations. He is an
amiable, if sometimes contemptible narrator who simultaneously displays
both a grievous lack of sensitivity and great depth of feeling. Thus, it
is difficult to determine 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,
all 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 lover, 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 may -all "reader participation." It is a technique used
to make the reader do some of the interpreting himself, for drawing him
into the inside of the story by making him discover meaning. As one critic
points out, "the reader...entering the dramatization as ] stener, finds
himself collaborating in the actualization of the objective situation which
the tale embodies."3’ 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 meaning of the action. Francesco, for example, does
not, at times, entirely comprehend the events which he relates. Thus, the
meaning of the story is understated; the full significance is not made
explicit, but must be inferred by the reader from the many clues offered

throughout the work.

As well 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 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 world; he can feed in
the expository material without making us feel that it is labelled, for it
is part of his 1life. 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 observed, heard, or reasonably surmised,
a considerable body of material from the hypothetical underlying action is
not available to him. As one critic notes, "if, for a particular story,

the narrator 1is well chosen, then the deletions he must make will seem

natural, and the selections significant."38 This means to say that the

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

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

As well as being a first-person narrative, Mona Lisa's lover 1is also
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a confessional monologue. As confessional monologue, the novel offers the
"I" as penitent "experiencing in immediacy or in recollection some 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 confessional 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, forms itself around the question of individual identity and
concomitant questions of responsibility. Soam I?" resolves itself
into "Could I 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 principle of selection:

In the confessional monologue the speaker appears to create his
own design. He makes his choices and defines them as he speaks;
he considers certain events and people only as th2y are important
to his soul-searching; he traces and retraces his past only as it
impinges on his present; he examines those compulsions that seem
to have shaped his decisions; and in all of this he continually
acknowlegges, 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 both of these distinquishing marks of the

confessional monologue. Speaking always from a condition of guilt and
suffering, Francesco is intensely aware of the confession he 1is 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 [his] history for all men to see" (Mona

Lisa's Lover, p.35), and the second time 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 actempts to create some kind of

order out of painful and disordered experiences, Francesco implicitly

invites readers to consider the complex prospect of his past.

As Clews points out, "confessional heroes, exploring uncharted depths

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

n43

which conforms to the subject of emergent self-understanding. So, for

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

regret and frustration proceed through increasingly intense stages of
anguished introspection as he tries to come to grips with his past in order
to face the future. Although he chooses the comparatively orderly form of
the chronicle or history to tell his story, Francesco is thrice driven to
reveal dreams vwhich, though difficult for him 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 compel him to reveal that which he would rather
conceal. Nevertheless, despite Francesco's occasional experiments with

narrative method, Mona Lisa's Lover ultimately 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.

CHARACTERIZATION

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

protagonist of the story. As the leading figure, both in terms of
importance in the story, and in terms of his ability to enlist the reader's
interest and sympathy, 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
other main characters who play important roles. These characters are:
Mona Lisa Giocundo - the woman Francesco desires; Salai - Francesco's rival
apprentice and main antagonist; Leonardo da Vinci - Francesco's brilliant
though eccentric master; and the merchant Giocundo - *he wealthy and
ruthless husband of Mona Lisa. Each of these main characters represents a
fusion of the universal and the particular. They are archetypal characters
who reveal their true natures when driven by love, hatred, fear, ambition,

and despair.

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

major characters in the novel are intended to be “rounded",
three-dimensional figures, the minor characters tend to be more flat,
two-dimensional figures who serve the major characters and enhance plot and
theme. The minor characters in the novel are: Maria - Mona Lisa's loyal
maid-servant; the wasp-like Florentine and the hcar-like Emilio - servants
to Giocundo; and Angelica, the child of Francesco and Lisa. There are also
several historical figures 1in the work. These include: Fra Girolamo
Savonarola -~ a fundamentalist preacher; Signor Niccolo Machiavelli - a
well-meaning, though anarchistic political agitator; and King Charles of
France - the pathetic war-lord, conqueror of the divided states of Italy.
The final important minor character in the novel is the old rag-vendor
woman, who serves both as a choral figure, commenting 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 from 211 the other techniques which comkine 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 element 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 novel
will inevitably fail, no matter how well the author executes other
techniques. The reader must care about the characters in a novel as human




¢

16

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

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

Fictus" is a teotally different species from "Homo Sapiens."44 "Homo

Fictus" is deprived of a great many ordinary human characteristics because
these are not relevant to the novelist's design. His function is "to act
in unison with other narrative elements as a vehicle for the expression of

45 In order to ke effective,

the author's personal vision of life."
characters in a work of fiction must be symbolic. However, while the
novelist's figures are ‘"abstractions whose principle function is to

complete a structural or verkal pattern"46

;, in the end, we recognize the
true novelist by the strength with which his realization of the actual
world and of human individuality triumphs over his abstract speculations.
The novelist must have the capacity 1literally toc "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 peculiarities of their age. Yet, ideas must always be
demonstrated through the experience and suffering of ordinary human beings.
The writer must focus not on abstractions, but on individual experience.
In order for a story to be moving, characters must "fit in 2 moral

47

universe" ', 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, I combined three

fundamental methods of characterization: (1) explicit presentation of
character through direct exposition illustrated by action; (2) presentation
of characters in action, with 1little 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 representation from
within my narrator and protagonist of the impact of actions and emotions
upon nis inner self, with the expectation that the reader will come to a
clear understanding of the attributes of this character. Through my use of

these methods of characterization, I have tried to invest the symbolic
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figures in my 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 marvellous' to the  necessity of maintaining

49 The writer

verisimilitude and consistency in his characters' behavior."
mist attempt to strike a balance between the uncommon 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 realism:

There is required a sufficient degree of the marvellous to excite
attention; enough of the manners of real life to give an air of
probability to the wg6k; 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 writer must, of course, avoid the pitfalls of melodrama. The
interaction of characters in a novel should create human interest but, at
the same time, the novelist must avoid saccharine sentimentality if he
hopes to ke taken seriously. This is not to say that the writer should not
strive to involve his reader's emotions as he portiays the lives of his
characters for, as Allott points out, "in the great work, we surrender our
emotions for reasons that leave us with no regrets, no inclination to

retract, after the immediate spell is past."51

An important method which the novelist may use to create characters
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 represent extremes of virtuous and licentious
behavior, but both contain traits which qualify these extremes. Francesco
is by no means consistently well-meaning, and Salai is by no means
constantly reprehensible. However, happenings such as sudden conversions
are avoided in the novel, since actions performed must be both "in
character", that is psychologically credible, and also probable in terms of
the work as whole. Thus, while I explored freely the nature of my
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characters, I was wary not to make them either too good or too bad, or
suddenly to change their essence. This was done in accordance with
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, I tried to make my characters appear to evolve naturally, without

heavy-handedness on the part of the author.

DIALOGUE

One of the most important methods of character revelation in a novel
is the way in which characters talk. Since characters exist largel:-
through their speech, dialogue is a rich resource for dramatic
presentation. BAn 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, while all the characters speak in a manner

which hints at an Italian idiom, they all have individualistic ways of
using words. Francesco, though able to express himself well enough in his
own fashion, tends to be rather shy and stumbling in his  speech.
Corversely, the quick cadences of Salai's speech convey exuberance.
Through their speech, leonardo and Lisa are shown tc 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 2 novel speaks is important because, in
order to be convincing, the writer must have his characters speak "in
character." The novelist's use of dialogue imports into his work something
of the dramatist's discipline and objectivity. Its authenticity depends,

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

"stylized." As Anthony Trollope writes, the novel-writer, in constructing

his dialogue,

must steer between absolute accuracy of language - which
would give to conversation an air of pedantry, and the

slovenly inaccuracy of ordinary talkers - which, if followed
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closely, 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 two ways to present character,
directly, with a summary of traits and characteristics, or dramatically,
through dial »gue and action. As Wayne Booth notes, "direct presentation,
even summary presentation, may be properly and effectively used."54 The
danger of direct presentation, however, is that it tends to forfeit the
vividness of drama and the reader's imaginative participation. Direct
presentation works best, as Booth remarks, "with rather flat and typical
characters, or as a means to get rapidly over more perfunctory

133 When it comes to the significant scenes of the story, the

materials.'
writer is well advised to discard summary in favor of dramatic
presentation. The novelist's task, after all, is to create 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 create the very pace of the
story. It 1is important for the writer 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
forms of telling in the service of various forms 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 various processes which guide his feelings and thoughts.
Consequently, when we arrive at the scene itself, the reader is in a
position "to savor the Ffull irony of conversational hesitations,
suppressions, wilful distortions and unwitting misapprehensions, and to
appreciate the nature of the fresh developments which these will

precipitate.“57
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SETTING

In her book entitled Novelists on the Novel, Miriam Allott writes:

The artistic self-consciousness which compels the novelist to
make "things of truth" from "things of fact" by adjusting them

to their new context has gradually seen to it that the backaround
and setting of "scene" is as integgal to design as plot, characters,
dialogue and narrative technique.

Here, Allott makes a point with which, in the 1light of my own recent
experience in novel writing, 1 readily agree. For, during the early stages

of the creation of Mona Lisa's Lover, I discovered that it was very wrong

indeed tu regard the setting ~f my story as merely decorative background.
I 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 well as

1ding significance to the book through its power to evoke atmosphere and
0 reflect symbolically on other elements. I saw *‘hat my setting would
have Lo be made "expressionistic", if it were going to reveal character,
advance plot, and reinforce theme. Thus, I 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" created world - of seeing,
hearing, smelling, touching and tasting an authentic environment - and the
sense that the setting is not merely ‘"background', 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, I attempted to create a vivid, memorable setting which
appeals to the reader's senses, but which should not be judged simply in
terms of realistic accuracy, but rather in rerms 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 velegated to the
position in which it became "primarily a method for the display of
n39 From the outset of the book, I

determined that description of setting should never be used as an end unto

descriptive powers in fine writing.

itself. I saw that the piling up of details for their own sake would be
tedious and irrelevant. For this reason, I always tried to select the
significant items for presentation. When describing setting, I tried to
create a world which is recognizable, and which is rendered vividly, but I

avoided superfluous, merely picturesque detail.

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

related to the theme of the story. The settings of many of the scenes can
be accepted at a straight, realistic level but, to the percevtive reader,
they should appear as symbolic also. I tried to create my novel so that it
would be vivid with a sense of place and character but, at the same time, I
realized that it was necessary to select and conventionalize those parts of
the setting which most strongly appealed to my imagination, for the purpose
of strengthening the effect of my novel's over-all design. Thus, specific
settings were chosen both for their potential to provide a realistic
milieu, and for their capacity to produce symbolic reverberations. The
initial choice of the city of Renaissance Florence as the main setting for
the novel provides a physical, cultural and symbolic 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. It is only by
rendering these specific locales vividly that the walled city itself can be
brought to 1life and be made to appear symbolic - as a metaphor with

universal connotations.

STYLE

The style of a novel is rather a difficult quality to define with
exactitude. In its most general sense, it can be said to be "the manner in
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which the words of a novel are arranged in order to best express the
individuality of the author and the ideas and intent in the author's

60

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

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

one's ideas. n61

Yet, this definition remains a bit vague. To be sure, in
its broadest sense, style must be considered to be the overall approach
which the writer takes in dealing with his material, but specific elements
of a work must first be considered as component parts of a writer's
individual style if Llhe critic is to define with any precision what

distinguishes one author's method of presentatior: from that of another.

The way in which the writ>»r arranges his ideas is the most fundamental

structural element in his style. In Mona Lisa's Lover, I 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, I used my imagination to develop a method of presentation which
was specifically adapted to the kind of effect which I was trying to
achieve. Guided by the idea that historical accuracy was of secondary
importance to aesthetic form, I attempted to create a work of art which,
when finished, would be a whole greater than the sum of its parts. This I
did by carefully planning the narrative so that the dynamic tension between
all parts of the artistic structure make it analogous to an organism.
Whatever "life" the novel has iz derived from the tension between the

various parts.

As well as being the way in which the writer arranges his ideas, style
is also the means by which he displays his feeling for the possibilities of
language. If the novelist hopes to create "a web at once sensuous and

62, he must craft language with

logical, an elegant and pregnant texture"
infinite <care. This implies that he must have the capacity for
self-criticism which allows him to produce a fiction which is workmanlike,
intelligible, and free from clichés and grammatical mistakes. Yet, it also
implies much 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 all necessary because, as

Joseph Conrad eloquently writes:
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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 t06§lay for an evanescent instant over the commonplace
surface of words.

In Mona Lisa's lover, I took great care to construct well-made

sentences, to checose 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 theme of the work. Yet, all the while, I also
tried to remember that too much style is, in itself, a pitfall to be
avoided. I strove towards the "art which conceals art:.“64 I tried to
invest my prose with vitality by keeping it, for the most part, simple and
clear. Although, at times, I aspired to write a subtly "poetic prose", for
the most part I concentrated on keeping the narrative intelligible and

harmonious.

The theme of a novel is the central or dominating idea found in the
work. It is "the abstract concept which is made concrete through its

n65 In other vwords, theme is

representation in person, action, and image.
what is made of the topic which the artist chooses to write about, and it
is the comment 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 which he expresses his chosen subject. When all is said and
done, theme 1is the essential reason for a story's existence. The a:titude
toward l.fe which the story embodies - its portrayal of human experience -

is of central importance to its significance as a work of art.

In a novel, the representation of human experience always involves,
directly or indirectly, some comment on values and human conduct, on good

and bad, on the true and the false. It always involves some conception of
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what the human place is in the world. After reading a novel, one is always
left with the question: "What does it all add up to? What does it mean?"
We like to observe a story working itself out to a unity. As Cleanth
Brooks notes, "just as we instinctively demand the logic of cause and
effect, the logic of motivation in fiction, so we demand that there be a
logic of theme - a thematic structure into which the various elements are

66

fitted and in terms of which they achieve unity." Brooks also goes on

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

n67

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

there is no satisfactorily developed theme, all 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

Lisa's Lover, I 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 to become more and more
aware of the significance of the whole. This is to say, I attempted to
write a novel in which the reader gradually senses a developing theme. The
attitude toward life which .s consistently developed throughout my novel is
perhaps most easily determined by looking at the pattern of the plot and
seeing what significant repetitions appear. The motifs in the novel are
allL intended to 1lead the reader tcward a perception of the theme. Alsc,
the final chapter is of crucial significance to the theme of the whole,
since, while 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 Lisa's Lover is, at least to a large degrce, 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 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 written to teach as well as to delight, but the

book does not end with a neat moral tag. In fact, the novel avoids
focusing narrowly upon a single, particular meaning, but rather strives to
reflect the ambiguities 2f the human condition and of the universe itself.

In this book, I illustrate 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 the work, I try to allow meaning to arise
out of paradox and ambiguity. This approach to novel-writing was taken

because, as in the case of Nathaniel Hawthorne,

the author...considered it hardly worth his while...relentlessly
to impale the story with its moral...as by sticking a pin through
a butterfly...thus at once depriving it of lifg9 and causing it to
stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude.

In planning the composition of Mona Lisa's Iover, my o. ject was to ask

questions, not to solve them. Certainly, the work has a moral purpose,
but, in meeting that purpose, it attempts to convey a more natural truth
than that which can be achieved by stern didacticism. In writing this
novel, I tried to maintain artistic detachment. I wanted to show that life
is so complex that no one ever triumphs unambigucusly. I saw that the
writer's responsibility was "to engage the reader with a shared reality,
which creates in him expectations and values, sympathies and repulsions,
appropriate to tle comprehension of that reality."70 To this end, I
created a work with a theme complex enough that the reader will be forced
to respond to the vorld 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 lLover 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 1life. Yet,
the meaning of the work is ambiguous. Upon completion of the book, the
reader will hopefully feel compelled to ask: "What exactly has the
protagonist learned?" If the reader finds the only answer possible is that
Francesco has learned that the truth about life is not simple to 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 critical 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 difficult 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 its goal of portraying a world in which moral choices are

equivocal.
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MONA LISA'S IOVER

PART I

CHAPTER 1

If I could only remember how it all 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. I was mixing the paints for my
master's palette - carefully blending the smooth, chalky white and bloody
black pigments in the way I know is to his satisfaction - when Salai
bounded into the studio. He was singing one of those vulgar drinking songs
he always sings so loudly when our master is away. He learns them from the
ruffians he drinks and gambles with all 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 1is 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 born a devil and will most certainly die a devil's

death.”

My master always forgives Salai. He loves Salai more than all the
others. He says that Salai is the most beautiful young man in all of

Florence. I love only my lady, Lisa, yet I cannot help but feel ready to
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explode with rage when I think that my master, 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. I know
that Salai is a thief, a liar, and a glutton, but my master knows only his

own sweet Salai.

It is true that I am not a beautiful young man like Salai. I am plain
and long-faced. I have a too-big nose and my eyes are so grey that they
can only be described as colorless. Yet I am not jealous of Salai. That
is a 1lie! Why should I be jealous of him with his fleshy lips and the
muscles my master so loves to draw? No, I am not jealous of my master's
other apprentice. He is an ovaf. Still, I cannot bear it when he and my
master are together. Tt is always "today I have five florins for Salai to
buy a new shirt" or "here are three gold ducats which Salai said he wanted
for a pair of rose-colored hose with their trimming." I cannot bear
Lecnardo's affection for his Salai. He is shameless to play with Salai the
game in the behind that Florentines love so much, yet I am powerless to
tell my feelings to my master. I have only my Lisa to confide my secrets

to, and now she is gone from me.

My Lisa is 1lost to me! My thoughts stray too easily. I must think
back to that first day, the day it all began. Yes, and so it was that
Salai came into the studio, singing his filthy song while I 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 I choose to work. I must
prepare this palette for when he returns. He will arrive soon," I 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
him another corpse to cut apart. That knave who was hanged yesterday. &h,
it was a glorious hanging! He will be in bits before long!"

"It is for the sake of science that our master investigates the human




body, when will you ever learn that, Salai?" I said, putting down the
palette. "But why didn't you hurry back to teli 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?" I said, but Salai didn't continue. He is a prankster. He
likes to play tricks on people. My master, too, likes to invent elaborate
tricks to astonish people. My master's tricks are the workings of a
powerful mind that cannot rest. One time he spent weeks trying to devise a
way to make it thunder and to make lightening appear at the banquet hall of
the Duke. My master was the guest of honour at the feast and he thought
that thunder and 1lightening would be a fitting accompaniment to his
entrance. In the end he was disqraced because he could find no way to make
either thunder or lightening. He had wasted all his time and had not
finished the painting which the Duke had commissioned and was to be
presented to the court during the feast. Salz:i's tricks, however, are
nothing like my master's. They too are often failures; but much pettier
failures. He is not bright enough to try to 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. I watched him out of the corner of
my 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 makes a work of art, nod his head approvingly. He
would then put the cover 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 all day in this fashion. Yet, he was not
really interested in the paintings, he was only trying to force me to ask
again for the news from my master. Soon he became sulky and gave up the
pretence of being an art connoisseur. He knows I perceive that his
interest lies not in art, but in adoration. He wants only to be 1lcoked
upon as beautiful, he cares nothing for any beauty outside of himself. And
so he sauntered back over to where I was cleaning brushes in a pail of
water.

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

"I will not play your game, Salai," I said. "Tell me the message."




"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," I said.

"Very well! You are to go to the home of Francesco Giocundo, the
vealthy silk merchant," said Salai. "That is the master's message."

"But he must have said why I am to go there," I 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 tc escort here. The master is to paint a portrait of her.

Her name is Mona Lisa."

The name meant nothing to me at that time. It was only Salai who
derived some childish excitement from the fact that I was to escort a lady
to my master's studio. I thought nothing of it. It is not unusual for my
master to require me to do errands of diplomacy for him. He never orders
Salai to do such errands. Salai cannot be trusted to be civil. He is
never diplomatic. And so naturally I was the one who had heen chosen to

escort Giocundo's wife, the lady Lis2, to my master's studio.

After having cleaned my master's brushes, and completea my other
morning tasks about the studio, I prepared to depart for the home of
Francesco Giocundo, thinking at the time, "Why has that man my same
Christian name, yet I have not his same earthly wealth?" Telling myself to
be rid of such jealous thoughts, I put on my sandals and brushed off my
best cloak, which I reserve for times vwhen I must present an image of

well-being to public eyes. I then stepped out into the street.

I began walking through the dusty, meandering streets of our quarter
in the direction which leads to Giocundo's home. I 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 man of fiery temper, without mercy for his enemies. There 1s a story
about Giocundo: When he was a much youncer man he had a rival in the silk

industry, a fellow named Zanobi di Cela. One season Giocundo was competing




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 bed on the morning the caravan left. Both their
throats had been cut. It is not without quile that Giocundo has become the

richest silk merchant in all of Florence.

After my walk through the narrow, winding streets which lead from our
quarter into the Great Market Square, it was something of a relief to be in
the open space which the Square provides. Even so, the thick, motley
throng of market people soon made me feel once more closed in by the city
walls. I seldom venture into the streets of Florence. I prefer to stay
and work 1in my master's studio. The crowded streets only remind me of my
Ioneliness. I am a stranger here and so for me these city streets are

filled with cold, stoney faces.

And so it was that I pushed and josiled my way through the crowd that
day. The Great Square was alive with the energy of a new spring season.
There were all the usual merchants shouting the nature and the price of
their wares: fishmongers 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 all their 1lives.
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 artisans from the neighboring
villages. Prostitutes and their pimps, beggars and thieves, bankers and
sorcerers - all these people found the source of their being in the 1life
which made the Market Squar-~ the pulsing heart of Florence. But my blood
does not flow from this same heart. I am a stranger in this city and I see
the crowds with the eyes of a stranger. I cut my way through the life of

the market crowd and continued my way to the home of Giocundo.

It was not long before I arrived. The sun was now high overhead and I
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was hot from my walk through the dusty streets. The Giocundo servant-girl
brought me water while I 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 wvaiting for a considerable amount of time, just as I was
beginning to become impatient with my forced idleness, I heard footsteps
approaching down the hallway. A moment later, a young lady appeared. I
stood and bowed to her.

"You are to be my escort?" she asked.

"I am," I replied.

"Let us depart," she said.

I wondered immediately why this enchanting young woman was speaking in such
an abrupt manner and why she seemed to be so upset. "What could be
disturbing her?" I thought. She was such a lovely young woman, wearing a
simple dress, with her dark brown hair falling in little curls about her
shoulders. "Her life should be filled with only happiness," I thought.
Then I looked into her eyes, and I saw a tear - the tear that shall remain

forever frozen in my mind - as it fell to the cold marble floor.



CHAPTER 2

I 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 I had never met before. But that did not
matter. Before I could collect my thoughts or utter a word, Giocundo's
wife discreetly wiped away a lingering tear and motioned that we should
depart. Although I 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 I tried to convince myself that whatever
was disturbing her was none of my business, I couldn't help but feel an
interest in the affair. What has happened to upset her? I wondered. Does
she know I saw the tears she tried to hide? Will the lady continue to try
to conceal her all 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, I realized that I was
experiencing a strong surge of compassion for this woman who was suffering
some mysterious pain. And then, looking at her shapely full figure as she
drew her street cloak about her shoulders, I 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. I understood with a strange mixture of surprise and horror that I

was very strongly attracted to the wife of the wealthy and ruthless

merchant, Giocundo.

Obediently I followed the lady Giocundo out of the ¢reat house. We
passed in silence through the courtyard which separated the front of the
mansion from the street. To the side of the courtyard were manicured
cypress and olive trees. The heat of the courtyard paving stones burned

through the hardened leather of my sandals. I momentarily wished to be
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back once again in the cool of Giocundo's hall. Then I remembered the task

at hand. I turned my attention to Mona Lisa.

I guided the 1lady 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 soon stopped. Only an occasional  sob
betrayed the fact that she had been crying heavily for a long while. I
determined that, before reaching the studio where Salai and perhaps my
master also would be waiting, I would engace the lady Lisa in conversation.
I hoped to gain some clue as to what had upset her. Also, I wanted to
establish myself as more than merely an anonymous escort. I wanted to

prove that I was more than just the silent servant of Maestro Da Vinci.

When, after a few moments, I spoke, my voice startled the lady
Giocundo.

"Forgive me for intruding upon your meditations," I said. "But I have
remarked that you are much upset by something. If there is anything I can
do to ease your troubles, I 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 sun. The air was utterly still. No
breeze gave relief from the close, stifling heat. Only the measured rhythm
of a blacksmith's hammer from somewhere in the next block indicated that
the city contained any 1life other than ourselves. As usual, Florence
seemed empty a. that time of day when her citizens rested in the cool
interiors of their homes after the afternoon meal. Although I 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, I waited a few moments for Lisa to
speak. She walked on, however, as if ignoring the fact that I had spoken.
I cleared my throat and spoke again.

"If you share your troubles with someone, they will perhaps soon seem

lighter," I said.

Lisa hesitated, remaining silent for a minute. She looked at me with




a poisonous glare. She obviously did not appreciate my attempt at
confidential communication.
"You are a most modest-loocking young man, yet evidently you are

capable of extravagant impertinence," she said.

I knew that this was a crucial moment. I was faced with a critical
choice. I 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, I could risk all and demand that she speak
honestly to me about whatever was distressing her. I decided to take the
risk. Yet, I proceeded with caution.

"Though I am only a humble servant, my lady, You would do well to
consider me also as... your friend," I said.

"I see no reason for friendship between us," she replied.

"Must friendship always be grounded in reason?" I 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, I 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.

"I have only the deepest respect for your trust," I said.

Mona Lisa gave me a dquick, sidelong glance. But she said nothing
immediately.

For several minutes we walked on in silence.

The noon heat burned. A lone market merchant driving a small donkey
over-laden 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 dorkey on its tender underflanks with a
wooden switch. He <cursed their slow progress. The donkey fought
desperately to obey the sharp command of the whip, but he could not move
any faster under the weight of his load. A trickle of blood dripped in the
dust of the domnkey'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.

"I am a prisoner in Giocundo's house," she said. "I will not return
there." Startled vy this sudden revelation, I nevertheless tried to return
the steady gaze of Lisa's eyes. But, somehow unable to endure their

desperate quality, I soon lowered my own.

I now realized that while Lisa was risking much by talking openly with
me, I too risked much by encouraging a relationship between us. Any deep
involvement with this woman carried with it dangers which would destroy the
peace and stability of my life. I feared change. Suddenly I was terribly
afraid of saying anything more which might prompt Lisa to reveal further
secrets to me. I now wished to regain the anonymity which I had so very
recently despised. I wanted to repel Lisa, yet I dared not. I knew that
any attempt to retract my offer of friendship would seem a terrible insult.
I had flattered Lisa's vanity. She was aware of her personal charms and
not blind to their effect on me. Before I had a chance to say something
which might have freed me from any further commitment, Lisa spoke again.

"Do not misunderstand me," she said. "Gilocundo has shown me great
kindness. He protects me. Yet, although I am grateful to him, I can only
think of him as a horrible old man."

"But you must remember that he is your husband," I said.

"I feel a bond of loyalty, not as a wife to her husband, but as a
slave to its master," she replied. "Until now I have despaired. I could
do nothing other than continue in mifery and servitude under Giocundo's
roof. But now you have come."

"But I have so little to offer you," I replied. "In place of the
splendor of Giocundo's mansion, I have only a small loft room which I rent
from Messer Da Vinci.

"That does not matter," Lisa said. "Don't you understand? Giocundo
may be rich and respected, but I am much too poorly loved. If you promise

to love me, I will gladly forsake Giocundo's wealth for your affection."

Not knowing what to reply, I walked on in silence.
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CHAPTER 3

Lisa was brooding when we arrived at my master's studio. Perhaps she
was angry because I had refused to reciprocate her sudden commitment of
love. Perhaps she was ashamed at having exposed her weakness. While I vas
interested to know precisely why Lisa's mood had become so reserved and
anxious (I later learned that the reason was entirely different from
anything I might have imagined), my most pressing concern was that she
should not reveal the impropriety of my conduct to Maestro Da Vinci. As I
opened the gate of the courtyard which fronts my master's studio and sets
it back from the street, I was tempted to take hold of Lisa's hand.
However, I resisted this impulse. T was preparing to re-adopt the role of

servant to the genius, Da Vinci.

The studio door was ajar, half open. "Please enter," I said, ushering
Lisa before me. She entered hesitatingly, pausing in the threshold. I led
her down the hall from the foyer. The cool darkness inside instantly set a
contrasting mood to the one which had developed during our walk. Without
the heat and glare of the sun's fierce rays, emotions seemed less urgent,

less necessary.

When we reached the doorway to Lecnardo's main studio, I saw him
sitting at his worktable. He was bent over some project, studying with
intense absorption. His appearance forbids interruption when he is at
work. I 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 1longer feels alone.
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And lLeonardo often needs to be alone. I believe that he 1s not happy in
the world of men. Sometimes I think that he fears it, and that is why he
prefers his loneliness.

Eventually, after I had silently waited several minutes for Leonardo
to acknowledge my presence, I 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, with its long, grizzled beard, regained its familiar 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," I said. "I have
brought Giocundo's wife here as you requested."

“Ah, yes. That is fine," said Leonardo. "Bring her into the studio
immediately. I will be ready to begin the painting in a few minutes. You
will prepare the necessary oils. And bring my 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!"




13

CHAPTER 4

The interview that afternoon had been uncommonly brief. When Lisa
entered the studio, my master observed her. He studied her face with a
pensive gaze which became more and more contemplative, as though seeking
something there. He stood up and went over to her. He 1lifted her chin
with 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 was on her lips. A strange spark of intimacy seemed tou pass between
them. For an extended mcment, neither one spoke. Then Leonardo said:

"I see, Madam Giocundo, that you are a lady quite different from the
usual procession of spoiled young wives who tramp through my studio in
their powdered faces and garicsh finery. Your smile reflects a mystery that
intrigues me. Please tell me about yourself."

*I have little to tell, Messer Da Vinci," said Lisa. "I am here at my
husband's command. You are to execute the portrait which has been
commissioned. I may then return to my daily life. I did not wish to come
here. Now that I am here, however, I see that my time may be spent in a
fashion more interesting than I had anticipated. T have heard your talents
as an artist are somewhat extraordinary; yet I wonder if you can capture
the truths of my soul with your brushes and canvas."

"You wish to mock the powers of my art, Madam, but you must submit to
my will if I am to create a portrait which reflects your inner light and
your darkness also. My painting shall mirror your soul, and you will
believe that my brush is the instrument of truth."

"We shall see, Messer Da Vinci, whether your words are mere shallow
pools, or whether they promise something of interest. For now I am
intrigued. I shall submit to your will and place my trust in you. But you
mist ke warned. You may paint my face, but I shall quard closely the

secrets of my soul."
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After this brief dialogue, which I must admit perplexed me somewhat at
the time, Leonardo abruptly cancelled the sitting. "We shall postpone
beginning," he said "to a more suitable day." He needed to be more

properly prepared. I was told to return the lady to her home.

The afterncon was now drawing to a close. The sun was less fierce
overhead, and at first it appeared that the walk back to Giocundo's me 1sion
would be more comfortable and less eventful than our earlier trip. Lisa
held her reserve toward me, and I Kept my eyes on the cracked red clay of
the dusty road. Soon we neared the city center. We passed under the
shadows of the Cathedral Santa Maria and the Medici Palace. Peasants with
their empty wooden push-carts were travelling in the opposite direction.
The market day was over and when we reached the Great Square it seemed
almost deserted compared to the press of the earlier afternoon 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 to this core were by now in their homes, resting before the evening
meal. The only reminder of the day's 1long bartering was the brownish
stream of oozings from the bruised and discarded fruit which had been

trodden underfoot and now flowed into the run-off gutters.

Immediately after we passed the stall of the street dentist, who was
packing the last of his worn instruments in the dirty felt wrappings to
wvhich 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 golden bird. Lisa stood,
mesmerized. Evidently this uilapidated cart belonged to a squat old
peasant woman who was sitting beside it on a small wooden 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 clearly was of that host of Florentine
poor who are nourished or: a diet of too little soup and too much cheap
wine. I wished we were on our way, but this was not to be. Just as I
reached to turn Lisa toward the street, the old woman spoke 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 to sleep; at dawn's break he will wake you to
joy. For a few 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's love, good sir!" said the old woman, looking cunningly at
me. "This bird is a gift that will bring a sweet song of freedom to your

mistress's chamber."

Needless to say, I was astonished and embarrassed by the unwanted
outburst of this chattering o0ld woman. For her part, Lisa may have
blushed, but her eyes remained hypnotized by the golden-yellow f£inch
perched in its cage. From time to time the bird would sing a short, pretty
melody and then fly about in a tight, frantic circle. It ruffled its
feathers and fluttered its wings against the rusted wire cage. When it did
s0, Lisa's eyes blinked 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 woman and myself.

Unaccustomed to scenes such as this, I did not at first know what +to
do. The old woman's assumption that Lisa and I were lovers had put me off
balance. I wanted to urge Lisa that we should depart and leave this old
woman to jabber at the next set of strangers who passed by. Obviously that
is what I should have done, but something deep inside of me sought to
appease the look of longing in Lisa's eye. I thought that if I could buy
her this present it might be received as a humble token of my esteem. I
also thought it might make amends for our earlier confrontation. Yet I
lacked the courage to buy this gift and brazenly present it to Lisa in the
open space of the Market Square. This I cons’dered far too impulsive and
unseemingly forward. So instead, I touched Lisa's arm and beckoned that we
should leave. I told her that I was expected back at my master's studio.
I insisted that I must escort her the remaining distance to her home.

Lisa lowered her eyes as we turned to go. The o0ld rag-vendor woman
was now silent. She seemed to read my thoughts; she knew that as I passed
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through the Square on my way back to Leonardo's I wculd return to purchase
the tiny finch in its battered silver cage. She stood, watching us with
her lively, crow-black eyes and smiling her + othless grin, as we continued

our journey to Giocundo's mansion.

CHAPTER 5

It was past twilight when I finally retwned to my master's studio,
having seen Lisa safely through the front gates of Giocundo's courtyard.
As I silently mounted the dark, winding stairs to my room on the second
floor, I could hear Salai and his loutish friends laughing in the kitchen
below. The lamp was still 1it 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, I held my breath and prayed that I would
reach my bedchamber unnoticed.

Now that I had bought the golden finch, I felt sure I had committed a
dreadful mistake. It was absurd of me to suppose that I 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 »ait me relentlessly. Perhaps,
I considered, I could hide the golden bird in my chamber. ILater I would
decide upon a course of action. After all, how could I, a mere artist's
apprentice, presume to offer gifts to a rich merchant's wife? The very
idea would be construed as an attack on Giocundo's honour. And the gift
itself, now that I had brought it within the threadbare confines of
Ieonardo's studio, seemed to me insignificant and dull. It was wanting the

air of romance it had acquired with the ardor of the rag-vendor's words.

I managed to reach my chamber without drawing the attention of
Ieonavdo or Salai. I entered my small room and searched about for a candle
to 1light. Having 1it the candle, I cquickly found a length of cord and
knotted a loop. I then hung the battered silver cage from an exposed
overhead beam in the back of the attic storeroom adjacent to my chamber.



17

The golden finch was sleeping, its sharp, tiny beak tucked under its wing.
I resolved to forget about it until next morning when I would decide what
to do.

Tired from the day's events, I sat down at the small wooden desk set
against one wall of my chamber. I lit a fresh candle from the stub of the
first which, as it died in its socket, was causing shadows to dance and
flicker. The flame of the new candle created a wider circle of light

and the objects in my chamber became visible.

My room has always been sparsely furnished. There is a hard, narrow
bed set against the wall opposite my desk. Beside the bed, on a small
rickety table, there stands a white 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 I was a boy of fourteen. It
was a parting gift from my mother when I left my family home in the
mountain countryside of Bologna. At night, before sleep, I once prayed to
the image of the Saviour carved i1n these sticks. I prayed for his
guidance. Though it now sounds unmeaning, it brought me comfort. I
defended myself from the Devil's whisperings with a simple cross and

prayers.

Aside from these few furnishings, the sole object in my chamber 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. 1In
emulation of the late Lorenzo Medici, there has grown amongst the merchant
class a lust for collecting such heathen idols of classical antiquity.
Salai xnows I disapprove of this irreligious Florentine fashion. He gave
me this gift to prick my conscience. I would destroy the leering satyr in
a moment if I didn't know that Salai would jump at the chance to jeer and
accuse me of prudery. The statue is with me still, and how I loathe it.

I avoid the glint of its taunting, mischievous eyes.

Although I would have gladly prepared for sleep at this time. the
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goose-quill pen 1lying beside my papers reminded 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, which it is
my self-appointed task to assemble. My master is incorrigibly haphazard in
his work habits; if I did not take the initiative these notes would soon go
torn and lost. Yet, that evening I could not immediately face another long
night of deciphering Da Vinci's peculiar script. My eyes were already
heavy and strained. My bones ached. I felt ueary beyond my years. I
stood up and went over to the one large windov with which my room is
blessed. I opened wider the shutters and breathed deeply the evening air.
A faint, teasing breeze promised a night slightly cooler than many previous
ones. To Florence, that spring brought no delight. Trapped within the
walls of the city, we prayed for relief from the heat. It was 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 to the fresh country air,

we in the city suffocated.

As I looked out of my window over the tiled roofs of Florence, I could
see the great river Arno flowing beneath the Ponte Trinita, the central
bridge which connects the two halves of this city. As I watched the
river's swirling eddies, my thoughts were drawn along its currents to
memories of my past. When I closed my eyes, I could see once again the
small house on the mountain San Gervaso, where I was raised. I could see
my father digging in the vineyards; his white shirt billowing in the wind.
I could see again the olive trees he tended with such care. I could hear
the clucking of fat chickens in the courtyard, and I could smell the aroma
of hot vermicelli cooking on the stove. I could almost taste again the
nutty tang of cinnamon, which seems such a vital part of mv childhood. I
could even remember how I would lie awake and listen to the swollen drops
of rain splash in the courtyard below as my family slept secure in their
beds.

As I remember these sensations now, I realize that it has been nearly
thirteen years since I last saw my family. My childhood days are long
past; then answers were simple, the questions left unasked. When I

departed from my home to come to study in this city, my father said to me,
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"If you would lose your soul, Francesco, then go to 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 was darkened with Satanic pride; that he
sought to penetrate the mysteries of nature by steeping himself in
mathematics and the arts of black magic. Perhaps some of this was true.
It was not my place to judge. I had worked hard at the rudiments of
perspective and rule, which I believed lay at the heart of the artist's
craft. I had learned these rudiments under the quiding hands of the
Franciscan monks in my village school. Yet I yearned to learn more.
Despite the love that I knew there, I desperately needed to break from my
family home. I knew that Florence was the place for me to go. I, too, had
heard the tales about Da Vinci. However, all of this matters little now.
Leonardo has aged greatly since then. Now despair is often seen in his
pale-blue, enigmatic eyes. Yet, even if my life has turned out much
differently from my dreams, perhaps I have learned from Ieonardo's many
failures. People have come to talk of him now as a pitiful and impotent

old man. However, this, as with all things, I believe to be true only in

part.

The sound of the Cathedral bells ringing brought me back to the
present. I returned to my desk and sat down. Just as I picked up my pen
to begin work, the door handle clicked and Salai stuck his head into the
room. Fire flashed from his dark green eyes. I knew he had important news
to tempt me with. I restrained myself from rising to anger at his having

entered my chamber without knocking.

"Francesco," he said, "why are you cooped up in your dingy little
room? Why aren't you scampering off to evening vespers? Did you not hear
the clanging Cathedral bells? Have you no faith? They say Fra Girolamo is
to preach the sermon tonight. Fire and Brimstone! Plague and Pestilence!
You must not miss it. The master and I rely on you to pray for our sins.

Have you no sense of Christian duty?"
I said nothing. I 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 night. All the vanities Girolamo's collectors have
been piling up these past weeks are soon to be torched. We are getting
drunk downstairs to celebrate. If this ridiculous priest insists on
burning our trinkets, who are we to yowl in despair? I handed over my best
plum-colored tunic, and a mirror and ivory comb to boot! You have
sacrificed nothing. You own nothing! You should be proud. Who else in

Florence is so eagerly virtuous as our very own Francesco?"

Saying this last, Salai lifted his cup of wine. With malicious mirth,
he 1looked straight into my eyes. His face was fixed in one broad smile.

His contempt for me was almost palpable.

"Salai, can you not leave me in peace?" I said. "I have no desire to
defend once again the righteocusness of Fra Girolamo's words. We have
gnawed this question to the bone. If you choose not to repent your ways,
that is your own ill-fortune. I believe that Fra Girolamo is just. This
city is corrupt with heathen worship and idle luxury. Girolamo perceives
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 themselves of the pagan

trappings of vanity."

"How dare you preach to me, you self-righteous toad!" said Salai, his
face darkening with frustration and anger. "You beware of your own sins.
You are a simpleton and an ass! I'll see you yet in hell. You and
Girolamo both. Poor fool! You have caught the fever of his delirium. You
are no better than the thick-skulled peasants who tremble and quake before
his cursed visions. But I tell you he is just another black-minded priest,
clutching his crucifix as a drunkard clutches his bottle. I, for one,
shall pay him no heed."

"But you dare not renounce him!" I said.

"7f I do not renounce him in public, that is because I have no wish to
be flogged. But inwardly, I laugh at his prophecies! And while I still
have breath, I shall go on singing and drinking. Tonight let us feast, for

tomorrow we die!'"
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I sat quite still, avoiding the threatening gleam in Salai's eyes. He
was challenging me to defend my position. He knew full well how precarious
that position was. How could I, who committed myself to the irreligious
arts of Leonardo with far greater zeal than Salai had ever shown, also
expect to present myself as a true disciple of the Church. Was Da Vinci,
with his constant meddling with science, not considered the very enemy of
God? How could I explain my devotion to these contrary forces? As Salai
knew I could never hope to answer this question in a satisfactory manner.
Many sleepless nights I had spent examining my situation from every
conceivable angle. And still I was tortured by self-doubts which strove to
cleave my mind in two. I had no clear answers. I could only resolve that
this was a form of penance which I 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 come to do. With the
news of the bonfire of vanities, which all of Florence had been expecting,
he had re-lit our disagreements about Fra Girolamo Savonarola. Yet I knew
he held in reserve a tid-bit of gossip or scandal which would touch me
deeper than the usual goading over Girclamo. 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 was pretending to be in a

contemplative, philosophical mood.
I knew his game, however, and I refused to play it his way.

"Salai," I said. "If that is all you have to say, kindly leave now.
I 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 all the wine?"

"But Francesco," said Salai, not 1looking at me, but still at the
stars, "I really came up here to tell you some other news. My friend
Rudolfo  just arrived at my 1little party. His lover, Maria, is a
maid-servant in Messer Giocundo's household. Maria tells us that soon

after the lady Giocundo arrived home this evening, she had a terrible fight
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with 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 wrist was immersed in a basin of bloody
water. A jewelled knife, glistening with rubies, was still in her other
hand, which lay open on her breast. Giocundo's men-servants used the
private enclosed coach to rush the lady to the hospital of San Dominico.
But of course she's made a mess of it. The whole town will soon know.
They bandaged her wrists and with her luck she'll probably live to be an

0ld woman of one hundred long years!"

Salai said these last words with a characteristic sneer and a toss of
his golden head. He emptied his wine cup. Then, clapping me merrily on
the shoulder, he strode out of my chamber, slamming the door behind him.
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CHAPTER 6

It was several weeks later before next I met Lisa. These weeks 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 watchful eye. I longed for
the birds and the grass in the meadows, but I had 1little time for such
pastoral thoughts. Florence was abuzz with all manner of intrigue. Though
perhaps my memory plays me tricks, it all seemed to follow hard upon the
night of the bonfire of vanities.

I remember that night vividly. I can still picture Fra Girolamo in
his black flowing robes, his sharp, yellow face emaciated from fasting. I
can see his thick, purple lips spitting out prayers, his misshapen jaw
snapping the air. His fiery, coal-black eyes stilii burn in my mind. I
remember the crowd in the Square that night, tremendous and pulsing.
People vwere shoving and pushing forward in an effort to get closer to
Girolamo's altar. The bells of the great Cathedral clanged continuously.
Above all this din, I car still hear the piercing cries of Girolamo
himself. His right hand was 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 heaven, 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 Girclamo's frenzied lead. I 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 towe d heaven.
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Soon 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 kefore nightfall. The second news,
much more immediately alarming, was 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 were being fulfilled. The priest was raised high on
his altar and, for a time, his words governed Florence. Even the Duke
himself dared not meke policy before consulting Girolamo as his first
counsel. Girolamo's visions were 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 mostly on private concerns. My daily routine
in my master's studio continued uninterrupted. Together with my regular
duties, I now had the added responsibility of bringing seed and water to
the golden finch, whose cage still hung in the attic storeroom. I did not
know what to do with this creature, which had grown silent and merely
pecked at its food when I brought it. During this period, I also thought
much about Lisa. I reflected on the conversation of our first meeting. I
tried to shake out of my head the image of her blood-stained hands. I told
myself that I certainly was not to blame for her act. I considered going
unannounced to Giocundo's home to speak with the lady, but I knew this to
be impossible. And then, just when I had firmly resoived that I would do
my best to forget all about her and concentrate 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. I 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. I could hear the shop-woman singing in the bakery
across the road. I 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 sometimes for more than a week. He comes back

bleary-eyed 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 again found useful service. He was employed in the
design of war-machines to help defend the Duke. I had seen the sketches of
his "Exploding Devices" and "Armoured Fortifications". That May afternoon,
I was thinking about how it was that Leonardo carad nothing for the Duke
himself. Rather, he willingly drew his plans to save this city which
contains so much of his making. Also, he naturally wanted to see his ideas
put into form. I was absorbed in these thuiavhts - 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 buck
door of the studio interrupted my reflections. I put down my sharp-tipped

silver-point pen and went to answer.

Standing on the doorstep was a fine-featured girl of about seventeen
years. Her 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.
Two thin silver bracelets jangled on one of her wrists. Her azure eyes,
flecked with tints of yellow, sparkled as she smiled shyly at me.

"May I help you?" I asked.

"Although you do not know me, Messer Francesco," she said, "my name is
Maria. I am a maid in the household of the merchant, Giocundo. I have
come here on behalf of my mistress. She wishes for her portrait to be

re-commenced at Messer Da Vinci's earliest convenience."

The thought of what it would mean to see Lisa again flared in my mind.
Yet I retained my composure.

"I am afraid that the Maestro is much preoccupied with concerns of
state at this time," I said. ‘"However, I will deliver 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 and looked
knowingly at me. It was as if she could clearly hear my heart thumping its
quick rhythm beneath my thin ribs.

"And you, Messer Francesco," she said, "did you have... a personal

message you would like delivered to my mistress?
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My blank face must have given her the answer she required. With a
short, 1lilting 1laugh, Maria turned on her heels and left me standing dumb

. on the doorstep.

Needless to say, I 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 woman. And how
peculiar to have so feared beginning the painting that she went to such
lengths to postpone it. Quite remarkable... indeed."

This was the first time I had heard my master speak of Lisa's action. His
interpretation of the incident disturbed me and gave me pause.

"Yes, it promises to be interesting work," said Da Vinci with a

thoughtful gleam in his eye. "We shall begin in three days."

I soon found 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 1light. Leonardo said that these measures would give a
special charm to the face of the Lady Giocundo. He said that this was the
perfect 1light, when shadows seemed to float underwater. I was told to set
up his best three-legged 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 brought. in for the lady to hold in her lap to help distract her
from boredom. Salai was told to tune his gilded lyre and sit in the
background, playing his saddest sweet love songs.

"We shall attempt," said Leonardo, "to mirrcr 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 looked wearily out of the window at
the night sky and, in a softening voice, he added, "This may be the last
portrait I paint in my lifetime. Yes...I chall make it... my last."
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CHAPTER 7

On the morning of the third day, having prepared the studio to

Leonardc's liking, I was sent to escort Lisa from her home.

Before setting out for Giocundo's mansion that morning, I took care to
shave closely and to comb and o0il my hair. I put on my best leather tunic
and I rubbed the copper buckle on my street-cloak till it gleamed. I even
stole into Salai's room when he was not there and splashed on my face a
moderate amount of the perfume which he keeps on his dresser. I looked at
myself one last time in the hand-mirror beside Salai's bed, and then,
treading softly down the stairs, I 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 genial. I 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 ILeonardo's
studio lay. 01d men sat talking and smoking pipes of tobacco under
colorful awnings which hung over doorways. From the sidewalk bistros
percolated the aroma of strong coffee. Overhead, the narrow strip of white

sKy between the rooftops unraveled like a thread into the distance.

After about twenty minutes walk through the streets, I came to a small
park that lay on the outskirts of our district. There were then a few such
patches of green left within the two hundred acres circumscribed ky the
walls of this city. Sometimes I went out of my way to visit that park when
I needed to walk and think alone. I entered the main gardens by a winding
footpath. On either side were olive trees whose under-leaves blew silver
in the rippling wind. As was my custom, I 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 Dblue pond nestled in one corner of the park. I walked along the
side of the pond, scattering the crusts to the stately white birds. I
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 water's surface. I watched these birds preen
for several more minutes and then, having rinsed my hands at the water's

edge, I continued on my way to Giocundo's.

As I walked out of the park, my thoughts were light and pleasant.
Having spent two sleepless nights thinking anxiously about seeing Lisa
again, I felt strangely carefree once the time arrived to fetch her. After
a while, I neared the city core. Soon I crossed the bright Palazzo Vecchio
vhere the upstart Angelo's "David" stands. Despite my master's rivalry
with this rough-hewn young sculptor who knows nothing of decorum and
manners, I could not help but admire the fine workmanship of the statue's
smooth limbs. As I passed beneath 1ts pedestal, my hand reached out to
touch the cool, grey marble. However, I refused to allow thoughts of Da
Vinci's rivalries to spoil my good humour. The day was mild and my mood
was the same. Anyway, I reflected, my artistic loyalties to Leonardo
remained steadfast, even if my deepest convictions sometimes were

otherwise.

Although I tried to still my mind, as I drew nearer to the rich
merchants' quarter, my thoughts ran ahead of me. Once again, for the
thousandth time, I tried to anticipate how Lisa would act toward me. Also,
I thought of how I should act toward her. I began to realize that perhaps
I was foolish to hope that all could be well between us. After all, the
circumstances of our first meeting had been rather unusual. As I walked
the last short distance along the paved streets of the merchants' cuarter,
I felt again an uncertain dread creeping over me. There was an emptiness
in the pit of my stomach. When I turned into Giocundo's courtyard, I
kicked a loose stone at a ground lizard which was sleeping lazily in the
morning 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. I told
myself to be calm as I walked the last few steps to Giocundo's front door.
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As I had hoped might happen, the maid-servant Maria answered to the
sound of Giocundo's silver door chimes. With averted eyes, she asked me
kindly to wait for her mistress. I sat on the same wooden bench which I
had occupied on my first visit. Once again I admired the grandeur of the
cool, lofty hall. Absentmindedly, I noted beside me a fan of peacock
feathers set in a blue Damascan vase. This was a new additien to the
splendors of Giocundo's home. As I waited, I ran my forefinger along the
strong spine of one of the feathers. After enduring this idleness for
nearly ten minutes, I heard voices approaching from the corrider which
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 T was
partially hidden behind the fan of peacock feathers. I sat frozen.
Perhaps unreasonably, it had not occurred to me that Giocundo might be
here. Confronted by this fact, I was momentarily stunned. While my limbs
twitched and then went numb, my mind registered Giocundco's appearance. He
was a short, balding man with tired brown eyes beneath which sagged puffed
pouches of skin. Though well past middle age, the merchant's
thick-shouldered build showed that he had once been as strong as a bull.
Even now, somewhat unstable on his feet, he still commanded a certain
respect. His voice had a menacing edge to it. He took off his embroidered

felt hat as he and Lisa crossed the wide hall toward me.

"A morning walk in my gardens 1is always most refreshing," said
Giocundo. "But now I must be off to my warehouses. Affairs cannot be run
without me. The city tax collectors and notaries await me this morning to
discuss my contribution to the Duke's war effort. I must not be late or
they will appropriate some unspeakable sum that will serve to ruin me."

"Yes, of course," said Lisa.

"Once again, I am pleased that you have decided to resume the portrait
with Maestro Da Vinci," said Giocundo. "It will be another pretty ornament
for my home."

"Yes," said Lisa.

At this moment, I stood up to announce my presence.

“Ah," said Giocundo, "here is your escort, my dear. Leave me now.
And do not expect me for supper as I shall dine with Messer Martuccio this
evening. We are to discuss the insurance finances for a cargo of silk

worms from Mecca. I must prepare the necessary papers before I depart."




30

Having said these words, Giocundo turned and entered his study. I
felt my face redden. Considering me a mere servant, not once had Giocundo
addressed me directly. With obvious contempt, 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," she said, taking her street-cloak from Maria, who
had hurried forward when the heavy cak door to Giocundo's study closed
with a muffled thud.

"Yes, Madam," I said, as I ushered the Lady Giocundo before me. I
nodded politely to Maria, who suddenly looked timid and quickly turned to

return to her duties.

Once out in the street, Lisa and I walked quietly for some time. Not
a word 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 walked by my side with her eyes fixed
straight in front. The silence began to grow brittle. We continued on in
this fashion for nearly another whole block. A fat man riding a sturdy
horse doffed his cap to us as he passed, going in the opposite direction.
From the rich embroidery of his apparel and the polish of his saddle, it
was clear that he was one of Giocundo's neighbours. Even after this man
had passed, Lisa still did not seem to want to speak. Her lips were
pressed tightly together. Despite my fear of re-igniting 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...well, Madam?" 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 walls of the Porta Maria, which leads to the Ponte
Trinita - the central bridge of Florence which Lisa and I had to cross to
reach my master's studio. On the street which ran parallel below the
hill-side road along which we travelled, densely packed tenements were
built close to the banks of the great river Arno. These dilapidated
dwellings stood on sturdy wooden stilt-1like supports. The rooftops of the
houses were cut at all different levels. Many of the serrated, red and
brown roof tiles were broken and loose. Disfigured wooden sheds vwere
wedged in the spaces between dwellings. Even from a distance, I could see
the mud-colored water which flowed freely in the gutters. Here in this
district 1lived the countless number of men and women employed in producing
the wool and fine cloth which are this city's main export. I had nzver
ventured into this quarter which I knew to be dangerous to walk through
even in daylight. In certain parts of the district, the rooftops leaned so
closely together that they blocked out the sun. In those streets, I
reflected, even a modestly dressed stranger would soon be stabbed in the
back for his purse. I shuddered at this thought, and unconsciously

quickened my steps.

When I did so, Mona Lisa suddenly stopped in her tracks. Without
turning her head - standing really quite still - she said to me in a voice

that was almost a whisper, "I was born down there, you know."
I was too surprised by this abrupt revelation to say anything at all.

"My father first worked washing and carding wool, and then later as a
supervisor in Giocundo's first factory," said Lisa. "My mother died when I
was very young and Papa worked hard all his life to erase her memory. Like
all others who work at such tasks, he slowly choked to death inhaling the
wool-fibers in the warehouses. My two younger brothers now work at
Giocundo's factories, but before they are old they tco will choke on the
fibers."

"I am sorry," I said.

"Oh, do not be sorry," said Lisa. "I do not seek your pity. I 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.
Naturally I was astonished and secretly delighted at these words.

"And how may I be of service, Mistress Lisa?" I inquired.

"First, I must warn you of one thing," said Lisa. "What I am about to
tell you, beware of repeating a single word of it to anyone."

"May God be my witness!" I said.

We walked on slowly. The sharp cries of scavenger birds feeding on the
remains of fish sounded from the cloth mills by the riverside. Lisa did
not seem to hear cheir distant screeches.

"I have escaped from the 1life of this district," she said. "At
seventeen, I left my home a virgin to be given away in marriage to Messer
Giocundo. He had seen the deaths of two wives already. Whether it was my
luck or misfortune, I cannot say, but Giocundo was taken with my face one
day and I was chosen to be lifted from one cruel existence to another with
entirely different concerns."

"Surely you have been most fortunate," I said.

"Perhaps," said Lisa. "But I disappoint my husband. I may yet finish
my days as an old women turning one of the wooden handles which churn the
wool in the dying vats."

"I do not understand why you are telling me these things," I said, as
we stopped at a high biluff from which the road we were on descended in a
sloping grade to connect with several others leading to the Ponte Trinita.

"I am telling you because I wish for you to understand," said Lisa,
looking directly into my eyes. "As you can see, I am a woman. When I
first met you that afternoon several weeks past, I sensed your ardor for
me. Unfortunately, that day I was greatly distressed. That morning, my
husband had renewed his threats to me with increased viclence. I must
apologize if I proceeded in a fashion too impulsive; but I am sometimes
driven to despair. I hate Giocundo for the life he forces me to endure.
Despite Fra Girolamo's campaign, our house 1is filled with ornaments of
luxury. I am but another ornament in my husband's collection. I am
trapped like a fly in crystal. I have no means of escape. Giocundo will

not admit to himself that he is the one incapable of producing a child. He
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accuses me of depriving him of my one useful service." Lisa now lowered
her eyes. "That, Francesco," she said "is why I so impulsively determined
to have you for my lover. Even now I would have you before any other man

in the world if you will promise to be true to my wishes."

Understandably, I was shocked by these words. I told myself that, if
Lisa was a virtuous woman, there would be no one she 1loved or cherished
more than her husband. Yet here she was offering to commit adultery with
me. And yet again, I was in love with her. I had never known the
customary arts for winning the favor of a 1lady and, put into these
circumstances, I was at my wit's end. Ignorant of how to conquer my
passion, yet finding it beyond the scope of my conscience to consider her

proposal, I was split in two on the double-edged blade of Lisa's love.

Everything was hushed except for a silver ringing in my ears. I knew
that if I 1let this opportunity slip, it would not offer itself again. I

silenced my conscience and made up my mind to take it, come what may.

I reached out and took Lisa's hand in mine. I began to caress it.
She +urned and embraced me; a sweet, lingering kiss with her soft
rose-petal lips. I held her warm body in my arms. My mind raced with a
flurry of strange new sensations. I looked down into Lisa's upturned face.
Her eyes were closed. For a moment. I understood what the poets were
trying to say in their sonnets. Then Lisa pulled away. For a full ten
seconds, I stood dumb as a post. Then I reached out to pull her toward me
again.

"No, listen to what I have to tell you before you come closer!" said
Lisa. "I want you to come to my chamber this evening. Come without
raising suspicion. I will give you the key to the gardener's gate at the
rear of our house. My husband will be away until the early hours of
morning. He and Don Martuccio will undoubtedly drink too much wine as they
always do. My husband is easily t=mpted to become a sot."

"But Madam, your plan is far too risky," I said. "How would I get
into the house? What if the servants were to see me?"

"That will present no difficulty,” said Lisa. "You can easily climb
the trestle which runs up the house beside my balcony. The moon is in its

lowest phase tonight, so you will be safe and unseen in the shadows."
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Although I would certainly have protested this arrangement had I had a
few moments to think things out, Lisa gave me no such opportunity. She
squeezed my hand, then suggested that we had better hurry along to Maestro
Da Vinci's studio since the first sitting was to begin before noon. Unable
to order my thoughts or emotions, I meekly acquiesced. At a brisk pace,
Lisa and I walked down the hill toward the Ponte Trinita. As I watched the
gaily-painted gondolas passing on the swift waters under the eroding stone
arches of the great central bridoe, I silently cursed my own inability to
alter my course. All that I truly desired at that moment was to make sense
of my life amidst the reigning confusion of that fair and wretched Tuscan

city.
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PART I1I

CHAPTER 8

Far into the night I lie awake examining the question of what I must
do next. I turn it over in my mind. I explore it from every possible
perspective. And yet, I 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
its black ink over this eggshel! parchment. Only thereby can I set down my
history for all men to see. But even if I get it straight, will my dull

soul be unburdened? And if I perceive the answer, will I act?

Doubtless, the evening when I went to see Lisa again marked a
significant change in my life. I remember that night all too well. It was
still and warm. The moon hung like a Turk's silver scimitar in the black
velvet sky. As I 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 I coughed occasionally as I 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 I had
wrapped in a brown burlap sac, I too walked as quickly as I could. My eyes
strained to see through the mist as I hurried on my way toward the safety

of Giocundo's garden gate.

As T reflect upon it now, I realize that that evening has always
remained with me because of its nightmarish uncertainty. My heartbeat

still quickens when I think of it. I try to erase it from my mind. But,
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in reality, the fearful sight which I saw might have been nothing at all.
The darkness of that night could have conjured up its own images. Even so,
I have never been able to cross the Ponte Trinita since then 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 distance until I came well within earshot of the
powerful, groaning great river Arno. Clouds passed in front of the curved
blade of the moon. For several minutes, I walked 1in complete darkness. I
listened to my sandals clapping the wet pavement as I crossed the Great
Market Square. Then, without warning, the Ponte Trinita rose before me as
I had never seen it before. Its humpbacked frame arched across the breadth
of the Arno 1like the colossal spine of some prehistoric 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, I
knew I was lost. I could not bring myself to traverse this bridge which I
had crossed without thinking so many times before. My limbs were frozen.

My mind was numbed. My spirit was as tlank as the starless night sky.

Precisely how long I remained in this condition, I cannot say. After
some time, however, I managed to summon enough courage to dispel my
groundless disquietude. I clenched my teeth and forced my feet to
continue. With my eyes fixed straight in front, I crossed the Ponte
Trinita. I dared look to neither the left nor the right. Most of all, I

did not dare to look down.

When at last I arrived at Giocundo's back gate, my pulse was racing.
I unlocked the latch. The gate closed behind me with a soft, hollow click.
I began to walk up the footpath toward Giocundo's back courtyard. 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 I approached the house
which I soon knew to be just up ahead. To my right, a stone boundary wall
about eight feet high gu.ded my way. To my left, I could see the twisted
branches of fig trees in a small orchard at the back of Giocundo's

property. As I 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, I came to the square
courtyard which lay right behind the house. I noted, in the center of its
alabaster paving stones, a private well which supplied water for the
household. 2Although I was perspiring and thirsty, I did not dare to haul

up a pail of water for fear of waking the servants.

For quite some time, I stood silently in the courtyard. My eyes were
fixed on the large window of a marble balcony akove me. The wooden
shutters were closed. I had t anticipated the possibility that Lisa
would not be ready to greet me, and I was seized with uncertainty. I
cursed myself for heving let Lisa convince me to follow this dangerous
course. Having thrown caution to the wind, I had been led into temptation
and sin. My skull was throbbing. My very consciousness pained me. I
wished I was asleep in my bed. I thought of what a ridiculous fiqure I
cut, standing in the pallid moonlight. I knew that this was immoral

behavior. Yet having comz this far, I could not bear to turn back.

"God be with me!" I muttered to myself, as it occurred to me what I
should do next. Setting down the finch's cage, I stooped and picked up a
handful of smooth, round pebbles from Giocundo's flower-bed. After a
moment's hesitation, I 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
eyes beheld her, dressed in a translucent, white robe with tight-fitting
sleeves. Alcft in the lamplight, she was like a celestial virgin, the most
beautiful of angels.

"It is I," T replied in my loudest whisper.

"I expected you sooner," said Lisa.

“The tower bells have only just struck midnight," I said.

"Yes, well you nust climb up the vine trestle beside the balcony. Be

careful, but hurry!" said Lisa.

Unable to think of any alternative, I slung the loop of the rope




¢ 3

38

attached to the finch's cage over one shoulder and crept furtively to the
base of the 1ladder. I 1looked up 2nd saw that it was just barely close
enough to the balcony to allow me to climb into the window. I began
mounting the vine-ladder. My hands and feet clung to the rungs of the
wooden 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 overnpowering as I climbed to the second story
balcony. An occasional thorn pulled at my street-cloak; once, the covering
on the finch's cage caught and I had to stop to free it. When I reached
the 1lip of the balcony, my teeth were chattering. I was filled with fear
and desire., I 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, I took in my surroundings. In the flickering lamplight, I could
see the heavy silken curtains on Lisa's windows. 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 walls were bare. On Lisa's
dresser there was one small portrait whose face I couldn't immediately
determine in the poor light. Sitting in that room, I began to feel sinful;
like a typical, love-sick Florentine fool. Lisa lowered the flame in the
lantern and placed it on a small takle beside the door. Then she came back
over and sat down beside me. Neither of us said anything for a long, tense

moment .

Then I remembered the golden finch.

"I have brought you a small present," I said.

"How kind," said Lisa, with a smile.

"Yes," I 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. I was in the Market again recently and I

decided to buy it for you."
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"How kind," said Lisa once again. "I shall treasure it dearly, I'm
sure. And if my husband asks me where I got it, I 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 silver 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," I 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," I said. "Were it not better we
waited?"

"No," said Lisa, laying her hand softly on my neck.

"But, it is a terrible sin!" I said.

Lisa drew me nearer to her until we were lying entwined on the huge satin
bed.

"Well, I 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, I

could see two pale moths in the lamplight, circling the flame.
"But what if your husband discovers us?" I eventually stammered.

But Lisa said nothing. She was breathing softly. I could feel her
gentle heartbeat. I could smell the subtle fragrance of her skin. Her
lips were warm and quivering as we embraced. Her tongue flickered in
search of my own. Soon I was flushed with a strange, delicious excitement.
I was joined in Lisa's rhythm. For a minute or more, I closed my ayes
tight. Then, suddenly, my body convulsed with pleasure. In wide--eyed

horror, I emptied my loins.
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After a minute or so, the lamplight sputtered and died. Vanquished, I
fell down beside Lisa.

We 1lay still in the silent, shifting shadows. Only the silver
moonbeams which shone between the shutter slats made anything visible.
When I turned toward Lisa, I could see the faint smile of contentment on
her lips. All was silent for several munutes more. Then, almost without
thinking, I jumped out of bed. "Oh, dear God, what have I done?" I
muttered to myself. Not daring to look at Lisa, I went over and stood by
the window. Without a stitch on my back, I 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. "I must admit that I was unsure at first whether to invite you here
tonight. But, having let you in, you have proved vourself most capable."

"You must not speak to me of it, mistress Lisa," I said, blushing
crimson, I'm sure. "While I understarid what it must be like for a lovely
woman like you to have an old miser for a husband, I am terribly ashamed of
my behavior this evening.”

"Ah, well that is your concern," said Lisa.

"This must never happen again," I said.

"It is up to you to act as you see fit," said Lisa.

"Yes, it is my trial," I 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."

"I am not so crack-brained as to confess my sins openly to the world,"
I said. "I have no wish to play the gloating trickster. I 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, I reluctantly consented, and

went over to the bed.
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CHAPTER 9

The next morning, I was awakened by the sun and by the sound of
Cathedral bells and children's voices. I dressed hurriedly while Lisa
slept, a tender smile still on her 1lips. The room was cool and
comfortable, yet I thought only of how to ger away as quickly as possible.
In my heart boiled a mixture of love and confusion. I needed desperately

to be alone to think.

Having descended the vine trestle, I found that outside the dawn was
grey and mild. My head was spinning and my thoughts flew in tight circles.
As I scurried down the footpath through Giocundo's back gardens, I breathed
deeply the perfume of fruits and herbs. On either side of the footpath
grew ashen-vhite and lead-black mulberry trees. Silky-throated swallows
twittered in their branches. Looking at the blending colors of leaves, my
thoughts wandered to tales I'd heard of gnomish alchemists vho consumed
their entire 1lives searching for something they called the philosopher's
stone. I involuntarily shuddered to think that I could end my own life as
one of their kind. Thinking these odd thoughts, I locked Giocundo's garden
gate. Walking as quickly as possible, T left Lisa and the mansion behind

me.

As I walked along, I might have continued thinking my guilt-ridden
thoughts had my attention not been suddenly brought back to the present.
Just as I was nearing the end of the main street of the residential
quarter, I saw coming toward me Lisa's husband, the merchant Giocundo. I
immediately noticed that he was wobbling drunkenly on his black mule. His
race was bloated and red. He was attended by two servants. The one
leading the mule by the reins was a giant, clumsy bear of a man with a
huge, shaggy head and a black patch 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 hummed about the inattentive merchant in the manner of an overly
solicitous valet. As they approached, I lowered my glance and stepped
quickly to the gutter side of the road to allow Giocundo and his servants
to pass. I held my breath and prayed that the merchant would not recognize
me. Fortunately, however, he passed me by without an inkling of suspicion.
I Dbreathed a sigh of relief. Without further ado, I hurried through the
white-washed streets of the rich merchants' quarter. I then followed the
long, straight Canale Navegerio northward as I sought the seclusion of my

master's studio.

When I arrived back at the studio, Leonardo was already at his writing
desk. I quickly mounted the stairs to my room where I changed into my
coarse linen work shirt and tanned leather apron. I then went immediately
downstairs. By this time, Leonardo had finished 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, whistling. He was wearing a new
green-feathered cap and red velvet slippers. My master was using his
profile to draw from. Without saying a word, I quickly went over to the
wooden 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 to 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 master has always mistaken for a rare and precious
innocence. Grateful that Leonardo was too preoccupied to address me, T

went directly to my own work area at the back of the studio.

It was Sunday morning, yet I knew that I could not go to early mass at
the Cathedral as was my custom. I needed first to sort out my thoughts. I
had always had my self respect to rely upon. My life of regular prayer and
absolution had brought ease and comfort to my soul. Now I feared to
confess even to myself my recent iniquity. My shameful appetite had
conquered my best intentions. Lisa's words about taking the sin upon her
own soul echoed in my head, yet they sounded terribly hollow. I knew that
I had brought this disgrace upon myself, and that any child born of such an
unholy union was at least half my responsibility. However, while I told
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myself that these were the facts of the matter, a small voice deep inside
of me whispered that if Giocundo found out that I had usurped his place, my
life would not be worth a pittance. In vain I strove to determine a proper
course of action. Like a worm slowly burrowing toward the core of an

apple, guilt and fear gnawed at my conscience.

After some time, my emotions gradually began to subside. My one
conscolation in life is that I have always been able to lose myself in my
work. As I began to trace lines on the colored drawing paper in front of
me, the necessary concentration Dblocked out all other thoughts. I was
copying an anatomical figure and had to pay careful attention to the
required dimensions and proportions of the body. I was following as
minutely as possible all of Leonardo's rules. His axioms of perspective
guided my hand. Yet, I confess, as always my goal eluded me. The more I
tried, the less I succeeded. My outlines were coarse and heavy, my shadows
remained thick and unnatural. Although the monotony of hard work has
always been my only refuge, it is also my greatest burden. I devote myself
to the glory of art, yet I lack the inspiration necessary to produce more
than merely mediocre work. I have studied the examples of the old masters,
and I hevc contemplated the beauty of Nature herself. Yet my sketches and
pai...ings always appear flat and lifeless. In his teaching sessions,
Leonardo says that I distrust myself too much. Along with the exalted
science of perspective, he says that I must learn to have faith in my own
judgement. Possibly he is right. Perhaps I truly am my own worse enemy.
If I cannot change this, I shall never attain the lofty heights of art to
which Leonardn so effortlessly soars. Yet, even if this must be so, if I
do not despair, might my unrelenting self-criticism not one day enakle me
to achieve the knowledge of light and shade which I believe to be the
primary tools of every fine craftsman? Even if I never become a great
painter, might I not at least be allowed to penetrate these most hurble

mysteries of artifice?

My hopeful 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, soon after the bonfire of vanities, that cripples and lepers,

formerly barred from Florence's interior, should henceforth be allowed
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within the walls of the city. They were permitted the freedom to beg
openly in the streets. Until that Sunday, however, it had never occurred
that these lepers found it necessary to canvas the streets of even our poor
quarter. The lepers' bells, which they wore 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, I
could see a group of three beggars moving slowly down the street toward my
master's studio. All the neighbourhood Florentines threw copper coins into
the middle of the road. They then stood as distant as possible, hugging
the shadows of walls until the lepers had passed.

Although the approach of these unfortunate beggars created quite a
stir outside in the streets, my master noticed nothing at first. Then
Salai, who was still sitting at the South window, spoke up.

"Maestro Leonardo!" he said. “Come quickly to look! Here are some

truly ugly models for you to draw!"

Hardly believing the impudence of Salai's ridiculous remark, at first
I paid no special attention to his outburst. But then I felt a twinge of
revulsion in the pit of my stomach when, leaving the picture of the angel
unfinished, Leonardo stood up and went over to the window.

"Exquisite!" he said. "Call to them Salai! Invite them into the
studio. Offer them some vine and small money."

Disbelieving that my master could possibly be serious, I spoke up.

"But master Da Vinci," I said, "surely you jest! You cannot truly
desire to draw these foul wretches."

"Hold your peace, Francesco," said Leonardo. With a wave of his hand,
he silenced 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?" I stammered.

"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. All had gaping mouths and

swollen, purple tongues. 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 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. Surrcunding all three was a
sharp, biting odor reminiscent of rodent droppings. I locked at this party

with horror and revulsion. Involuntarily, I shuddered.

Once these unfortunate grotesques were seated in the studio,
Leonardo's eyes lit up.

"Give them some wine to drink," he said, motioning impatiently at me.
When I returned with the wine, leonardo poured it himself. At first the
beggars were restive and suspicious, not knowing why they had been brought.
But Lecnardo sat down with them and soon elicited their good will with
amiable, empty words. After a short time, all three were slightly drunk,
laughing and making the most horrible faces. Leonardo watched them
closely, his cold gaze filled with deep and eager curiosity. When their
hideousness reached its height, he took out his silver-point pen and began
to draw. I restrained myself and said nothing. By this time, the old hag
had started licking the fallen crumbs from the table. I was disgusted and

looked away.

Salai kept refilling the beggars' goblets with wine. In less than an
hour, my master had completed several drawings. As I stood behind him,
awaiting instructions, I could finally hold my peace no longer.

"Master, how 1is it possible to see the slightest beauty in such
deformity?" I whispered to him.

Leonarde 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 I have told you many times, only mediocrity is negligible."

Stung by these words, I felt my blood begin to rise. Unable to
respond, I clenched my teeth tightly until my jaws ached. Yet, although I
said nothing out 1loud, at that moment I vowed to myself that, in due

course, I would impress my master enough so that he would come to admire my
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abilities as an apprentice. I swore that before I was through I

would somehow gain Leonardo's respect.

CHAPTER 10

For the next several weeks, Lisa came to the studio almost daily.
Sometimes she was escorted by Maria, other times I was sent to fetch her.
During this period, the 1lady Giocundo and I spoke little to each other.
Lisa seemed unwilling to fiscuss the night we had spent together, and I was
grateful that the subject was never broached. When I look back on it now,
I 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 pursue it. Although I
found this most exacerbating, I must in truth also admit that I was
secretly delighted. These circumstances afforded me the opportunity to
continue my liaison with Lisa without having to deal with it directly. I
was eager to play the role of the dark, mysterious lover without having
responsibilitie. attached. Still, oftentimes I cudgeled my brains. I was

certain that there was something I 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 I went about my duties in the studio, I watched
the portrait's progress.

Evidently, it was to be a painting of modest size. Leonardo had
ordered me tco stretch, frame and pumice the canvas. I had also prepared
and applied an undercoat of egg-shell paste to aid in preservation. While
I worked at these tasks, Leonardo drew many preliminary charcoal sketches
of Lisa. He already knew that it was to be a full frontal portrait, and so
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he did not bother to sketcn Lisa's profiles, or to examine his subject from
various vantage points. Time and time again, he drew her face as directly
as possible. Leconardo worked on these sketches every afterncon for nearly
a full fortnight. He slowly shaded Lisa's face into 1life. But when he
came to the details of her features, he laid aside his silver-point pen and
sat silently, looking into Lisa's face with an intentness, mixed with
perturbation. My master discarded many of these preliminary sketches,
telling me to take them away and burn them. All this while, Lisa sat
seemingly calm and submissive. She alwayc wore the same dark dress with a
transparent Dblack vell covering her hair. She sat poised in her carved
mahogany chair, slowly stroking the long, silky fur of Leonardo's white

Persian cat which lay curled in her lap, licking its paws.

During these sessions, Lisa hardly ever initiated conversation.
Sometimes Leonardo would speak; but then only to 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 seemed to share a secret, unspoken trust.

For the first week of the preliminary work on the portrait, it was
pleasant enough in the quiet atmosphere of the studio. Even Salai seemed
content and subdued by Mona Lisa'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 alwavs in attendance. He sat on a
cushioned chair in one corner and played interminably. While Lisa posed
for Leonardo, oblivious to her surroundings, Salai plucked mellow ncies and
strummed brilliant arpeggios on his lamb-gut strings. I believe he was
perplexed that Lisa seemed not to notice him. Salai was used to being
pampered and flattered by all the young Florentine ladies, and to his
chagrin Lisa appeared to perceive his existence as something 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 measurements for the mnainting's ideal point of

perspective. I recall that he worked in an agitated, impatient manner,
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drawing innumerable brief skztches 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 cover of his sketch-book and stood up. He
slowly replaced the cap to his silver-point pen. It was only shortly after
the beginning of the session, so Lisa, Salai and I turned in surprise to

see what was matter.

"Madam Giocundo," Leonardo said. "You are as beautiful of form and
feature as any woman alive, but it seems to me that you are weighed down by
a burden which is much too heavy to bear."

"What do you mean?" said Lisa.

"Well, you live with your husband in the midst of such luxury, and yet
I perceive that you are deeply troubled by something. You are too
sensitive to speak, yet th:re is always the slightest hint of sadness in
your smile. You must speik to me of it!"

"I warned you bef_ .e we started that you would not be permitted access
to the secrets of my soul," said Lisa, lowering her eyes. "You must paint
the portrait as best you are able. I shall pose as you require."

"If you are resolved not to reveal your secret, I 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 I have told you," said Lisa, "that is your own concern."
"But, I cannot...be...defeated once again," said Leonardo, in a dark,

trembling voice.

Although Lisa paid little heed to Leonardo's grim countenance, I knew
the importance of these words. So many of the projects which my master
spent his lifetime creating were already beginning to disintegrate: There
were the many half-finished paintings and sketches stored in the attic of
the studio. Also, there were the many parchment leaves of notes which 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 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, I
understocd 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 Death's cold breath on his neck. He knew that the time
left to him was too short to allow for hesitation. I could see that my
master was determined 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 immediately prepared.

Having anticipated this moment, I quickly set to work. Even though he
was undoubtedly certain of my competence, Leonardo watched over my shoulder
as I mixed and measured in separate bowls the dark oily hues and the pasty
ash-white flesh tones which he required. I mixed each basic mixture with a
compound of arabic gum. Then I heated the potions over a candle flame.
Once they had achieved the correct consistency, I divided the result into
six smaller bowls. To these bowls, I added the wvarious ground minerals,
strained liquids and sifted powders to make the necessary different shades.
This was slow work which demanded a steady hand and careful concentration.
Once this had been accomplished, however, I quickly prepared a suitable
palette which 1 proudly presented to my master. I then took out of a
drawer three new paint brushes vhich I offered to him. _ecnardo chose one
with fine, long bristles. With a wide, sweeping gesture of his amm, 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 11

Although many incidents occurred during the days and weeks that
fr..lowed the commencement of Lisa's portrait, these facts seem all but
irrelevant now. Certainly, life went on in the usual fashion: Leonardo
painted, I worked at my studies and small tasks about the studio, and Salai
continued his characteristic pranks and merry mischief. This was nmy
immediate 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 toward the
middle of the month a merchant ship drifted into the main port of the city,
its entire crew dead of some peculiar pox which even the Duke's physicians

were unable to explain.

These, then, were the circumstances of the time. 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 within the confines of my skull. When I
think of that time now, I believe that, as far as my personal history is
concerned, it is best explained by one recurring dream which 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, I took my fate into my own hands and acted in a manner directly

opposed to that which my conscience demanded.
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In my dream, I am greatly aged - an ~ld man in his seventies at least.
When the dream begins, I am walking slowly, lost in thought, through the
narrow, deserted city streets. My sense of bale : has begun to fail, and
I am unsteady on my feet. My joints creak as I walk, and I am bone-tired
and scant of breath. Because of my poor eyesight, I cannot see far ahead.
I have no idea where I am walking to since I have never travelled through

this particular quarter before.
"You are lost," a voice in my head whispers.

And, indeed, there are no signs of human life. As I look around me, I
am certain that any building I may enter will prove to be uninhabited and

abandoned.

"You are lost!" the voice whispers again. "You are lost, and yocu are

mad, and you are going to die!"
Yet, my sandaled feet shuffle onward.

Leaning heavily on my walking stick, I navigate the unfamiliar streets
and alleyways, past the deserted dwellings. Already it is near sunset.
Although I am wizened and bent with years, my shadow stretches out before

rne, enormous and elongated.

"Call on the demon to punish her!" whispers the voice in my head.

"Call on the demons, and have your revenge!"

"I shall not," I mutter outloud. "It was so long ago. Now it is
almost forgotten. It does not matter any more. The sin is surely

forgiven."

In the distance, I hear the rumbling thunder of an approaching storm.
For an extended moment, the city is lit with fire as streak lightening
flashes across the sky. Mindful of the first hesitant drops of rain, I

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 path to follow. There
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?"

I say nothing. It is impossible to reply.

After some time, I 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, I 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. I hesitate for a moment in the threshold, my
eyes adjusting to the deep gloom inside. I shake the dust off my sandals.
Slowly I begin to walk up the main aisle, my eyes fixed on the empty wooden
pulpit ahead.

"Despair!'" 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. I stop beside a huge grey marble pillar. I touch the smooth

stone, and its surface consoles me.

For a moment, the whispering voices subside.

Despite my stiff limbs, I genuflect and enter a pew. For some time, I
kneel in silent prayer. Then I it back on the polished hardwood L..ach.
For a 1lingering moment, I admire a spiral rosette whichi is set in one of
the Cathedral's multi-colored stained glass windows. This window still

glows slightly as the evening sun sinks in the west. I close my eyes.

Gradually, I become aware that the silence is being disrupted as the

Cathedral organ begins to play a faint, somber fugue. I slowly become
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aware of the organ, yet my thoughts do not linger on it. As the music

builds, however, I become filled with an unspeakable barrenness.
The chorus of voices in my head now returns.

"Yes, that is right!" the voices whisper. "You must now understand.
Blind, and yet seeing. Yet no ionger to touch! Above all, understand!
Here there is no multi-foliate rose to behold. Here only the silence

blossoms. Here darkness prevails!"

As I sit all alone in the empty Cathedral, I can no longer escape the
truth. I become aware that this dream is an enactment of my death. I sit
guilty and ashamed. My soul is like the dried out husk of an insect. I
have been justly condemned; I am greatly afraid to watch the proceedings.

"But what man is not quilty of sin?" I absentmindedly mutter. "Who is

there that does not share my great sorrow and shame?"

Yet, although I reprimand myself for having allowed my 1life to pass
out of my control, I am not entirely penitent. As I view my moment of
death, I am relieved that the truth of my life will be buried forever. I
am content that this should be so. I 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 it lives in my mind as if real. In my dream, the
bells in the Cathedral spire begin to toll. They soon drown out both the
sound of the organ, and the voices in my head which continue to whisper.
Slowly, I become aware that the darkness surrounding the altar is broken by
the glow of candlelight. I see that there are two black-robed figures
preparing the Fucharist. At this moment, I hear the sound of fluttering
wings. When I look upward, I see that there is a huge black raven perched
on one of the wooden rafters supporting the domed ceiling. The bird's
glittering eyes flash in my head. Its caws echo in my ears. Suddenly, it
rises from its perch. Slowly, it swoops in diminishing spirals down toward

the altar. It 1lands with 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 handful of
black rice and feeds his loyal pet. Then the priest and his server move
forward toward the altar-rail, where the faithful usually kneel to await
conmunion. The two figures stand there. Instinctively, I know that it is
me they are waiting for. The raven flies in circles above me. This I take

as a sign that I am to walk toward the altar.

As I slawly proceed up the main aisle, my lips feverishly mutter the
disjointed lines of a psalm which I sang by heart as a boy. Soon I am
kneeling on the hard marble step in front of the altar-rail. My trembling
hands are clasped tightly in front of me. As the two priests approach, I
open my mouth to receive the blessed communion, but when the high priest
lowers the golden chalice in his hand, I see that it 1is filled, not with
white-wafer hosts, but with burning black embers. With a pair of long,
silver tongs, this priest lifts a glowing coal from the chalice. Although
I want to cry outloud, he places the red-hot stone on my tongue, and I am

committed to everlasting silence.
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CHAPTER 12

Every morning after my dream, I awoke shivering in a cold sweat; my
body curled in a tight ball, my knees tucked closely against my throbbing
chest. I tried to erase the dream from my mind. I shunned sleep, fearing
its consequences. I knew that I had to rectify the direction of my sinful
life. Yet now contrition seemed impossible. I knew that above all I had
to see Lisa alone in her room once again. For better or for worse, I had
chosen my path. Despite the forbidding premonitions of my dream, I was
complacently prepared to accept the consequences of damnation. Seeing only
what I wanted to see, I followed the wungodly course of my increasingly

wayward, unscrupulous nature.

I was obsessed with regaining access to Lisa's honeyed favors. I had
fallen victim to her charms. Oftentimes, I 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 summer
months ahead. Yet, at the time I hardly noticed the intemperance of the
weather. My soul was suffering from a far more painful fire which
smoldered deep in my loins. As I toiled and sweated for my master in our
studio, I secretly plotted how to pursue my liaison with Lisa. Flesh and
blood is weak. Blessedness or dammation aside, I was no longer full of the
peculiar scruples of which Salai so often accused me. I was soft-headed
enough to suppose that Lisa could be persuaded to share a moment of

fleeting passion with me once again.

Yet, despite my infernal longing to re-establish intimate contact with
Mona Lisa, I did not know how to speak to her in the oily, smooth-tongued
manner which I had often heard Salai successfully practice with the
fashionable 1ladies. When I escorted Lisa to or from her home, I stammered

feeble respenses to her occasional, unimportant questions. Sometimes we
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passed idle pleasantries. Other times we even exchanged furtive, knowing
glances. But neither of us ever uttered a serious word concerning the
love-child that was surely growing within her womb. Although I am stili
unable to measure the exact balance in which desire and faith struggled for
possession of my soul during my time with Lisa, I now make no bones about
revealing my great love for her. The sight of Lisa sitting quietly
composed during the long afternoons of the portrait's progress drove all
whispers of indecision and renunciation from my mind. During these times,
I had only one central concern: How was I to arrange to see the Lady

Giocundo alone once again?

The answer to this question cane to me in an unexpected, fortuitous
manner. It happened on the Summer Sol:tice holiday, on the last Sunday in
June. Having told my master that I was going to high mass at the
Cathedral, I went instead to feed the white swans which swam on the blue
pond in the small park on the outskirts of our quarter. To my great
surprise, while I was dreamily feeding the swans, I saw the Lady Giocundo
and her maid-servant, Maria, enter the park. Although my first instinct
was to hide or to draw up my cloak and scurry away, I girded my 1loins and
bravely resolved to approach the ladies. I told myself that I would be
casual and gallant. I convinced myself that it was time to prove my
self-assurance as a lover. By this time, it was too late to flee, even if
I 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 slowly through the park'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 willow trees which bordered one side of the
clear blue pond. I stood on the grassy bank opposite, holding a bag of
stale crusts in my hand. Lisa noticed me standing there, and I 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, I dropped
the sac of crusts into the shallow water at the pond's edge. Before I
regained my wits enough to bend over to salvage what I could of the crusts,
the pair of waiting 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 within speaking distance,
I took off my motley cap.

"Good day, Mesdames," I 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 walk for your leisure?"
said Lisa, with a touch of sarcasm in her voice.

"Yes, I am," I said with a slight bow, trying with difficulty to

maintain my casual composure.

During these first few seconds of conversation, my eyes registered
Lisa's appearance. I saw that instead of the black dress and wveil which
she habitually wore when sitting for my master, this Sunday Lisa was
wearing a light silken dress, with a rich red scarf draped over her
shoulders. The ruby and emerald rings on her fingers sparkled in the
sunlight. As I admired the white skin of her bare neck and ams, my
passion was rekindled anew. Hoping to make a good impression, I sought
words to compliment her beauty.

"You look most radiant and lovelv today, Madam." I said.

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 hesitant 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 vwhite and black leaves of the
mulberry trees which grew at nne end of the park. Once Maria was out of
sight, Lisa motioned that we should take shelter 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 1listened to their songs.
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After several false starts, which dissipated into idle pleasantries, I
ordered my thoughts and cut to the heart of the matter.

"Mistress Lisa," I said, "I do not want you to have any doubt of my
good intentions. However, I find that I can no longer remain faithful to
the staunch resolution which I made after our last intimate meeting.™"

"What do you mean, Francesco?" said Lisa.

"I mean to say that I have discovered that my feelings for you are
more than mere desire of the flesh,” I said. "Although it may be my
gravest misfortune, I find that I am unable to resist your charms. I pray
of you, ease my wretchedness! Promise me that I may soon 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 it
would never happen again. If your conscience is so easily disturbed, do
you not think it unwise to fall into the same trap again?"

"Please spare me the picrcing arrows of your irony, mistress Lisa," I
said. "Can you not show me some small mercy? Do you not love me even a
little?"

"I... do not believe in such things," said Lisa with a shrug of her
shoulders. "They do not concern me."

"God help us!" I 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," said Lisa, looking away. "I am willing
to meet you again if you think it is necessary, but I refuse to linger over
the details of our last encounter. I shall see you, but do not forget that
you swore a vow of secrecy. In this regard, you must be most careful not
to betray me. Remember, my husband has a suspicious nature and an unruly
temper. We must be careful not to arouse him."

"You can depend on me," I said. "I shall not betray your confidence."

"Wery good, " said Lisa. "Well, you still have the key to our garden
gate. You may come to my room again in two nights time. My husband has a
business engagement in Pisa, and it will be safe. But again, I warn you,
take every precaution and raise no suspicions."

"0f course not," I said. "I have given you my word!"

Presently, the 1light rain-shower stopped, and Maria returned. The
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Lady Giocundo and her maid-servant immediately departed. Satisfied, and
perhaps inwardly smug with my success, I too soon left the park and began
the journey back to Leonardo's studio. My feet were 1light of step, and
that day the walk seemed pleasant and short.

CHAPTER 13

When I arrived back at the studio, my master was busy >rking at his
writing desk. I did not dare disturb him, but rather immediately climbed
the stairs to my room. There I changed into my work clothes. Then I went
back down to the studio. I 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." I enjoyed this peaceful, therapeutic
work. It seemed to soothe my soul. When evening fell, Salai had still not
arrived back from his Sunday afterncon's promenade with his crowd of gay,
pretty-faced friends. After waiting for a considerable amount of time,
Leonardo ordered that supper should be prepared regardless of Salai's
absence. Together we sat in silence in the kitchen at the back of our
studio. We ate a simple meal of bread, cleese and wine. Our Kkitchen is
rather a large room, with dirty brown walls and a black wood-burning stove
in one corner. Ieonardo and I sat at opposite ends of the large square
table set in the middle of this room. 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. I was accustomed to the silence and the rudeness of his
brusque manner. In truth, I know that oftentimes my master merely
tolerates me as an apprentice hecause of my usefulness as a servant. He
does not prize me highly. But then, all his other students have deserted
him in his old age, and so I have some merits as a disciple. Above all, I
am loyal. Some day, Leonardo will come to appreciate this fact, and he

will deeply appreciate my service.

After clearing the few supper dishes from the kitchen table, I went
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directly to my room. During dinner, Leonardo had been obviously upset
that Salai was not back. I left my master alone in the front studio in
order to avoid any conflict that might arise if I were to disturb him. For
the duration of the evening, I tried to catch up on my self-appointed task
of sorting out Lecnardo's notes. I had decided that this was an excellent
way to impress my master. I intended to organize and bind in logical order
the bulk of these notes. I would then present them to Leonardo, and he

would surely admire my worthy industry.

However, as I recall, that evening I was not making much progress in
my task. I was thinking, the thousands of loose pages which I have stored
in the wooden trunk in my room are overwhelming in their dispersiveness and
diversity of subject. They are all in fragments; rough sketches and
snatches of writing in such disorder that years will be necessary to sort
it all out. Oftentimes, I find that the prospect of accomplishing this
task is too daunting to allow me to continue. Yet only in this way can I

win Leonardo's respect.

I believe that the reason I am unable to sort out my master's notes is
not just due to the difficulty of having to read his script in a mirror.
Although this is often cumbersome, and I am able to work only when Salai is
gone and his hand-mirror is free, I have grown accustomed to these minor
inconveniences. No, the main reason the sorting goes so slowly is that I
am constantly distracted by the seeming opposition between theory and

practice in Leonardo's work.

As I sort through my master's notebooks, I pay scant heed to the
hundreds of parchment 1leaves filled with calculations and geometrical
diagrams. Nor do I pay more than cursory attention to the countless
sketches of engines and buildings, or to the thousand fragments of ideas on
matters of natural science and anatomy. These things have never sparked my
interest. I place all of Leonardo's notes on these subjects together in
separate piles, to be dealt with later. On the subject of art and
painting, however, I am always curious. I find that my master's views
often give me pause. As I 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, I am powerless to express my ideas.

There has always been one problem which has perplexed me more than
all the others, and it is this: Concerning the exalted science of
perspective, it often seems to me that Jshat 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; it seems to me, something
vital is 1lost to the meaning of art. Perhaps I wonder whether Leonardo's
ideal point of perspective even truly exists. After all, is it not
possible that the truth can only be seen if viewed in its essence from
several different directions at once. Oftentimes, when these ideas pr~ss
on my mind, I feel that they are trying to fire my imagination. Yet, I am
reluctant to voice my ideas. I am certain that my master would disapprove

of my dissent.

While I was thinking in this manner, my thoughts were suddenly
interrupted when a kaock came at my door. I quickly shuffled the papers I
was working with back into the drawer of my desk. I managed to accomplish
this without a moment to spare. Just as I closed the drawer, the door to
my room opened. I saw that Leonardo was standing in the dim light of the
hallway. He moved as far as the threshold. For several seconds, he did
not utter a word. He was wearing his customary wide-sleeved, brown woolen
robe. For the past three years, his old bones have felt 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 1long, grey-grizzied 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, I hoped that my master had seen nothing of my clandestine
activity. If he discovered my work before it was complete, all my planning
would be ruined. However, evidently my master suspected nothing. There
were several more moments of silence, during which 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#, he will be imprisoned again for public mischief."

"But master," I said, "I am not Salai's keeper. It hardly seems
fitting that as part of my duties I should hazve to play nurse-maid to him."

"Tomorrow the Lady Giocundo wiii arrive earlier than usual," said
Leonardo. "She smiles in a much sweeter, melancholy fashion when Salai 1is
on form to play the lyre. I want you to go to fetch him."

"He is undoubtedly drinking and gambling in one of the filthy wine
cellars with his foul-tongued friends," I said. "I 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 always puffed-up with a sense of your own
self-importance, but you accomplish so little, cloistered like a fretful
monk in this dingy little room of yours. Now go to fetch Salai as I ask!
The fresh night air will do you good!"

"I will if I must," I said, "but I protest..."

"Do you propose to argue with me?" said Leonardo.

"No, of course not, master," I said. "I just want you to know that,
while I willingly fulfill all your other orders without complaining, I
resent enormously having to look after Salai's welfare into the bargain."

"Is that so?" said Leonardo.

"Salai is a cunning rascal, and I loath his fawning, lazy, heedless
marmers," I said.

"Must you be such a jealous dullard?" said Leonardo. “"Salai 1is
perhaps a mischievous rascal, but he is certainly not so notorious a knave
as you would make him out to be."

"But master, I tell you..." I began to say.

"Silence!" said Leonardo, "I am tired and going to bed now. It is a
simple enough task; see if you can complete it without fouling things up.
Show some obedience!"

"Yes, master," I said, bowing my head as Leonardo turned his back on

me and walked slowly down the corridor to his own chambers.

After my argument with Leonardo, I was hardly conscious of putting on
my cloak or of leaving the studio. However, when I regained some of my
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composure, I found myself following the narrow, winding city streets in the
direction of the quarter where the filthy wine-cellars of Florence are
located. The angry, throbbing pulse in my temples continued as I walked
along. With my eyes cast down to the rough cobblestones on which I trod, I
hurried through the darkness. When I turned into the roads leading toward
the drinking quarter, the flickering light from a street-cocrner torch
aroused me from my stupor. I saw that a small group of city guards was
standing under the light of the torch. They were dressed in silver-plated,
hard, leather tunics, and they wore heavy, bronze helmets on their heads.
The captain of the guards was leaning on his spear, and the others were
laughing and rough-housing amongst themselves. As I walked past them,
their jesting subsided for a moment as they watched me. I lowered my
glance, and prayed that thev would not bother me. Thankfully, however, I

was not halted. I sighed with relief, and scurried on my way.

Presently, I turned into a dimly lit alley and descended the steps to
the doorway of the wine-cellar which Salai and his bunch frequented. I
knew where it was located since Salai often sarcastically invited me along
when he and his seedy friends were going there. However, I had never been
to this den of iniquity before. As I stood in the open doorway, hesitant
to enter, I saw that it was a cavernous place, with a low wood-beam
ceiling. Smoke and noise filled the air. The scene was one of bar-room
confusion and mayhem. It appeared as a dark cave where workingmen,
hooligans, and affluent patrons all mixed together in their various states
of drunkenness. There were rough-hewn benches set against the yellowish
stone walls and many large, round, wooden tables set in the center of the
room. By the light of dim lanterns, which were suspended on brackets at
intervals along the walls, I could see clusters of men and women laughing
and drinking around the central wooden tables. I was repulsed, but at the
same time, I must admit, inwardly fascinated by this scene of Dionysian
revelry. As I awkwardly tried to push my way through the crowd, I felt
myself drawn into the heart of this bedlam.

I soon spotted Salai. This was not a difficult task since he always
laughs too 1loudly 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 shook, kissed,
and cast the dice. I started making my way over toward him. However, my
mind was soon distracted from my goal. Just as I was jostling my way
through a motley bunch of swarthy-skinned Florentines gathered around a
tarrel-shaped man who was singing a lewd drinking song, I saw out of the
corner of my eye the old rag-vendor woman whom I had firsi met in the
market-place several months previous. She was sitting at an empty table at
one far end of the room. She was gazing in my direction, however, she
seemed to look straight through me. Against my better judgement, I could
not resist going over to speak to her. Discounting the voice in my head

which began to whisper faint warnings, I detoured over in her direction.

At first the decrepit old rag-vendor woman did not seem to recognize
me. But when I sat down beside her, she lifted her tangled head of silver
hair and looked at me with her deep-set, crow-black eyes. She then grinned
a wide, toothless smile of recognition. But before either of us uttered a
word, a lascivious 1looking barmmaid with large, almond-shaped eyes, came
over to the table and demanded what we wanted to drink. T ordered a glass
of cheap win2 for the old rag-vendor woman, but then said that I wanted
nothing for wyself. However, the barmaid stared at me suspiciously, and so
I ordered a goblet of wine to appease her. When the bammaid returned with
cur wine, the old rag-seller spoke:

"And how is your lover?" the old woman asked. "Is she enjoying her
present? Did I not tell you my golden-finch was the perfect gift for
lovers?"

"I have not spoken to my mistress about the finch since I gave it to
her," I said, evasively, taking a sip of my wine. "I am sure, however,
that its songs bhring much joy to her heart.”

"Do not be so coy with me," said the old woman. "Come, come, young
man! You may speak to me in all confidence. Your sins cannot be so great
that they will shock me. I am a widow seven times over, and what sins my
husbands didn't think of between them will never be invented. Come now,
don't be so coy!"

"] see no reason that I should have to explain to you my heart's
desire," I said, taking several large swallows of wine. "I admit that the
golden-finch has served its purpose precisely as you promised it would,
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however, I do not see why that obliges me to reveal the passions which I
share with my mistress."

"But have you enjoyed your mistress's favours often?" the old woman
asked, with a drunken, drooling snigger. "I know of sins that would shock
even an abbot! You cannot surprise me! Come, tell me your secret!"

"T do not see that it is any of your concern," I said, finishing my
cup of wine and motioning to the barmaid to bring me another.

"Ah, you are married to yow honour," said the old woman. "But
surely, because of my finch, your innermost wish has been granted? Do I

not deserve some small sign of your gratitude?”

Uncertain of what to say to the persistent old woman, I remained
obstinately silent. I quickly gulped down the second goblet of wine which
the barmaid brought me. I immediately ordered another, hoping to fortify
my nerves with the heady, intoxicating liquid. Although I resisted the
idea of talking openly with this strange, old woman, I deeply longed to
make my confession to someone. I thought that perhaps it would give some
relief to my tortured soul. Only later did I realize that my confession
did greatly more harm than ever it did good. For qui.e some time, I sat
motionless, weighed down by wine. Although I pondered my dilemma, I had no
voice to speak of my misery and wretchedness. During this time, a great
many rlorentines drifted out of the bar-room as the midnight curfew drew
closer. However, Salai was still at the gaming tables, and I did not feel

pressed to leave.

"I want her with all my heart,” I heard my slurring voice
mutter aloud. "I want her with all my heart, yet my life is a continual
hell of passion and fear when I think of her."

"Ah, I see that your heart is sore with delight," said the old woman,
snickering drunkenly at my words. "Yes, yes! Just as all moon-struck
lovers worship only the stars in the firmament, you have grown giddy with
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 much more," I 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 I give you solace if you refuse to reveal your distress? Have you been
given a key to open your mistress's gate? Have no fear; make your
confession!"

"But of course," I said, sure and proud of my proficiency as a lover.
"And what is more, I am to go there again in two nights' time!"

"In two nights' time?" said the old woman. "You don't say? Well,
enjoy your delight while you can, my young friend! Passion 1is a candle
whose flame burns but briefly. Perhaps your unhappiness is a virtue which
brings caution in its wake. Your mistress will not be a young maid
forever. Enjoy your good fortune while you can! Cherish your illusions!

And so, good-night my fire, over-bold youth!"

With these last words, the old rag-vendor's voice began to trail off
into incoherent drunken mutterings. Disturbed by her words, I gulped down
the last dregs of my third gyoblet of wine. Bidding the old woman
good-night, I rose unsteadily to my feet and focused my already blurring
vision in the direction of the gambling tazble where Salai and a few

last-hangers-on stood laughing, drinking, and rolling the dice.
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CHAPTER 14

As I approached the small group of men and women gathered about the
dicing table, even through my drunken vision I could see that Salai was
having a most successful night. He was luxuriating in the admiration of
his onlookers. Yet, I was unable to rouse myself to jealousy. It was all
I could do to stand upright, without falling to the floor. In the poorly
ventilated room, the air was heavy with the stale odors of tobacco and
wine. I was nauseous, and could hardly breathe. I was perspiring freely,
and for a moment I thought I was about to faint. When I reached the place
where Salai and his group were playing dice, I held myself steady against
the edge of the table. For a long moment, nobody noticed my arrival. I

stood in a daze, my brain numbed with wine.

When finallyv I spoke, my tongue felt thick and swollen and I heard my
voice utter slow, sluggish words.
"Salai!" I blurted in a loud, belligerent tone. "Time to come home!

Past your bedtime! Master says time to come home!"

Salai had not noticed me until that moment. Understandably, he was
greatly suwrprised to see me standing there in my flushed condition. Yet,
he said nothing. He gave me an artful wink, and motioned for silence so
that he could roll the dice. However, I refused to tolerate his obstinacy.
Before he could throw the dice, I reached out and grabbed his wrist. Salai
was ruffled by this bold move. For a moment, he glared at me; but then he
smiled mischievously, feigning patience and friendliness.

"Why so woeful, Francesco?" he said. "Be a good fellow and hang on
for a few minutes while I finish this game."

"No, now...must go, now!" I said, still holding Salai's wrist tightly
in my grasp-

"Another cup of cheer for our friend while he waits!" Salai called to

the barmaid, seeking to rebuff me.
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"No, now!" I said, my courage bolstered with wine and the knowledge

that I was expressly serving leonardo's orders.

But at that moment, Salai wrested his hand free, and I was spun

around, almost losing my balance.

In retrospect, looking back on that night, I realize now that my
aberrant, aggressive behavior was in large part due to the fact that I was
trying absurdly to show an outward display of strength since I felt so
terribly out of place. The small group surrounding Salai had stopped their
laughing and drinking to stare at me when I grasped Salai's hand to prevent
his throwing the dice. One of this group of Salai's admirers was a beefy
albino with a shaved head and massive, fat-laden arms which were covered
with black tattoos. This man I knew to be named Bulvero. He was one of
Salai's most loyal friends. He was known to be a man of 1little
intelligence. His pink eyes glistened with the inherent maliciousness of
his nature. Bulvero looked at me, and spat on the ground. When he spoke,
it was with a deep, bull-frog voice.

"Scram!" he said. "Salai don't need to go if he don't wanna. He's

gonna stay here."

Befuddled by this situation, I sought words to express my distaste for
this thick-skulled albino whose slovenly manners were beneath my contempt.
However, my tongue was paralyzed by drink. After I stood staring at him
for a full minute without speaking, tne beefy Bulvero took my silence as
the intent to provoke a fight. As I stood there frozen, he flicked open a
silver switch-blade knife. When he spoke again, there was venom in his
words.

"T told yuh to scram," he said, with a thin, menacing smile. "Yuh
want I should stick yuh?"

I was too terrified to say or do anything. My knees felt as if they
were about to buckle beneath me. Wine was churning in my bell'. and I
fought desperately to keep it down. Bulvero, taking my continued silence
as a sign of obstinateness, started walking over toward me, brandishing his
silver knife.

"I'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!" said Salai, with a grin. "Its okay, Bulvero. Francesco is a
harmless chump unused to libations. Let's not sweat over it! I'll ¢o now
while my dice are still lucky. I had better guide this jackass home!"

With these words, Bulvero stopped his menacing approach toward me.
Though visibly disappointed, he snapped his switch-blade shut.

"Duh, okay. If you say so, Salai," he said. "I wuz only tryin to
protect yuh."

Although I was annoyed at having to 1leave after being so rudely
insulted, I was also greatly relieved to reach the door of the wine-cellar
unscathed. I followed Salai up the cellar steps into the street.

"T know the best way back," said Salai. "Now be a good fellow, and
follow me closely. It's well after curfew, and we'll have to dodge the

guard patrols."

I did not respond. I followed Salai in silence for several blocks,
refusing to answer his scurvy questions or laugh at his base witticisms.
My heart was pounding violently. I was seething with anger and frustration
after the scandalous scene in the wine cellar. Yet deep down, I knew that
I was as much to blame as Salai and Bulvero were for what had happened. As
we skulked through the dark city streets, I silently rebukad myself for
allowing events to get so out of hand. Although, for a time, Salai
persisted in his attempts to draw me out of my sulky mood, he soon grew
annoyed at my ill-humored reticence. When we reached the Great Market
Square, he bid me good-riddance. Before I could formulate words to stop
him from leaving, he disappeared into the shadows. He did this just as
the sound of heavy, marching boots was heard from around the street-corner

where he left me.

All I remember next is the fierce glare of torchlight held close to my
face. Through my bleary, wine-shot eyes, I saw the glint of the
copper-helmeted city patrols. I was vaguely aware that I was being spoken
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to, yet all I could do was to curse Salai for leading me into this trap. I
heard the frantic chorus of whispers and the silver ringing of bells in my
head. Then I 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.
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PART III

CHAPTER 15

On the morning after my expedition to the wine-cellar, I was awakened
by the continuous thud of heavy, marching boots. For quite some time, I
lay in a dazed, semi-conscious state. I 1listened to the rhythmic pain
which throbbed in my head. Although I tried desperately, I was unable to
move my limbs. I was immobilized by a sickness in the pit of my stomach; a
nausea such as I had never before experienced. My sole awareness was of

this nausea, and of the bitter-sweet taste of dried blood in my mouth.

Slowly, I became aware of my surroundings. I saw that I was in a
cramped, rectangular jail-cell. I was lying on my back, on a wile of straw
matting which had been carelessly flung into one corner of the padlocked
room. I 1ifted my head. A chill, fiery shiver ran down my spine. I saw
that black, rusty prison bars surrounded me on three sides. On the other
side, which faced opposite to the corner where I lay, there was a single
small window, which also was barred. Through this window streamed rays of

mid-morning sunshine.

Almost as soon as I became aware of my immediate environment, I saw
that there was another person in the cell with 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 1lying 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

consc!ousness.




72

I tried to speak, but was unable to. My throat would not utter the
words which formed in my brain; my lips were dry and clotted with blood.
For an instant, I thought that I was going to lose consciousness again.
But then the stranger spoke, and I was forced to gather together my
distracted thoughts.

"Do you want some water?" he said.
I managed to nod my head in assent.

The stranger stood up and walked over toward me. He was carrying a
brown, earthen jug. He poured some water into a cup, and held it to my
lips.

"Drink, " he said.

As I swallowed, the water brought cool relief to my parched throat. I
drank deeply from the clay cup which the stranger held for me. For a
blissful instant, my thirst was slaked by the life-giving liquid. I felt
my nerves calm. But then, I looked again in horror at my immediate
environment. I suddenly trembled as I contemplated what Leonardo would say
when he discovered my previous night's antics and my present predicament.
I was sure that I would receive a severe chastising. Nevertheless, I was
anxious to return to the studio. Having been arrested by the guard
patrols, I felt like a complete and utter fool. Inwardly, I seethed with
anger and frustration. More than anything else, I wanted to pay Salai back
for the vicious trick wrich he had played on me. At that moment, I swore

that I would have my revenge.

After handing me the cup as soon as I was able to hold it, the
disreputable 1looking stranger - whose name 1 later learned to be Signor
Niccolo Machiavelli - walked slowly back to the other side of the cell. 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 time, however, he

closed his eyes as if he were sleeping, or in deep contemplation.

I believe that for some time I slipped in and out of corsciousness.
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For precisely how long I 1lay lost in my nether-world, I am unsure.
Eventually, however, with forced concentration, I summoned up enough
strength to organize my wits. Though unable to quell the feeling of nausea
in my stomach, I spoke:

"Victuals!" I said, thinking instinctively that the gnawing sickness
in my belly would be eased if I had something to eat.

Immediately, Signor Niccolo blinked open one eye. "You'll have to
wait," he said. "The guard does not come with 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, I have

some crusts left over from 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 to his belt.

I gnawed at the crusts of bread.

"What are you in here for?" I asked, after a time, not liking the
thought that I might be taking food from a filthy, common criminal whose
motives I was unaware of.

"I 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 timidity."

"So, he is a common rabble-rouser," I whispered to myself.

Having regained consciousness to a reasonable degree, at this point my
mind registered the 1low, 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 both his eyes. "The French king and his
army."

"what is it you say?" I 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?" I 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!" I said. "My master himself designed the new
draw-bridge. It was cast in layers of armor to make it impenetrable."

"I know nothing of what you sav," replied Niccolo. "I know only what
I heard the guards saying; that the draw-bridge was inoperative because of
some broken cog-wheel mechanics which had not been repaired by the Duke's

chief engineer."

1 did not say anything more, suddenly realizing Leonardo's complicity

in these events.

In order to verify the Signor Niccolo's report, I lifted myself up off
the stone floor and walked unsteadily over to the window. Immediately, I
knew that his words were true. I could see past a large cypress tree which
grew just outside our jail-cell window. In its branches several young
starlings played noisily, adding to the general confusion of the scene. As
I 1locked 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 amongst themselves.
I 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, T
could see the thin, dry smile on his lips. His beady, black eyes surveyed
the spoils of his conquest. King Charles' ugliness was legendary
throughout Italy, though when I saw him in the flesh, it did not quite
measure up to the gossip which I 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, I turned away from the window and walked over to the single wooden
chair which stood in the middle of our cell. I sat down heavily. Although
I felt no sympathy for these no-good Florentines who had allowed the French
to invade their city. I shuddered to think that I had been blind-drunk in
the gutter a mere few hours before the invasion took place! I felt my

heart palpitate at the thought. Inwardly, I grimaced at my folly.

During the rest of the afternoon of that day which I spent in the
humiliating confines of the city jail, I 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
wvhich he took, together with a pencil stub, from his leather pouch. When I
looked askance at his activity, Signor Niccolo laughed.

"Do not worrv," he said. "The guards give me paper and pencils 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.
After 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 army
would rest in the city for a week or so and then march on to wvanquish the
other divided states of Italy. He announced that a contingent of soldiers
would be left behind, to insure his interests. While I 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 quality of
desperation about it. Although I was curious as to what exactly he was
writing, I did not think it appropriate to inquire. Anyway, it seemed
certain that it could not be anything of great importance.

As Signor Niccolo said would happen, towards twilight a guard came
down the jail passageway with victuals for the prisoners. The meal
consisted of a bowl of lukewarm broth, which was supposed to be soup, and
one greenish crust of bread for each man. The guard also refilled our
earthen water jug. After we ate, darkness soon fell. With not even a

tallow candle to light, Signor Niccolo and I lay on our separate piles of
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straw matting at opposite corners of the pitch black cell. For quite some
time, silence reigned. Then, unable to sleep, I decided to provoke Signor
Niccolo to conversation.

"Please tell me what crime you committed to be thrown in here," I
said. "You know my circumstances from the drunken state I was in when I
was brought here last night, but I know nothing about you, other than that
you profess views which the city governors find unpalatable. I would like

very much to hear more of your story."

For several minutes, the silence continued. I could not see Signor
Niccolo, and so I did not know how he reacted to my words. After some
short time, however, hesitatingly at first, from out of the darkness his
impassioned voice declaimed the following plea:

"Why have I 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?" I said.

"I Lave been incarcerated because, for some time now, I have protested
openly in the assembly the way in 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 governors are weak-willed,
lily-livered cowards, and the Duke is no better. Why should these men
deserve our 1loyalty? What Florence needs, what all of Italy needs, is a
strong-willed ruler who will stop the petty bickering that divides us."

"But how is that possible?" I said.

"In the book which I am writing at present, I advocate a political
system which is under the absolute control of a Prince who must be 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 order to dispel such invasions!"

At the end of this unexpected, passionate speech, Signor Niccolo was
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silent for a few moments. When he spoke again, his voice sounded tired,
and worn.
"But I talk too much," he said, sighing heavily. "Talk is idle. It

grows late. Let us sleep."

Yet, I was unable to sleep for quite some time. I lay on 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 morality of his own
making. He professed a code of behavior which was a balanced mixture of
logical cunning and sheer ruthlessness. As I tossed and turned on my bed
of straw matting, squirming to find a comfortable position to sleep in, I
thought of how Signor Niccolo's story colored the day's events. After all,
was it not Italy's own fault that Charles, bastard King of France, was free
to exercise his open bid to rule all of Europe with an iron gauntlet? He
came as a conqueror. He was the scourge for our sins which Fra Girolamo
had promised. Yet, despite the warnings of Fra Girolamo, and despite the
words of Signor Machiavelli himself, now that it had happened, the invasion
seemed almost anti-climactic. It seemed that not much would change, that
life in Florence would go on the same as it always had. Her destiny, it

appeared, was unalterable.

As 1 1lay sleepless, contemplating Signor Niccolo's story, I also
reflected on my own personal history. I thought about my 1loyalty to
leonardo, and began, for the first time, to question what sort of mutual
bond it was based upon. I 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, I realized, but did not openly acknowledge to myself, the fact of
my drunken self-revelations to the old rag-vendor woman. Lastly, for
perhaps the first time ever, I consciously reflected on the indisputable
role which Salai played in my life. I recognized that he was a disruptive
prankster who delighted in disputing reason; a trickster who loved malice;
a rival who goaded me to passion! I knew that it was my sacred duty to rid

myself of his devilish influence.



78

CHAPTER 16

Shortly before noon the next morning, as I 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, I thought that he was going to turn
away in disgust and leave me to spend the entire three day sentence usually
given to makers of public mischief. The guard who had led Leonardo down
the prison passageway harangued about how there was enough for city
officials to contend with in catering to the whims and wishes of King
Charles and all his men, without having drunken troublemakers like myself
loose in the streets at all hours of night. However, Leonardo ignored the
guard's complaints. He 1looked 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-cell. "Come along, Francesco,”" he said,

taking me by the arm.

Just before I left the cell, I 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 swung closed, I immediately forgot about
Machiavelli's plight. With great contentment, I 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 I walked at a brisk
pace through the bustling streets of Florence, I noted the activity around
me. I 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 Dbistros, 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, I immediately went up the stairs to my room,
washed my hands and face, and combed my hair. I knew that Lisa would be
arriving for her session soon, so I wanted to make myself presentable. I
changed into fresh work clothes, and then went down the wooden stairs to
the front studio where my master always conducted Lisa's sittings. There,
I 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
Lisa's portrait. Painted in dark browns and greys, it suggested sume
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 I had entered the studio, Leonardo asked me to
mix some new paints and to prepare his palette for the sitting. This I did
with great satisfaction, since Leonardo did not watch over my shoulder. I
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, I had finished
preparing my master's palette. Leonardo then took his seat, and the

session officially began.

As usual, Salai played his lyre - on which even I 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 Leonardo's white Persian cat, which lay contentedly curled in her
lap. As for my part, I was set to work varnishing a picture which I
thought Leonardo had long finished and forgotten: his painting of Bacchus.
Leonardo ordered me to perform this task as a punishment for my
irresponsible behavior during the night before last. Until that day, I had
always despised this painting, and made certain that it was covered with
sack-cloth and stored with all of Leonardo's other unfinished paintings.
Naturally, Leonardo had used Salai as his model for this picture. But even
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so, as I applied the first coat of varnish to its surface, I 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
cave, my master had captured the fear in the heart of all unwary innocents.
Although I was at first somewhat disturbed by the painting's irreligious,
pagan inspiration, I was inwardly pleased to perform my designated labor.
Locking back on it now, I realize that I 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 I plied my brush.

Ah, indeed to be in love is most splendid! I never knew such
contentment as during that brief time of my life which I spent adoring
Lisa. Her delicacy of expression mystified me, and drew me icresistibly
toward her. As I sat working at my easel that day, performing my penance
for Leonardo, Lisa's eyes often met mine, and sparks of fire passed between
us. I could see that she had been thinking about me as I 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 wusual, the afternoon sitting 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 lcng 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 1 were suddenly left alone together in the studio. Although I
wanted to make all haste and finish my chores so that I could rest and then
prepare myself to go to visit Lisa, I felt compelled to confront Salai for
having abandoned me after my ordeal at the wine-cellar. I considered that
if he apologized profusely enough, I might even be persuaded to forgive
him. If not, my path was clear; I would be justified in pursuing whatever

revenge I sought.

Determined to confront him, I strode over to where he wes sitting. At
first, Salai took no notic= of me, but pretended to be absorbed in shining
his silver lyre with a cloth of soft lamb's wool. However, I refused to be
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taken in by his ruse. I drew a deep breath, and stood rigid, with my hands
on my hips.

"Salai," I said. "I believe that you owe me an apology for abandoning
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 be taught a 1lesson. I played a
merry prank which I thought would perhaps teach you to shake off your
constant melancholy. You always seem so morose and glum."

"You have no right to take it upon yourself to criticize my behavior,"
I said. "You would do well to look to your own conduct; you are guilty of
such wickedness that my tongue would burn to speak of it."

"Oh, Francesco," said Salai. "You think that you are so distinguished
and respectable, yet you are really an ignorant fool. Why must you always
be so anxious to guard your honor and self-serving reputation? You despise
me because I live solely for sensual gratification, but what alternative do
you offer? You take refuge in a specious, sulky solemnity which I find
repulsive."

"How dare you speak to me in this way? I said, glowing with
indignation. "How can you chide me for my desire to admonish vice? I do
penance in the name of virtue. You would lay siege to my words of reason,
and stir me to passion! You want merely to have another companion in
damnation; but I refuse to be attracted by your wiles. I despise the
poison of your devilish resolve!"

"Why, Francesco," said Salai. "I truly do not understand why you are
so irate. You refute passion with such keen emotion! Is it that you are
so unsure of yourself that you find it necessary to protest so? It seems
to me that your dogged, self-righteous convictions are becoming more and
more of an overbearing nuisance, even to yourself."

"Do not speak to me in this way!" I cried.

"Listen to me," said Salai. "What I tell you is for your own good.
Take some delight in life, before it is too late. Seek the company of some
sweet lady; find the boldness to take a mistress. Live for intrigue, and

for the pleasure of the moment!"
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I was silent after Salai uttered these last words. Without Kknowing
it, he had caught me in my sin. As I considered his words, I realized
that, in his dull-witted fashion, Salai had pierced the heart of the
matter. How could I judge his immoral behavior when I 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 1lust was the sort 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 I had so
recently made, I saw that it would not be easy to rid myself of Salai's
influence. 1In his canny, simple words, he embraced the complex feelings
which animated my very spirit at that time. Knowing that my intrigue with
Lisa was the driving force in my 1life, I could no longer retain my
prejudice against Selai. Burdened, yet also somehow relieved by this
knowledge, I muttered a few empty words to the effect that I was sorry to
have taken his good intentions amiss. Then I returned to my duties about
the studio, leaving Salai looking pleased, but somewhat dumbfounded, by my

inconsistent behavior.
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CHAPTER 17

After finishing my appointed tasks about the studio (which included
setting Leonardo's painting of Bacchus by an open window so that the first
coat of varnish could begin to dry) I reposed in my room for an hour or so
in anticipation of the long, all but sleepless night ahead. Upon waking
from my pleasant rest, I poured some water into the porcelain basin beside
my bedstead and bathed my face with the refreshing water. I then donned my
best red leather tunic, which I remarked was getting rather shabby, and
would soon need to be replaced. Before leaving the upper floor of the
studio, I boldly entered Salai's room %o check my appearance in his
hand-mirror. I splashed myself 1liberally with the musk-scented perfume
which he keeps in the small, crystal bottle on his dresser. I then felt
ready to set out for my rendezvous with Lisa. I 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 w.s heavy with 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 I 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-found, stalwart French companicns. As I passed
one of these bistros, I unconsciously noticed the slit-eyed, wasp-like
Florentine whom I knew to be Giocundo's valet. He was sitting, stroking
his carefully trimmed beard, while talking to an old woman whose back was
turned to me, but whose posture resembled that of the old rag-vendor to
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whom I had recently revealed my secret in the wine-cellar. Although I
thought it strange that Gioccundo's valet had not accompanied his master on
his trip to Pisa, I dismissed this thought from my mind. Neither did I
pursue the notion that this man could actually be conversing with the same
old rag-vendor woman from whom I had purchased the golden finch. I knew
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
merchant. No, these thoughts did not perturb me. I was inflated with my
sense of well-being. Indeed, I was almost merry! As I walked along, I
thought that Salai was surely right. It was true that I had been too hard
on myself of late. I told myself that life was meant for joyful living,
and that the night was made for love.

It was not long before I reached Giocundo's back garden gate. Humming
a soft tune to myself, I unlocked the gate's latch. Without hesitation, I
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,
I could see that the trees in Giocundo's garden were heavy with figs, and
that his vines were laden with clusters of full-ripened grapes. Still
humming my cheerful melody, which I had often heard Salai play on his lyre,
I continued up the footpath. On reaching the square, alabaster courtyard
at the back of the mansion, I 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 moonlight, awaiting my arrival. She spoke a few erdearing words
of encouragement to me, and I quickly ascended the vine-trestle. Not
daring to linger too long on the open balcony, lest one of the servants
below in the kitchen should come out into the garden to breatii the sweet
night air, we embraced briefly and then immediately entered her room,
closing the shutters behind us.

Wearing a sheer, silken gown, Lisa was enveloped in the lamplight. As
my eyes drank in her enchanting beauty, all feelings of guilt and
reluctance were washed from my mind., At that moment, T knew that I could
devote myself solely to ensuring her every happiness. No doubt, I had,
indeed, been most foolish to subject myself to such monkish rigors in the
past. Knowing that I was soon to enjoy Lisa's treasures, I wanted nothing
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more. Just seeing the lamplight play on the soft curls of dark brown hair
falling about her bare shoulders filled me with delight. My soul was
cleansed of despair. If I was no longer the proper, pious, iron-willed
youth which I strove to be, at least I was content with my folly. Despite
inarticulate, faint twinges of misgiving, I was truly thankful for the good

fortune which clearly was mine.

While I was thinking these thoughts, my eyes gradually became
accustomed to the surrounding darkness. By the flickering lamplight, I
could see that the room was essentially as before, except that now the
battered wire-cage in which the tiny golden finch was 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 frivolous delight,
the finch chirruped a pretty song.

"Do you like it this way?" Lisa would ask, first kissing me softly,
and then with increasing ardor.

"Most assuredly," I replied.

"WVery well, then," said Lisa, speaking in a low voice, caressing me

boldly, in search of her pleasure.

Lisa's warm lips tasted of cinnamon. I pulled her closer toward me.
As her pale cheeks flushed with pleasure, I undid her silken gown.
Throwing off all inhibitions, I was soon inflamed with an uncontrollable
passion. My hands caressed Lisa's breasts; my eager mouth sought her red,
ripe nipples. As I struggled to take off my tunic, my loins burned with
energy. With a swift thrust, I 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 consummate cur love. Together we
shared a period of mounting emotion 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 knew in our hearts that we were equal partners in the
consummation which had just taken place. I 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, "I have entrusted you with my secret, and you
have proven yourself a most worthy companion.”

"Thank you, mistress Lisa," I said. "We have shared a moment of
passion together once again, and I am content that I have been able to be
of service to you."

"Yes, but now, I must speak to you of the child," said Lisa. "I can
no longer go on with my plan to tell my husband that it is his. Now that
it is certain I am with child, my greatest desire is to escape from this
city, to flee from Giocundo."

"You cannot be serious," I said, shocked by Lisa's words.

"I am a prisoner here," said Lisa, a tear forming in her eye. "let us
escape together, Francesco. I will go with you wherever you choose to take
me. "

"You have not considered what hardships such an adventure would
entail," I said. "For my part, I would have to give it much serious
thought. Such a great change...such commitment. 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, "all will be well. When we depart
from here, we shall not go empty-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!"

For a moment or two, I hesitated. But, in the after-glow of our
love-making, I was overcome by the temptation of Lisa's proposal. I
thought that, indeed, it would be sublime to escape from Florence. I
longed for the sort of contentment which her plan promised to make
possible. I thought to myself, "We shall escape together and leave behind
all memories of this blessed, unholy city over which the golden sun shines

without giving any human warmth."

"Yes, we shall go together," I finally said to Lisa, unable to resist
the pleading look in her eyes. "Now let us sleep, it will all too soon be

morning."
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CHAPTER 18

For nearly a full fortnight after my second intimate meeting with
Lisa, nothing of great significance occurred in my personal life. During
this fortnight, I worked about the studio as usual. I applied the second
and third coats of varnish to ILeonardo's "Bacchus", and I began to burnish
a gilded frame in which Leonardo wanted the painting remounted. "We have
had an offer for it," 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 slowly. Salai had grown strangely melancholy
soon after my last conversatinon with him. For two or three days, he
shuffled about the studio, in one of his dark moods. He strove in vain to
put on a false smile to mask his unfamiliar disquietude. He spent a night
or two carousing wildly about town. Then he announced one evening that
Florence was far too dull for him. 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 time, 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 white
lamb-skin parchment, he traced the paths of the heavenly bodies with his
silver-point pen.

Apart from my more mundane tasks around the studio, I also worked long
hours sorting out Leonardo's notebooks. This was my prime concern and main
responsibility. With Salai out of the way, I was able to spend
uninterrupted evenings sifting and sorting Leonardo's scraps of scattered
genius. As I deciphered and compiled his memorabilia, I thought of how
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very proud I would be to present the finished notebooks to him. Yet, I
knew that this would have to be accomplished scon if it was to be done
before Leonardo began his imminent journey toward the dark castle of Death

which impatiently awaited him.

Naturally, during this period, I also thought a great deal about
Lisa's proposal to escape from Florence together. I thought of Venice as a
likely place for us to flee to. We could hire a small boat to take us down
the swift river Arno to the main port of Venice, which lies at the great
river's mouth. Once, as a boy, I had seen the city of Venice while
accompanying my father on a winter's voyage made from our family's mountain
home in the terraced countryside of Bologna. I remembered the warm early
morning sun shimmering on the crystal water of the canals. My father had
taken me to that floating, island city to show me the splendid sights, and
to buy special seeds and other supplies needed for the coming spring
season. I remembered the central fish and farmers' market, and I thought
that I could perhaps find work there, or close nearby. *Perhaps," I said
to myself in an increasingly confident tone, "I could secure employment as
an apprentice to a carpenter, or some similar honest tradesman." I
envisaged Lisa and I renting a small loft apartment overlooking the canals;
perhaps with a view to the Sea. She would care for the child which was to
be ours, and I would come home after my day's labor to spend the evenings
in the gentle firelight of her loving company. Yes, I thought, with a warm
sensation in my heart, in Venice, Lisa and I could live in moderate comfort

and continual, heavenly happiness.

But, for the moment, this all seemed like an impossible dream. I saw
Lisa only when she came for her afternoon sittings with Lecnardo. We were
able to exchange only quick, furtive glances for fear that our secret would
be revealed to my master. I knew that he would be furious if he discovered
our immoral liaison. Sometimes Lisa and I were able to snatch quick kisses
in doorways when I escorted her to or from her home. However, this was
rare since Maria now usually porformed this duty. Not able to resist
temptation, Lisa, on her way out of the studio with Maria, brushed up
against me whenever the chance arose. I recall that, one day, she passed

me a note: "Francesco," its 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."

I read the words of this note over and over again. Often, I took the
small square of crinkled, pink-pomegranate paper out of my desk drawer late
at night, when I was supposed to be working on my master's notebocoks.
"Your loving Lisa." I 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 1locked in a state of passive
resistance; trying to maintain a balance between passion and the dictates
of conscience and reascn. 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 I am able to draw connections.

Even important events appeared merely as events, until they became history.

As I remember it 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 was
dressed in a ludicrously ornate uniform made from the finest golden silk.
Although he tried to fulfill his role as the powerful Ileader 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 some child's ragamuffin-doll. Behind
Charles rode his officers and cavalrymen, all clad in new uniforms of the
best Florentine cloth. 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 marched
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
which Charles called Florence's ransom, and which was carried in brown

woolen sacks on the shoulders of the newly sandaled foot-soldiers.

Soon after the departure of Charles and his army, an event which
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seemed almost as abrupt as their arrival, more news reached Florence
regarding the plague raging in the East. However, although there was some
gossip and small talk about this in the streets, and even some debate
amongst the city governors, not much was said seriously for quite some time
concerning this  approaching dilemma. Florence was not yet the
grave-digger's paradise which it became in the weeks and months which
followed, so for the time being life went on in its usual fashion of

blissful ignorance and contented apathy.

For those who witnessed it, the period of the plague will certainly
always remain the most gruesome and pitiful memory of their lifetime. This
I know now, as I did not know it then. At that time, no one truly
understood the rumors of plague in any heart-felt sort of way.
Implications seemed distant, and consequences all 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!", so little
was done to preserve the health 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 1in Florence
realized that her citizens were soon to be faced with the need to pray for
nothing less than a miracle to stop the sand-storm of pestilence vhich was
almost upon them. Men yawned and drank coffee in the bistros. Women hung
their sheets to dry in the morning sun. Children sang and played on their
way to school. Florentines had not yet committed that act of corruption
whereby they brought the wrath of God 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 internal unrest in Florence. However, with the departure
of the army, this impediment was removed and the streets began to 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: vwhether or not the severe predicts of Fra
Girolamo were justified in the eyes of God. It was suggested that he was
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perhaps himself an evil omen; that his fervor resembled madness.
Franciscans mediated for a more balanced dedication to things solely
religious. They pleaded for a sense of faith whereby Florentines would
practise good works, first and foremost, and leave the rigors of ritual to
take a lesser priority. Self-flagellation, they maintained, was absurd and
abhorrent in the eyes of our Maker. Houses divided on the issue, and for
some time it appeared that the question would end in a stalemate.

Inevitably, however, the tide turned against Girolamo.

At the time, I paid 1little heartfelt attention to the increasing
tension of this fundamentalist debate. However, thinking about it now, I
realize that the images of that period are etched on my mind, like the
vivid colors of some lurid fresco whose smeared, running oils depict the

scenes which follow.

In truth, I had a most mixed reaction to the events which I am about
to describe! On the one hand, I was horrified that the people of Florence
could turn so cruelly against the prophet whose words they had formerly
clung to with such gratitude and veneration. On the other hand, I
understood that what was 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, unwelcome tone of his warnings.

In recounting these events, I must be wary of giving the erroneous
impression that these things happened overnight, without motivation.
Indeed, tensions built for quite some time. The multitude, ever fearful of
deviating precipitously from the righteousness of God's way, but also
desiring to be rid of Girolamo's foreboding presence, quarreled amongst
themselves about which path to follow. There was a great deal of bickering
before the crisis came to a head. Then a proposal for a solution was
found. It was demanded that Fra Girolamo prove his validity as the
emissary of God by performing a miracle for everyone to see. It was
decreed that he undergo a c¢rial by fire. This, it was declared, would

secure the wavering faith of the people.
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And so it 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 mob gathered to watch Savonarola prove his state of grace, or
perish in the flames. The demonstration was to be simple, for all to
understand. There would be a lane of fire. Girolamo would walk between
the two walls of burning sticks. It was to be proof by ordeal. The
delighted crowd cheered Girolamo's entrance. The gaze of Heaven was upon
Florence. I knew that I was 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
Girolamo, now moved forward and stood beside the resolved Dominican monk.
From my place in the crowd, I 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 elder
monk. However, it was too late for any thoughts of turning back. The
crowd's cheers built to a crescendo. At Girolamo's own behest, one of his
elected disciples stepped forward, and put a torch to the oil-socaked tunnel
of sticks. Then there was an breathless hush as the two priests moved

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 1like
some sort of judgement; a sign from heaven that the whole event was
disgraceful. Whether or not Girolamo and the young Franciscan both 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  Thistory's
irreversible events. That very night, Florentines chose to direct the
course of their own fortunes. Distraught by their agony of faith, the mob
set out to punish this monk who had promised them a miracle. They laid
siege to Girolamo's monastery, and dragged the priest from his cell. With
stomping feet, the throng carried Girolamo through the streets, back to the
Piazza della Signoria, where both the bonfire 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 little pretense toward justice, Girolamo was
summarily condemned for heresy and sentenced to death. The impatient crowd
pressed forward, shouting curses and demanding that the heretic be burned.
Because it was the will of the people, Girolamo was led up the stairs of
the make-shift pyre by a hooded executioner. He was strapped to a
cross-like scaffold and, without further ado, the executioner descended the
ladder. At a signal from the governors, the executioner motioned for the
crowd to stand back. He then threw a lighted torch onto the high pile of
oil-soaked wood, and a red pillar of flame rushed up toward the heavens.

When the crackling flames reached him, Girolamo twitched with small
movements. Almost instantly, his emaciated face melted like yellow candle
wax. He died screaming raucously, with a blue, foaming mouth and rabid,
black-burning eyes. His sermons had stirred Florentines' ascetic passions,
and then their fear and wrath. Unable to perform a miracle to save
himself, now he would be forever silent. When the fire was spent, the city
guards piled the ashes of Girolamo's remains into a cart, and took them to
the Ponte Trinita. From the height of this bridge, they dumped his

blackenea bones into the deep waters of the great river Arno.
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CHAPTER 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 mouths. But neither 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 watched th:zir relations die. Entire families
perished within weeks as the disease raged through every quarter of the

city.

The first time I truly realized that the outbreak of the plague was
imminent 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 I was working on the final stages of burnishing the gilded
frame in which I was to mount the painting of Bacchus which I had recently
finished varnishing. Immediately, I knew something was terribly wrong.

"What is it, Salai?" I asked with alarm.

"The wine-cellars in Rome...are empty," said Salai, in a shaky voice
hitherto unknown. "They have all been closed down. All merriment is dead.
There are corpses everywhere. The sick and dying wail in the streets.
They are all covered with hideous boils and lesions which are said to

spread like wildfire. It was horrible, Francesco. Utterly horrible!"

With these last words, Salai's face blanched to a pasty, almond white.
Unwilling to speak further about what he had seen in Rome, he turned and




<>

95

left the front studio to ascend the stairs to his room on the second floor

where, he said, he was going to rest.

After Salai left the studio, I continued with my work. Although I
would have 1liked to have had the time to reflect on the implications of
Salai's news, my master had told me that the servants of the wealthy,
anonymous patron would be arriving that afternocon to take delivery of the
painting of Bacchus. It wasmy duty to have it ready on time. And,
indeed, it was fortunate that I did not pause to mull over Salai's bad
tidings since, just as I finished setting the varnished painting in its

newly gilded frame, I heard someone knocking at the door.

Thinking about it now, I am not sure whom I had expected to see when I
opened the front studio door. I had not given any serious thought to who
the anonymous buyer of "Bacchus" could bLbe. However, when I opened the
door, I received a sudden shock. Instead of the docile face of a single
servant of some unknown patron, I was confronted by two figures whose forms
I knew all too well. In an instant of startled recognition, I saw standing
there on the steps the slit-eyed, wasp-like Florentine and the huge shaggy
bear of a man, both of whom I knew to be the personal servents and henchmen
of Lisa's husband, the merchant Giocundo. As I stood gape-mouthed, unable
to utter a word, the slit-eyed Florentine spoke:

"Ah, Messer Francesco, we have not met, but I 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,
I understand?"

"Yes, the painting is ready," I replied, managing to find my voice.

"Excellent, " said the wasp-like Florentine. "My master, the worthy
merchant Giocundo, asks would you be so kind as to accompany us back to his
house? He requires some inforwed advice about how the painting should be
hung to best advantage. Also, I believe, he requires a few words regarding

a more personal matter. I'm sure you have no objections."

Naturally, I was unable to refuse Giocundo's servant's request. I
knew that my master would be furious if I did anything to foul up the
commission. Even without this pressure, I had little choice but to comply
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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 was
waiting by the door, and then motioned to me with a sharp, adamant gesture

that we shculd depart.

I put on my best cloak, and, though reluctant, I accompanied
Giocundo's servants through the narrow, winding streets toward 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 I
noticed that he had heel-raises on his sandals to give him an extra inch of
stature. He occasionally stroked his black, stiletto beard and glanced at
me in a curiously threatening manner as we walked 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 bcdies of the sick and dying
were being dragged about from place to place as the relatives of these
victims sought aid in curing the fatal disease. [he wasp-like Florentine
seemed unperturbed by the scenes of death around us and, in fact, it seemed
to me that with his every glance toward me, he was taking some sort of
perverse pleasure out of gauging my reaction to the pitiful sights which we

witnessed on our journey.

When we reached Giocundo's household, the slit-eyed Florentine bid me
follow him. He led me to Giocundo's study door. He knocked on the door,
and I was led into the room. Inside, the room was somber. Giocundo sat
behind his huge, oak desk. His bald head was bent over the large
accounting books spread over the desk's surface. For quite some time, he
did not look up. I shuffled back and forth from one foot to the other. I
coughed nervously. But still the merchant ignored the rfact of my presence
in the room. After 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 .if he was trying to remember why I had been called there. Then,
after this taut moment of silence passed, he spoke:

"So," he said, visibly regaining control of the situation, "I
understand that you are an apprentice to the artist, Da Vinci."

"Yes, that is correct," I said, hoping against hope that this was the

sole reason why I had been summoned.
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"Aind how is the portrait of my young wife progressing?" asked
Giocundo. "Its completion seems to be taking an inordinate amount of
time."

"It 1is slowly rearing its final stages,"” I said. "My master is now
working on the painting's background, and on the details of the lady's
features. His methods are most methodical, and that is why it takes so
long."

"Ah, yes," said Giocundo, "the Maestro is renowned for his painstaking
exactitude. Well then, enough of that for the time being. Let us return
to the matter at hand. Have you brought the other painting which I wish to
buy? - the "Bacchus" which, through my sources, I have heard is so
alluring."

"Yes, I have," I replied.

"Splendid!" said Giocundo. "I shall have it hung together with the
portrait of my wife, when that painting is completed. They shall make a
marvelous addition to my personal gallery. A most fitting tribute to your
master who, I am told, is not 1long for this world. A most worthy
investment, indeed!"

"Quite worthy, I'm sure," I said, momentarily buoyed with hope at this

congenial reception.

However, at this moment, Giccundo's face darkened, and his eyes
narrowed as he focused more intently upon me. "Now, enough of this
banter," he said. "Let us move on to the real reason I have called you
here. To put it bluntly, you have soiled my reputation. My sources inform
me that you, a miserable artist's apprentice, have had the audacity to take

your pleasure with my wife."

I opened my mouth to try to defend myself, but Giocundo raised his
hand and bid me not to interrupt him.

"I know that this is true, so do not waste your breath by trying to
deny it," he said. "™y sources are one hundred percent reliable. My
personal valet was told this news by one of my former employees; an old
rag-vendor woman who once worked in one of my factories, churning the wool
in the dying vats. She knew that she would be paid handsomely for the
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information. A few golden florins buys many flasks of wine to help an old
woman pass through these troubled times."

Again, I opened my mouth to make some attempt to refute this
accusation, but Gilocundo raised his hand once more in an impatient gesture

for me to remain 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, my gentle wife has confirmed this information. The question
is no longer whether the accusations are true, but rather what am I to do

with you now?"

Uncertain whether this question was rhetorical, or whether it demanded
an answer, I thought it safest to say nothing. Unable to think in any
coherent fashion about how to alleviate the tortuous position I was in, I
merely stood dumb, fidgeting with a loose thread which was unwinding from
the sleeve cuff of my street cloak. After a long moment of tangled
silence, I opened my mouth, hoping that I would somehow spontaneously
formulate a denial of Giocundo's accusations. But no words came out. My
mouth was dry, and my tongue felt swollen and incapable of articulating
even a simple syllable. I knew that everything the merchant said was true.
I was beaten. All that remained was for Giocundo to declare in what brutal
manner my punishment would be administered. I anticipated him handing me
over to his thugs, who would undoubtedly perform his dirty work for him. I
shuddered to think that my adventures would end like this. At that moment,
however, Giocundo broke my fearful chain of introspection. He spoke now in
a low, gravelly voice vwhich gripped my every nerve and riveted my
attention.

"So then, what to do with you?" he said again, as if still turning the
thought over in his mind. "I have given this question much careful
thought. You have attacked my honor by your impertinent behavior. In my
younger days such lack of respect would have demanded the severest
punishment. But I am an old man now, and I no longer set much store by
honor. I am a businessman. As a businessman, I have a proposition to

offer to you which may be mutually beneficial. Are you willing to hear
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this proposal, or would you rather I followed my first instinct and have
one of ny trusty servants slit your throat and feed your carcass to my
dogs?"

"No, please," I stammered, "do go on! I am most grateful for any
opportunity to rectify my wrongs in a manner which will both serve your

advantage and keep me from a painful punishment."

"Fine," said Giocundo. "I see that you are a reasonable young man.
This then is my proposal: I require an heir to my household; a son to
inherit the ©property and wealth which I have spent my lifetime
accumulating. I now know that the child wh'~h my wife is bearing is not of
my seed. However, no one else need know of this. Now, what I want - vhat
I demand - is for you to swear a bond of secrecy with me. Under this pact,
I shall be entitled to the child once it has been borr, presuming, of
course, that it is a boy-child. In return, you will be free to take young
Lisa away with you. ©She is of no further use to me once her service has
been performed, and I 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 ILisa uvntil the child is safely in my
possession, since my wife would never consent to such a business
proposition. The second condition is that once I have the child 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 impassive brown eyes gazed at me steadily,
speaking of hidden cruelties which lay beneath their placid surface. I
struggled to order my thoughts. Although horrified by his proposal, I did
not dare to say so openly. If 1 refused to comply, it was certain that the
merchant would have his henchmen dispose of me in the ruthless manner which
he had detailed in such casual, off-hand terms. Yet if I agreed, would my
consent not merely serve to dig me deeper into the mire of immorality into
which my initial act of unscrupulousness had led me? How would I later
explain the bond to Lisa once the child had been born and Gioccundo came to
take it from her? How could I live with the knowledge that I was a part of
such blatant devilry?
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Yet, even as I struggled with these soul-wrenching questions, I knew
that I had no other choice but to agree to the merchant's offer. He had
promised that Lisa and I would be allowed to escape to freedom together,
and again I imagined the sun-filled canals of Venice. Unable to refuse, I
nodded my head in silent agreement to Giocundo's terms. After all, I
thought to myself at the time, what man can be expected to possess the
strength to face head-on the certain cruelties of the present vhen there

exists the promise of future happiness?

Once he was certain of my accord, Giocundo summarily dismissed me from
his study. Even before I was out of the room, he had already returned his
attention to the colums of sums in his accounting books. FEscorted by the
merchant's wasp-like valet, I crossed the marble floor or Giocundo's cool,
lofty hallway. Cursing the day when I first entered that hallway, I.gladly
exited through the front door which the valet opened for me. Without
looking back, for fear that Lisa might be watching from an upper story
window, I quickly left the household behind me as I huwrried through the

dusty, plague-ridden streets of Florence.
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CHAPTER 20

After my interview with Giocundo, my foremost desire was to seek
refuge in the tranquil seclusion of my private chamber. I needed time to
still my pounding heart so that I could think rationally about the

implications of the merchant's abominable proposal.

After hearing Giocundo's words, I was encouraged to think that if I
continued to go along with his proposition, Lisa and I could eventually
leave Florence behind us and start a new life in Venice together. This
gave me courage to go on. At that time, I cared for no one and nothing
save Lisa. However, along with my love for Lisa, T had also begun to
consider the child which Giocunde spoke so glibly about kidnapping. This
child, the innocent target of his extortion, was of my own flesh and blood.
I knevw that it would be terribly wrong to abandon the child to fulfill the
merchant's selfish desire for an heir. Desperately I sought for a solution

to the mess in which I seemed so inextricably embroiled.

Understand, it made no difference to me whether Giocundo threatened my
own life. However, I knew that if I refused toc comply with his wishes,
Lisa also would inevitably fall under the weight of her husband's
retribution. My options were limited. I could not risk Giocundo's wrath
any further. It occurred to me that the merchant would probably have me
watched, and that it would bke impossible to contact Lisa without his
knowing. No matter how I reasoned the situation through, the walls seemed
to close in around me, and I could see no possible breach through which to
escape. I felt I was doomed; and I could hardly be blamed for this
feeling. It is only now, with the comfortable distance of hind-sight, that
I am able to see that all of my anxieties meant nothing. Events had a way
of happening by themselves. For all my plotting and planning, I floundered

like & fish in my efforts to change course. I was swept along in the tide



of history, demonstrating little control over the fates and fortunes of my

own destiny.

When I returned to my mas er's studio, after my first meeting with
Giocundo that August afternoon, I found Leonardo gone and Salai alone in
the front studio. For some time, I stood in the small courtyard which
fronts our studio, and I 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 himself 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 1id on an
overturned, empty ink-jar. His shirt-tail hung out of his britches, and
his jerkin was stained and torn. During the time of the plague, Salai
often walked about like this - in a state of slothful despond. He seeamed
burdened by such ¢grief as he had never known before. He had curbed his
nightly bouts of debauchery, saying that all was stale to his appetite.

To all outside eyes, it appeared that Salai's solemnity was the result
of a new-found capacity for pious introspection. Yet, I knew that in truth
he had reformed his roguish ways solely because of the malady vwhich later
was named the Black Death. Fear of infection haunted Salai's dreams, and
someiimes I heard him crying out in his sleep at night. If he was mere
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-empty wine-coilars 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, Salail
avoided all society. But he was surely not retreating from his former
ways! Although some might have believed that such a change was possible, I
knew better. Salai's conflicting emotions were all too apparent to my
eyes. 1 saw that he was brooding not because he had learned any profound
lesson connected with repentance and holy living, but rather because so
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 so 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. I knew all this and so, although Salai was evidently
greatly upset and in need of some gesture of kindness, I saw no reason why
I should feel it part of my duty to show him even the smallest token of
charity. He had enjoyed tormenting me in the past, and, I, in turn, now

relished his disquietude.

When I entered the studio, Salai looked at me with listless eyes. He
spoke to me immediately.

"Francesco," he said, "our master asked me to give you a message as
soon as you got in."

"What is it, Salai?" I asked, taking off my street-cloak, and inwardly
hoping that my master had not left instructions for me to do any evening
tasks, since I wanted to go to my room to rest and think over how to
respond to Giocundo's proposal.

"Our master says that you are to prepare his dissecting table, and
make sure that his surgery instruments are at the ready," said Salai.
"Also, Maestro Leonardo wants his anatomy charts to be collected together
for easy reference."

"But what is all this in aid of?" I asked.

"It is in aid of nothing!" declared Salai, coughing slightly after
this outburst, and then falling back into lethargy with his next phrase.
"Tt 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 all of Florence."

"But how does he propose to do that?" I asked.

"That is the thing!" said Salai, his voice rising again. "The city
governors have forbid Maestro Leonardo to conduct any experiments. The
people have become too superstitious, and there would be a terrific outcry
if our master were permitted to tamper with the just retributions of the
Almighty."

"So how is he going to obtain the body of a plague victim to dissect?"
I asked.

"Maestro Ieonardo has given an order," said Salai, hesitating for a
moment before going on. "Tonight you and I are to make a trip to the city

cemetery to steal an infected corpse from the public grave."
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"Surely, you are not serious!" I said. "How are we to accomplish this
feat? Does our master not know about the dangers of contamination?"

"Yes, of course, he knows," said Salai, "but he says that we will have
to take the risk for the good of Florence. I want nothing to do with it,
Francesco! 1 am deathly afraid of catching the sickness."

"I do not like the idea any better than you, Salai," I 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 it was that Salai and I, after some 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
bridled my master's mule and I tied a large brown burlap sack to the
beast's back. This was the bag in which we were to stuff the body of our
victim. Keeping as much as possible to the alleyways and the smaller, less
guarded streets, Salai and I walked hurriedly through the desolate night as

we made our way toward the main cemetery.

We soon reached the crowded cemetery. There was a slight wind that
night and clouds periodically moved in front of the sickle, harvest moon.
In the distance, I could see the rows of marble 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. All around me, I 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, I lit a screened lantern to
guide our way. Once this was accomplished, Salai and I began to walk
slowly down the cemetery pathway, which was bordered on both sides by dark
cypress trees. Soon we entered the polluted mist which covered the flat

ground of the poorer section of the cemetery which lay before us.
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Immediately 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 mouth of the open pit into which the corpses
had been dumped by the plague patrols. At first, these unfortunate victims
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,
wvhich 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 epidemic fever ravaged Florence to such an extent that
little attention was paid to the passing away of individaals. Before
approaching the pit, I took out a small bag of oats to keep lecnardo's mule
quiet. I tied the beast to a nearby cypress tree and untied the burlap sac

from its back. Then Salai and I walked toward 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 I held, I could
see that the sides of the grave were steep and slippery. I could not see
the bottom of this black wvault. Indeed, it appeared bottomless. As we
drew closer, the pervading odor of death was almost overpowering. I 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. "I
feel dizzy, Trancesco!" he declared. I squeezed his arm hard. "Get a grip

on yourself, Salai!" I told him. "Do not lose all courage now."

After finding the least steep path by which to reach our quarry, I
gave Salai the lantern to carry and told him that T would take the brown
burlap sac. Together, we began our descent into the pit. The smell of
death almost choked us, so I tied my handkerchief over my mouth and nose to
help lessen the stench of corruption. I was nauseated by my proximity to
death, yet strangely 1 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 I knew that the sooner we completed our task, the better off we would
be. I tried to ignore the stifling smell, and I swallowed the hard lumps

of fear which rose in my throat. I was resolved to complete our errand
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with the greatest efficiency possible. As distasteful as the task was, I
would not allow my master to accuse me of failing to carry out his orders

once again.

As Salai and I climbed slowly and carefully down the steep descent of
the pit, all was deathly silent. After descending two or three meters, a
bat flew up and brushed my face with its wings. "Salai, take heed!" I
shouted. "This is the dwelling place of bats!" But already it was too late
to speak my warning. That very instant, a whole horde of bats flew up from
under the overhianging 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!" I 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 was silent.

Then Salai began to whimper in the darkness. I could hear his teeth
chattering. "Be quiet!" I hissed." For although there was the troar of
blood in my brain, I knew that it would do us no good to lose our heads and
panic. And, indeed, I 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, I
declared, "Salai, we shall go on." I was adamant that we fulfill Leonardo's
orders. Salai soon agreed to continue after 1 explained to him that he was
already closer to the bottom than the top of the pit, so he might just as
well go the rest of the distance. "Yes, yes! Alright," he declared. "But

I shall wait until you descend to my level before I go on."

Once I had carefuiiy climbed down to where Salai was waiting for me,
we went on together. With no further incident, we reached the bottom of
the grave. 1 saw that there were corpses piled one on top of the other.
There was mud sticking the bodies together like soft mortar between bricks.
Apparently, the grave had been dug so deep that the water-table of the
great river Armo leaked into the bottom of the pit. The loathsome stench
was indescribable. I could hear the patter and squeaking of the rats which
fed on the putrefying corpses. I shoved Salai forward.
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"Go on," I said. "Reach down and grab one of the victims by the
collar. The sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can get out of
here."

"Quit shoving!" cried Salai. "Why must it always be me who goes
first?"

"It was you who dropped the lantern," I said.

"Oh, alright," Salai replied. "But just quit pushing at my back!"

As Salai turned to say these last words, he 1lost his footing once
again and, before I could shout to warn him, the rccks beneath his feet
gave way. With a muffled scream, he fell from the 1ledge just above the
bottom of the pit.

"Francesco! Help!" he cried.

But I could not at first see where he had fallen to.

"Salai, where are you?" I shouted into the darkness. "You must keep
speaking to me so that I can discern where you have fallen to."

"Quickly!" shouted Salai. "I am here just below you. I am sinking

into the mud. Quickly save me, or I shall drown!"

Although I 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, I rejected this thought and prepared to rescue him.
Holding one end of the burlap sac which I was carrying, I used it as a rope
to throw to Salai. Once he grabbed onto the other end, I demanded that he
secure a plague victim by the collar so that we could fulfill our master's
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 I 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 1lost their grip as they
scratched against a patch of black slate. Clinging tightly to the wall, I
prayed not to fall into the void. '"Be careful now!" I 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 some time, Salai and I 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. Again,
the wings of a bat brushed my face. Yet, now I felt safe. My thoughts
raced in an instant of sudden relief as I realized that we had made 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. 1In
the near distance, the barking of a watchdog could ke heard. Wishing only
to get out of the cemetery as quickly as possible, I enlisted Salai's help,
and together we dragged the bcdy-sac over to where Leonardo's black mule
stood, munching the liast of its ocats. Salai and I then heaved the ragged
body-sac over the mule's back. Without delay, we left the cemetery gates
behind us. Mud oozed in my leather sandals as we entered the city streets.
I was filthy up to my knees, and Salai was covered with slime 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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CHAPTER 21

As I reconstruct my story from fragments of memory, the past is pulled
slowly up toward the surface of the present. Yet sometimes the images are
confused and difficult to hold still in my mind. Just such a time is the
period of my delirium. Of that time, I know only that soon after my
grave-robbing expedition with Salai, T fell terribly 1ill, and it was
thought that I was going to die. I broke out in red blisters and shivered
with the chill sweats which foreshadow the fever of Black Death. All this
I have been told since my recovery. Yet, I myself remember nothing of that
time. Certainly, I recall no pain. All that exists in my memory are the

moving tableaux of a delirium~dream, whose unfolding I must now strive to

explain.

Unlike my recurrent vision of the Summer Solstice period, the events
of my delirium-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 which have already been described in this chronicle, in the
delirium-dream which played slcwly in my mind, all has become accentuated,
as if I am walking through a lacquered landscape painted in pastel colors.
Without thinking consciously about it, I know that this is the land of
wayfaring souls; the place to which my spirit will fly after my moment 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, I am following a trail of cloven hoof marks
which winds down a country footpath. I 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's 1light, playful caress
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ripples the silver under-leaves of olive trees in the near distance. All
is pure and delightful. Puffs of soft, milky cloud float on the horizon.
As I watch these clouds slowly drifting, I gradually become aware that this
place resembles the mountain San Gervaso, where I was born and raised. I
seem to be viewing a lingering memory from when I was a boy, yet I am
certain that the events which I am about to describe never truly happened.
As I walk along the sandy footpath, which is scattered with smooth,

moon-white pebbles, a voice whispers in my head:

“That whicl. you seek is in this direction. Follow your instinct and
you shall discover the truth which you would behold! Follow your desire,

and all shall be well!™

And so, I wander onward, follcwing the cloven imprints which seem to
be the only clue of tue direction which I am to follow. Occasionally,
white-robed figures pass by wme on the path, going in the opposite
éirection. They are faceless, empty-handed figures whom I know to be lost
souls. They pay me no heed. They have been stripped of their senses. For

these pale, hollow ghosts, communication is impossible.

After some time, I eventualiy come to a meadow-like plateau which is
nestled on the shoulder of the mountain whose winding footpatli I am
steadily ascending. As I look out from this resting place, I can see what
appear to be the small houses of my boyvhood village below. I can see
fields of wheat planted in straight-plowed furrows, and long rows of red,
ripening tomatoes. Surrounding this scene of pastoral ccntentment are
plots of blazing, yellow mustard. And beyond, scattered groupings of fat;
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 1ife as you have known it," whispers the voice in my head.
"Here all is well, and there is ncothing wanting to you. Here lies the

peace which you strive to secure for your scul."

Listening to the voice, I nod my head in agreement and satisfaction.

After a brief pause at this resting place, I resume my ascent. I breathe




111

deeply of the wind, and it fiils we with confidence. I do not pause to
consider that I am moving further and further away from the scene of
contentment below. Indeed, I simply think to myself, "These are the
familiar surroundings I knew sc well as a boy. Here I was blissfully happy
in the bosom of Nature." And now, as I dream the vision initiated by my
brain fever, I am wholly content with what seems to be my lot 1in tae
after-life. My mind is clear; my thoughts are carefree. I know rothing of
fear. The soil is moist and cool beneath my kare feet.. The air is filled
with the strong, pungent odor of fresh herbs. All around me, larks and
crickets sing their joyful songs. Onward I wander, seeing the beauty of
this world, yet not properly understanding the significance of all these

things.

"There will be time to sort out the petty intricacies of these
affairs," whispers the voice in my head. "Pay no heed to mundane details
of such 1little consequence. Follow the trail before you, and your quest
shall surely be accomplished. The source of truth is the yoal which you

seek. From this spring you shall f£ill the earthen jua which you carry."

Having no other option than to obey this voice, I continue on my
journey. I do not know whether to trust the voice, yet I am ignorant of

vhat else I can do, except follow where it leads me.

After some time, havirg climbed to an altitude which appears to be
close to the summit of the mountain, I come to the place for which I have
been searching. It is a natural fountain; a mercurial spring which is the
source of a small brook whose silver-running waters 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 songs
from amongst 1lily pads floating on the pond's blue-green surface. Boldly,

I move forward to fill my clay water jug from the clear, still reservoir.

But it is at this moment that things go strangely awry.

As I 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. Immediately, I recognize this
bird to be the same golden-yellow finch which I gave as a present to Mona
Lisa. I stoop to £ill my water pitcher from the pond, and the finch begins
to sing a mellifluous song. At that moment, I look down into the water.
The grey shadow of a fish darts away, creating small wavelets just below
the pond's surface. 1In the rippling water, I see my reflection s if in a
mirror of shattered crystal. However, I see that this reflection is not my
own, but that of the leering face of Bacchus depicted by my master's
painting which I so recently varnished and re-framed. Startled by this
unexpected apparition, I lose my balance. Before I can regain my footing,
I tumble forward into the pond.

Downward I plunge, spiralling headlong. I am unable to control my
descent. I cannot breathe, and I cannot utter the words which form in my
feverish brain. I 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 I
lose consciousness, I hear tbe jeering laugh of the Bacchanalian voice in
my head. Inwardly, I curse my lack of foresight. I curse this damnable
truth which I strove all my lifetime to avoid. Downward I plunge, until

liquid silence envelops all.
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PART IV

CHAPTER 22

When my fever broke and I woke from my delirium, August had passed and
it was almost Autumn. Although my 1life was no longer in danger, I was
still terribly sick for several weeks. I spent much of my time sleeping.
During my few waking hours, I 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 courtyards.

Nature, it seemed, was unfolding in her usual fashion. However,
although the cycle of the seasons continued in its immutable manner,
Florence herself was greatly changed. As I lay awake on the crumpled
sheets of my sweat-soaked bed, I noted that there were none of the usual
noises of the neighbourhood which used to 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, I recall that when I woke from my delirium, my first impression was
of the intrusion of noise into my deep, dream world of sleep. I remember
the sounds of the open shutters of my room banging in the wind. I recall a
familiar voice, which was muffled only slightly, calling to me. Slowly, I

surfaced from my sleep like a swimmer struggling in water which is
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strangely thick and heavy. My tongue felt swollen and I 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 some time - I do not know exactly how long - that I
recognized that the voice calling me from my sleep belonged to none other
than Salai. My eyes blinked several times, but at first everything was
blurred. Slowly, however, my vision focused. Gradually, I saw that Salai
was standing beside my bedstead. As I struggled to become wide-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 I showed signs of
returning to 1life. "You have been babbling in your sleep like some
moon-mad idiot for three full days and nights now. I was beginning to get
fed up with your thrashing about all the time. 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 loudly," I said in a doleful voice, "Please,
show some slight, token pity! Do not pepper me with questions at the
moment. I can barely think. My head is filled with such pain that it
feels as if it is about to split in two."

"Well, it's not my fault that you have such a weak constitution!" said
Salai, tauntingly. "First Leonardo's mule fell sick, and then you. Here
I've 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 complaining!"

"Salai, please!" I said. "Just tell me, for how 1long have I been
unconscious?"

"You have been in the grip of the fever for well over a month," said
Salai. "You are very lucky to be alive, though perscnally, I do not
understand why you fell ill in the first place. I myself felt a bit wheezy
for a fow days after our expedition to the cemetery, but I did not contract
the sickness as you did!"

"Yes, well that is my double ill-fortune," I 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 I have given to you!"
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"I am grateful for any service which you showed me while I was
unconscious," I said. "But now I wish that you would leave me in peace so
that I may regain my strength as quickly as possible.”

"I 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, I
am utterly indifferent to the state of your health and well-being.
However, Maestro Leonardo has given me instructions to make you as
comfortable as possible while you convalesce."

"I can easily do without you playing nurse-maid to me," I said.

"T wish that were true," said Salai. "Do you think I 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," I said,
struggling to 1lift myself out of bed, but then collapsing because my
muscles were as soft as wet wool.

"You see!" said Salai, smiling malevolently. "You lack the power to
do anything much by yourself for quite some time yet. You had better just
act the angel and accept my aid gracefully, or else I shall see to it that

your life is made more miserable than ever you imagined possible!"

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 I realized that his reasons for helping me in my time of need
were anything but pure. But although I wanted to speak out against him,
the throbbing pain in my head restrained me from further protest. I
emitted a feeble sigh of resignation and then 1lay quietly. Resuming his
innocent act, Salai wrung out the handkerchief he had used to mop my brow.
He gave it to me so that I could hold it to my forehead. Then he turned

and left the room. I heard his dancing footsteps echo down the corridor.

Left alone in my room, I was at first at a complete loss about what to
do. Not wanting to fall asleep, for fear that I might never wake again, I
lay with my head propped up on my pillow, reflecting on all that had
recently happened to me, and planning for the future.

To begin with, I thought about the necessity of recovering as soon as

possible, so that I could arrange to see Lisa once again. I did not know



116

vhether she had been informed of my state of health, and I was certain she
must be terribly worried since I had not contacted her during the whole
period of my fever. I imagined how I would gently dry the joyful tears
vhich Lisa would cry when she saw that I was alive and well. I greatly
looked forward to being with her again. She was my main reason for wanting

to recuperate and go on living.

As I lay awake in bed, staring at a jagged crack in my white-washed
ceiling and resisting the urge to sleep, I also thought about Giocundo's
recent proposition tc me. I was loath to comply with the terms of his
bargain, yet I saw no way to rebel. I imagined what would happen if I
decided to thwart the merchant and it seemed little consolation to me that,
if I was caught trying to trick him, it would be said that I died for love.
Nevertheless, I resolved that, whatever the cost, I would beseech Lisa to
run away with me immediately. "Perhaps," I thought, muttering out loud,
"together Lisa and I can escape from Giocundo before it is too late and I
will be forced to honor the terms of the bond which I have sworn through my

tacit consent to the merchant’'s proposal."

Upon waking from my delirium-fever that first afternoon, I also
thought briefly about my relationship with my master, Leonardo. I thought
about how I would humbly accept his praise for the perils which I had
undertaken and survived in order to comply with his orders. T thought
about how I would adopt a posture of modesty as he thanked me for my Kkeen
attention to duty. I wondered whether his dissection of the plague victim
which Salai and I had secured would result in the discovery of a way to
wipe out the spread of the disease for good. "Perhaps," I even went so far
to think, "I shall receive a public commendation for my assistance in

saving the population of Florence from complete extinction."

Along with my thoughts about Lisa, Giocundo, and Leonardo, as I lay
awake, warding off sleep that first day of my convalescence, I also thought
a great deal about Salai. I contemplated with disgust his renewed vigor
and vitality. I could not comprehend why he had been spared, while I had
been stricken by misfortune. I shuddered to think that he was going to

make my torture his pastime for the entire period of my recovery. I could
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not bear the thought of having to appease him while I lay invalid, at his
mercy. I cringed to think that I would have to continue to abide his

pranks and his taunting animosity.

It was at this moment that I first thought of how exquisite it would
be to do away with Salai. "Why should I tolerate the scoundrel?" I thought
to myself. "How delightful it would be to be rid of him once and for all!"
I considered the many different ways I could accomplish this feat. Though,
to begin with, I did not think about these things in any real seriousness,
the various possibilities seemed delightful. Poison, I mused, would be the
most satisfactory method of carrying out my plan. To see Salai writhing on
the floor, his belly on fire after swallowing the last drops of a tainted
goblet of wine, would be a most fitting revenge for all the trouble he had
caused me in the past. "Also," I whispered to myself, "it would be a sure
remedy for all the problems he will undoubtedly otherwise bring me in the

future!"

For quite some time, I pondered these thoughts, turning this last
prospect over in my mind, savoring the spice of its appeal. By keeping my
thoughts active, I tried desperately to keep sleep at bay. Eventually,
however, my eyelids began to droop and, in spite of myself, I was unable to
stay awake. Although I repeatedly shifted my position on the bed,
squimming in an effort to maintain consciocusness, finally I succumbed to
the drowsiness which lay heavily upon me. Lacking the strength to stay

awake and watchful, I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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CHAPTER 23

On the third week after I regained consciousness, I was finally able
to get out of bed and stand on my own two feet and walk. While I still
required a crutch, or Salai's shoulder for support, I was able to hobble
about, first in my room, and then around the studios downstairs as well.
Soon after I Dbecame active again, I learned that in Florence, the Black
Death had taken a terrible toll. However, I could not bring myself to
think about its full horrors. Because of the malady, my very life had hung
by a thread. But I had survived the sickness! And that seemed to be all
that really mattered. "Later," I thought, "I will offer a prayer of
thanksgiving for my good fortune. For the present, I have more pressing

concerns to which I must address myself."

Now, my most imperative concern was, of course, to meet with Lisa once
again. I had learned from Salai that since the plague became virulent in
Florence, Lisa seldom came to the studio for her sittings with Leonardo.
As luck would have it, however, on the third day after I started taking my
daily exercise, Lisa appeared for one of her infrequent audiences with
Maestro Da Vinci. I recall that I had just descended to the bottom of the
wooden staircase 1leading from the upstairs chambers to the ground-floor
studios, when I heard someone knocking at the front door. My first thought
was that I should not answer the door, since it was not my duty to do so.
However, there was no one else about. Salai was nowhere to be seen. After

calling his name once or twice, I decided to answer the knocking myself.

Although I had been expecting to see either the usual beggars pleading
for kitchen scraps, or perhaps the plague patrols who came through the
neighbourhood daily to demand if there were any dead in the household to be
buried, neither of these were at the door. Instead, there on the stoop

stood Lisa and her maid-servant, Maria.
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Instantly, I realized that I should not have answered the door since
my swollen, purple face greatly startled Lisa and Maria. I opened my mouth
to tell them not to worry, that I was not contagious. Unfortunately,
however, as soon as I was about to speak, Salai appeared and immediately
stepped in front of me. He greeted the ladies and he ushered them into the

hallvay.

Once inside the hallway, Maria took her mistress's street-cloak and
stood to one side. Salai made small talk. I hovered on the perimeter of
activity, watching Lisa. All the while, she averted her eyes from mine. I
did not comprehend her aloof behavior and so, despite Salai's protests that
I was too sick to be downstairs while company was present, I waited for a
minute or two and then focllowed Lisa into the front studio. This room
reeked strongly of the preserving potions which Leonardo had used in his
recent dissection experiments. I absentmindedly noticed the various body
parts of his victim, which were now in labeled pickle jars arranged on the
dissection table at one end of the studio. Inexplicably, I felt a faint
twinge of nausea in the pit of my stomach. It was almost as if I
recognized something familiar about the dismembered victim. However, I
quickly dismissed this absurd notion from my mind. I focused on the matter

at hand.

By the time I arrived in the studio, my master had already greeted the
Lady Giocundo. It appeared that he had been expecting her arrival. He
ordered Salai to prepare the paints. With a sweep of his arm, Leonardo
took the dark cloth cover off of Lisa's portrait, which now always stood on
his easel. He then immediately sat down to work. He contemplated his
subject with a 1look of careful concentration. In hindsight, however, I

wonder how much he truly saw.

To 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 I was privileged to be. Leonardo, I am
certain, never suspected that Lisa was with child. His concerns lay

elsewhere, with thlie precise abstractions of art and its 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.
I saw that in his painting of Lisa's eyes and in the curve of her smile,
Leonardo was striving to capture the mysteries of her soul. However, I
also saw that he would never succeed. I realized that in a single, frozen
moment of focus, the painter can spark imagination, but never fully
penetrate the motivations of personality. Through the laws of perspective,
he can give 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 was at this moment, while I was reflecting on these matters, that
Leonardo noticed me standing idle in the doorway. "Francesco, you should
be resting," he said. "We expect 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!"

Although I would have protested that I wanted to stay, I knew that I
had 1little choice but to obey lLecnardo's dismissal. And so, I left the
studio. Frustratingly, it appeared that I would not have a chance to
ccmmunicate with Lisa that day. As I was returning to my room, however, I
saw that the front door to our household was ajar, halfway open, and beside
this door, sitting on a small wooden 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 black whirlpools which swirled about and then
lost energy, dissipating into scattered 1leaves once more. Upon seeing
Maria, it immediately struck me what I would do. To contact Lisa I would

give a note to the maid to deliver to her mistress.

When I approached her, Maria looked up at me witu candid eyes. I
explained to her what I wanted her to do, and then I quickly scribbled a
plea for Lisa to meet me. Unable to think of anywhere more appropriate on
the spur of the moment, I wrote 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 1last time by accident. This was the only safe place which I
could think of as suitable for a rendezvous. Having written my
instructions, I folded the note into a small, tight square and handed it to
Maria, who nodded her head to acknowledge my request to deliver the note
discreetly, but then lowered her eyes, refusing to accept the small money

which I offered in payment for her service.

Eventually, the time for my rendezvous with Lisa arrived. By then, I
was walking moderately well. The pasty whiteness of my complexion had
given way to a more healthy, ruddy flesh tone and my state of general
health was so much better than it had been up to this point in my recovery
that I felt more than capable of undertaking the journey to the park, where
I hoped to see Lisa once again. The thought of being with her alone was
incentive enough for me to endure whatever =mall suffering my pilgrimage

would entail.

I remember that as I walked through the narrow, winding streets of
Florence that day, the city appeared 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 most 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 I passed 1long the
path on the hill overlooking the stilt-houses of the poor wool-factory
workers who live hard on the banks of the great river Arno, many gulls flew
in circles overhead, diving to the ground to dine on the stinking scraps of

debris left in the wake of the disease.

Although I was repulsed by the sight of these scavengers, as I walked
along I reflected that despite the wasted appearance of the city itself,
those of us who had survived the worst of the plague were most fortunate,
indeed. later, it was estimated that Florence 1lost well over half her
population during the brief time which the plague took to ravage the city.
During the period of my recovery, it seemed that tho:2 dark nights were
over. "In truth," I reflected, "I am most thankful that this despair has
nearly ended. I hope with all my heart that I will continue to be spared
from the full impact of these horrors.!
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When I reached the park on the outside of our poor quarter, I entered
the gates and walked down the footpath leading to the pond. All was quiet.
There was no wind, no sound of bird-song. Though occasionally I could hear
the rumbling of distant thunder, it was too far off to pose the threat of
rain. Overhead, the clouds were as white as cotton. Though the threat of
rain did not disturb me, however, I soon 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 it was only
mid-October, already it appeared that Florence was in for a harsh winter.
There was a chill in the air and a frosty mist hung over the pond where the
pair of white swans once swam. For an instant, I felt a pang of guilt when
it occurred to me that the swans would be very hungry and I had forgotten

to bring a penny-sac of crusts to feed to them.

But then, as I drew closer to the pond, I saw that the crusts would
have been useless, even had I remembered to bring them.

I swallowed hard, for I saw that the water of the once-blue pond was
now covered with a black, gummy soot. I stood in shock. I saw that the
white swans were lying together on the opposite bank. Their 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, I was greatly saddened. I heartily regretted my
cynicism toward this city, which I so often thought of as detestable. I
experienced a sudden, profound moment of re-evaluation. Desperately, I
longed for healing. Yet, I knew that ill-grounded optimism could bring no
true consolation to this place. Mere wishful thinking was useless.
Responsibility entailed action and there was nothing I could do.
Reluctantly, I recognized that it was necessary to suppress the sentimental

undulations of my heart, if only for the sake of reason.

For quite some time, I waited for Lisa. When finally she arrived, she
walked over to the bank of the pond where I was standing. She saw the
swans, yet showed no outward emotion. She was dressed in a dark purple
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street-cloak and she wore a sapphire brooch, together with ruby and emerald
rings. She kissed me on the cheek in greeting. I could smell her perfume.
I longed to hold her in a close embrace, however, I immediately perceived
that she seemed moody, treating me almost with antipathy. As we walked
together from the pond toward the wicker pagoda, with each passing moment I
became more certain that, in some way and for some unknown reason, I had
fallen out of favor with Lisa. When we reached the pagoda and sat down,
she spoke to me:

"Francesco, I am content that you are well," she said. "When I did
not hear from you for over a month after the plague struck Florence, I did
not know what to think."

"I am well," I said. "I thank you for your concern. I am sorry that
I was unable to commnicate with you, however, I have been extremely ill
for quite some time."

"Yes, the whole city seems stricken in a most regrettable manner,"
said Lisa.

"Yes, indeed," I said.

"In this same regard, I am sorry to have to tell you that even the
golden finch which you gave me as a gift many months ago is now sick,
also," said Lisa. "Maria thinks that the tiny bird might die if it does
not soon regain its strength."

"That is regrettable," I said. "However, you must not cry over tbhe
fate of the golden finch. There are everywhere greater 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 wearisome topic! Let us talk
of something else."

"What subject would you have us discuss?" I asked, thinking it rather
strange that Lisa seemed to be acting so abruptly, and wondering why she
seemed to have grown so cold toward me.

"Let us discuss a story which my husband first told to me several
weeks ago," said Lisa.

"0f what story do you speak?" I asked.

"Of a story about you revealing the secret of our liaison to some
strange old woman in a wine-cellur!" 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, I have kept faithfully my promise to you!" I
said, fearing to admit my confession and hoping to cover my sin with a lie.

"If only this were true," said Lisa. "I know, however, that it is
not.."

"What do you mean to do?" 1 asked.

"Since I have become privy to this knowledge, T have thought much
about our relationship," said Lisa. "In many ways, vou are a kind and
considerate man. Francesco. You are not a brute, like so many of the cther
men I have known during my lifetime. I fear, however, thet we cannot 9o on
as lovers. It is too dangerous! My husband@ would undoubtedly discover us
if we persisted in our folly. When that happened, we would be punished
severely. It is bketter Lhat we dc not seze each other anymore. You are
unakle to keep the secrets which I bid you to guard and yvou try to cover
your guilt with petty falsehoods. You are not 2 man whom I can love with
my whole hear:! I cannot trust you fully."

"It is true," I said, lowering my eyes. "All that you say is true. I
admit my confession to the old rag-vendor woman. But you do nol know the
circumstances and they would be impossible to explain properly to you!
Please forgive me. Allow me to make amends."

"I am sorry, but I cannot forgive you," said Lisa. "Forgiveness is
impossible."

"But my accidental betrayal is hardly important now!" I said. '"We
must affirm our love. Is my confession really such a agreat sin that you
cannot forgive me? We must put this behind us. This is no time to falter!
We must leave Florence together at the soorest opportunity!"

"I have greab affection for you, Francesco," said Lisa. "But I do not
know any longer whether I love you well enough to go through with cur plan
to elope together.”

"But surely you cannot be so fickle!" I exclaimed, raising my eyes and
looking directly into Lisa's.

"And you surely cannot be so naive!" said Lisa. "Knowing that you
have betrayed me once, I risk tco much by trusting you a second time!"

"Is it that, or is it that you now prefer to stay in the comfort and
safety of your husband's fine house?" I said, with a desperate sneer and
with obvious anger in my voice.

"Must you always be so suspicious and distrustful?" said Lisa with a

sigh.
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"Mistress Lisa, I know that your worries are heavy," I said. "But all
this trouble will soon be over! Pray, dear lady, escape from this city

with me!®

Lisa frowned. I could see that she was greatly reluctant to say
anything more. I could think of no words to persuade her further, so I
reached out and touched her hand. Still she hesitated, so I gently pulled
her toward me and I kissed her full, red lips. Yet her passion remained
unstirred "If only she would say some small word of encouragement, or
give me some sign, I would devote my life to her," I thought. But then
Lisa pushed we away. She stood up. She hesitated for a moment, but then
turned to leave. Without saying anything further to me, she walked away

from the pagoda and departed from the park.

For a while after Lisa left, I sat in stunned disbelief. After scie
time, however, I too vacated the park. As I walked along, I cursed myself
for allowing events to follow to this impasse. I 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. However, now I knew otherwise. Lisa's cruelty
astonished me, yet I now recognized that her nature was simply more
self-serving than I had thought possible in a woman. Whether Lisa would
eventually comply with my continuing wish to flee Florence together was in
serious doubt. However, I considered that, in all 1likelihood, before too
long she would relent. "Her desire to escape from her husband will surely

overcome her fear of an unknown future with me," I muttered aloud.

Thinking intently in this manner, trying to foresee the probable
modulations of Lisa's character, I hurried as quickly as possible through
the city streets, returning to my master's studio. Already it was evening.
Although the sun had not yet fully set, a pale, quarter moon was visible in
the eastern sky. Storm clouds were gathering on the darkening horizon. As
I neared the last leg of my journey, I began to feel faint and I realized
that I was exhausted from my unaccustomed long walk. Colors swirled in
front of my eyes, making me feel quite dizzy. Heartily I longed to reach
my chamber, where I could rest and plan what to do next. I knew that I
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would have to act swiftly. Just one thing truly mattered ncw: To escape
from Florence with Lisa! Whatever the cost! But to escape!

CHAPTER 24

When I arrived back at our household, Leonardo was working in the
front, octagonal studio. When I passed by the doorway, hoping to reach the
stairs unnoticed, my master called to me. I saw 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 thorax of the corpse of the plague victim which
Salai and I 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. "I require
your assistance for a few moments. Come, give me a hand."

"What is it you require, master?" asked reluctantly, knowing that
Leonardo was wont to give tedious, impromptu lessons in anatomy and other
such matters of science, yet not having the courage to tell him that I was

uninterested in these things.
Having no other option, I entered the studio.

"Come nearer, boy!" said Leonardo, when he saw me hesitate upon
approaching the dissection table.

"Yes, master," I said.

"I believe that I have discovered wvhy I 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 while he rummaged about inside, cutting I
knew not vhat with a long, serrated scalpel.

"Ha!" declared Ieonardo, pulling a red., dripping organ out of the
body. "Just as I 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?" I 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!" I exclaimed. "But are you sure?"

"Do not ask impudent questions," said Leonardo. "Of course I am sure.
I was investigating the body for signs of disease and I did 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 out to
do!" I said. "The dissection was for nothing. All 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 I took a close look
at the head of the victim. It was in a large jar which was once used to
store pickled beets. When I saw the face, I was greatly taken aback. The
man in the jar was none other than Signor Niccolo Machiavelli, whom I had
met during my overnight stay in the city jail! Fate, 1t seemed, had

decided that I should bear witness to Signor Niccolo's ignoble death.

Seeing that Machiavelli had been hung for his crimes, I realized that
his views must have been more important than I had assumed they were when
first we met. After all, it seemed to me unlikely that the city governors
would have taken the trouble to execute a common rabble-rouser at a time
when death ruled the city. And, indeed, this viewpoint was later
confirmed. Not long after his death, I heard gossip in the streets about a
book written by Signor Niccolo. This book was entitled "The Prince". It
was said that ic had been smuagled out of prison and printed by some
anarchist disciples of the executed Signor Niccolo. Like Dante's
"Commedia", Machiavelli's book gained something of a notorious reputation
about town when the city governors went to extraordinary lengths to ban its
circulation. They claimed that it was written by a mind filled with
nothing but notions of despotic devilry; by which they meant plans and
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propositions for the overthrow of the state. The debate wvas inflamed vhen
Signor Niccolo's disciples distributed pamphlets which refuted the
governors' assertions and outlined the simple practicality of Signor
Niccolo's views. Because of these views, it appeared that Signor Niccolo,
like Fra Girolamo before him, had become a scapegoat, sacrificed on the
public altar, for the pretended good of the people. The only difference, I
reflected, was that one was executed for the shrillness of his ascetic,
religious prophecies, the other for the nature of his worldly, political
solutions. Although both of these men stirred the passions of the people
and earned places in my chronicle through their stature as controversial
figures of the day, in hindsight I recognize that neither one of them had
any lasting effect on the life nf the city. The fate of Florence, as I

later learned, was bound to no man's will for salvation.

After our conversation in the studio, Leonardo turned his attention to
ancther project with which he was already preoccupied, having all but
forgotten about the dissection which he had just performed to such little
avail. Before doing so, however, he declared that if I was well enough to
go gallivanting around town all Sunday afternoon, then I must be well
enough to resume some of my chores. Since it was already past suppertime,
he ordered me to proceed directly into the kitchen, where I was to prepare

the evening meal.

Although I wanted to go to my chamber to think about how to win back
Lisa's favor, I reluctantly complied with Leonardo's orders. As it turned
out, that supper was in several vays significant to the progress of my
personal history. For this reason, I shall now attempt to explain the

motivations which underlay the actions that it triggered.

We ate, of cowrse, in the familiar surroundings of our household
kitchen. I laid three places at the table, even though Salai was still not
back from his afternoon's activities. When Leonardo was seated, I ladled
soup from the Kettle which stood warming on the black wood-burning stove.
I placed three bowls of broth on the table, together with a plate of fresh
bread and goat-cheese to be shared by all. Just as I 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 smile on his face. With exaggerated
precision, he took off his kid-skin gloves. Despite myself, I coughed
self-consciously, adjusting the frayed collar of my coarse work shirt. 1In
Salai's presence, I always became conscious of the ill-tailored cut of my
own modest clothing. However, I made an effort to overcome my petty

jealousy. I warned myself to guard against sneaking envy.

Since Leonardo was already sitting at table when he arrived, Salai did
not bother going upstairs to put away his coat. He draped it cver a
chair-back and sat down immediately. After a brief pause to get his
breath, he began to whisper to Leonardo in an excited tone, which he knew I
could hear from the other end of the table. I pretended to take no notice.
While Salai whispered in his ear, Leonardo reached out, stroking his curls.
I saw the sly grin on Salai's lips and I knew that he was scheming to
ingratiate himself with Leonardo. He laughed gaily and looked over at me
from time to time, trying to infuriate me. Yet, I refused to be made
resentful. Jealousy was beneath me. I considerec 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 between themselves, I sat in
my place, eating in silence. I was used to being neglected in this manner
and so I remained calm and moderate. I told myself that I cared nothing
for ILeonardo's affection for Salai. After some time, I stood up to clear
away the soup bowls. As I passed by the open kitchen window, I threw some
bits of crust to a solitary 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 all the while. It
then flew down to the ground, where it hungrily ate the bread.

After clearing the soup bowls from the table, I served the portions of
vermicelli and thin tomato sauce which constituted the main course of our
Sunday meal. I then retwned to my place. For some time, our meal
continued without incident. While I sat in silence, Salai made amicable

gestures to Leonardo, refilling his cup of wine and the like. I could see
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that, indeed, our golden boy was up to something. Usually, Salai remained
apathetic to ILeonardo's affections and it was the old man who solicited
Salai's smiles. Now, however, I could see that Salai wanted some new favor
- perhaps a new silken doublet, or a few florins to buy wine in the
recently re-opened wine-cellars. Now that the worst of the plague seemed

to have passed, Salal was vanting to celebrate.

Occasionally, Salai directed an idle question toward me. Yet I
refused to be drawn into conversation. I kept my lips pressed tightly
together. Even when Salai's quips grew more pointed, I refused to be
roused by his remarks. Yet, he grew ever more snide. He began to treat me
as the domestic servant, demanding that I fetch more wine and scoffing at
me rudely when I informed him that there would be noc pudding to end the
meal. His behavior was irritating, even more so since I knew that I could
not expect Leonardo to say anything to stop him. According to Leonardo,
there was nothing amiss about this sort of behavior. He merely thought
that his precious Salai loved to banter. And so, Salai did exactly as he
wished. I could not understand how ILeonardo could let it ceontinue! But,
of course, it was impossible for me tc understand - I, who have always been

ignorant of how to earn ILeonardo's respect!

It is true, of course, that my intention in compiling my master's
notebooks was that he should thereby come to recognize my talent and
devotion. Yet, even at that time, I knew that perhaps this was a false
hope. Salai, after all, had no great aptitude for learning. I dimly
guessed at the truth, yet I hated to admit it openly. To do so, I would
have had to acknowledge that it was a mockery to consider Salai and me as
apprentices to the great Da Vinci. 1Indeed, we were his pupils, yet
Leonardo's glory days were passed and we were kept for the company which we
provided and for our willing deference to his wishes. "Perhaps, in the
long run," I reflected, "I shall owe Leocnardo less for his tutelage than he

shall owe me for my lasting service."

For some time, I sat at table, daydreaming in this fashion, trying to
ignore Salai's remarks. Dearly, I would have loved to have had a Kkeen,

sharp wit, with which to put him in his place! Yet, while he goaded me I
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retained my placid expression, thinking it safer to remain silent. I waxed
philosophic and considered that it was 4jyainst my ©better nature to

condescend to scheme on Salai's level.

Soon, however, I had no choice but to enter into conversation since,
after listening to Salai's remarks for some time, 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?"

"I see no reason why I should partake in this idle repartee," I said.
"T refuse to be brought down to Salai's level of discourse, only thereby to
provide him with a willing target for his jokes!"

"Perhaps it is merely that Francesco lacks a sense of humor and is
without the wit to respond in kind," said Salai glibly, his green eyes
sparkling with delight.

"I'11 make no bones about telling you that I detest this biting
sarcasm, which you consider humor," I replied, scarcely believing that
Salai would have the audacity to pursue this argument while in our master's

presence.

Yet I knew that Salai had an ease in conversation and this allowed him
to get away with much. It maddened me to be caught 1like this. I was
filled with frustration. In an attempt to appear brazen, I reached for my
cup of wine. This, however, was a mistake. My hand was shaking, and I

clumsily tipped the goblet over, spilling red wine all over my lap.

While I mopped up the wine with a napkin, Salai's ill-suppressed

laughter continued uninterrupted.

By this time, Leonardo was wearied by our quarrelirg. Having finished
his meal, he rose from the table. As was his habit, he left to go gaze at
the stars. He was still pursuing his ambition to chart the laws of the
universe. With geometric precision he drew his diagram on the great sheet
of lamb-skin parchment, which now looked as 1if it was covered with a
gigantic, black spider's web. Before leaving the table to take his seat by
the window, Leonardo ordered me to clear away the supper dishes. He said
that it was high time that I resumed my full duties about the studio.
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Salai, of course, was delighted by this. He was free to take his
leave and follow his wayward whims, vhile, like some scullery-maid, I
cleared the dishes and set the kitchen to rights. Salai's gilded laughter
rang down the hallway as he left the studio, headed for the destination of

his night's debauchery.

Having grudgingly performed my duties, I went to my room. I sat on
the side of my bed, cursing Salai and biting my fingernails down to the
quick. I swore to myself that he had made me look a fool for the last
time. The time was ripe to take the offensive! I would raisemy hand in
defiance! If I did not take drastic measures, I knew that his beastly
behavior would never stop to give me rest. It infuriated me that he always
had to have the last word and that this word was always at my expense.
Even though I realized that my bitterness sprang from passion, I also knew
that I was obliged to act. Though my reason told me that I could be
damning my very soul by this action, I resolved to poison Salai. I knew it
prudent to wait, yet the tedium of inaction oppressed me. All that I

lacked now was the means to accomplish my plan!

That night, I racked my brains. My scheme seemed simple enough in its
basic intent, yet I did not have an inkling how it could be done. Poison
potions were not easily come ty. I knew of no apothecary who dealt in such
wares. Yet, these details seemed petty. What was important was the thrill
of anticipation which I felt at the prospect of seeing this pledge
fulfilled. My desire to pay back Salai for his wiles was all-consuming.
At the wvery thought of it, my heart pattered quickly, with a skipping
rhythm.

Late into the night I lay on my bed, thinking of how to poison Salai
and meditating on the stark furnishings in my moonlit chamber. I
contemplated the cross on my wall. I pondered the large wooden trunk in
which are stored the loose-leaf pages of Leonardo's notebooks. But always
my eyes were drawn back to the lean, bronze statue of the dancing satyr
which stood in one far corner of the room. Even with my firm intention to
see my plan succeed, the statue's smug, silent grin continued to mock my

struggle to rid myself of Salai's corrupting influence.
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CHAPTER 25

Although I was resolved to murder Salai, for quite some time I was
unable to put my plan into effect. I slept fitfully that night, and the
next morning, I discovered that I had fallen into a relapse in my recovery
from the plague. Subsequently, I spent two or three days wandering about
my master's household, doing nothing in particular. Meanwhile, Leonardo
spent much time vworking downstairs in the studio. As for Salai, he
flaunted Leonardo's orders, prowling about town every night like some
hot-blooded alley cat. Although I told myself that I 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. I performed a few
small domestic chores about the studio, but, for the most part, I stayed in
my room, thinking of my commitment 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, what was intended to be a short respite
settled into a pleasant routine. Little did I realize that, through my
laziness and preoccupation with Salai, my hopes of escaping with Lisa were
put into the greatest jeopardy. Indeed, for some time, they seemed all but
lost.

It was nearly a week after I last saw Lisa that Giocundo's thugs came
for me. I was alone in the studio. Salai was out with his foul-mouthed
friends, courting the young painter, Raphael. Leonardo was at the hot
baths. Looking back on it now, I am still not sure whether I am thankful
or sorry that Leonardo and Salai were not present that day. On the one
hand, if they had been there, I might have found an excuse to refuse to
accompany Giocundo's men. But on the other hand, their absence ensured

that my 1life with Lisa remained secret. As it was, however, I had no
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choice about the matter. Giocundo's slit-eyed valet was emphatic with his
orders.

"You shall accompany us," he said to me.

"But where?" I asked.

"Don't play the dunce!" said the valet. "Messer Giocundo wishes to
speak to you."

"T have no wish to go," I said.

"Come now," said the valet, maki: his characteristic clicking noise
with his tongue. "Do you wish to accompany us willingly, or shall I have

my comrade, Emilio, twist your arm to help persuade you?"

Giocundo's other servant, the bear-like man, lumbered forward upon a

signal from the wasp-like valet.

"Very well!" I said, hesitatingly. "If it is imperative, I will go
with you."

And so it was that I hastily donned my street-cloak and, followed
closely by Giocundo's servants, found myself out in the street. As we
walked along, I soon realized that we were not going to Giocundo's house.
We were walking east, in the direction of the wool-factories down by the
river Arno, not westward in the direction of the rich merchants' quarter.
We crossed 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, much of the former activity had
resumed. Giocundo's valet stopped for a moment to talk to a lanky,
gaunt-faced market man who was holding two scrawny-necked chickens by the
feet. This man, it seemed, owed the valet some small sum of money deriving
from an unpaid debt to Giocundo. After this brief pause in the Market, we
continued our journey. Soon, we came to the outskirts of the poorest
quarter of town, where the workers in the wool-factories built their homes.

"Where are we going?! Where are you taking me to?!" I asked in alarm,
seeing that we were headed into this disreputable section of the city.

"No need to fret, young urchin," said the slit-eyed valet. "Messer
Giocundo awaits us in his office at his main warehouse. Surely, this does

not inconvenience you too greatly?"
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I ignored the valet's sarcasm. Soon, we passed into the quarter where
the wool-factories and the workers' houses are located. Under the
stilt-houses, it was dark. At street-corners, lights were necessary to see
by, even though it was mid-day. As we passed in front of a black-smith's
shop, I saw the albino, Bulvero, who was fixing the vheel from an oxcart.
Bulvero's big, meaty arms hammered the iron band of the wheel.
Occasionally, he stopped to pump the bellows which made his forge glow
white-hot. He seemed not to notice us at first. Then, just when we were
right in front of him, he looked up from his abor. For a moment, I
thought that he was not going to recognize me, but then I saw a gleam of
recognition register in his eyes.

"Hi chump!" Bulvero called to me, laughing ioudly, 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 smirk.

Feeling rather faint, I said nothing.

Onvard we walked, through the dark, winding streets cf the poorest
quarter of town, where the sounds of squalling children and the general
sights and smells of poverty assailed my senses. I did my best not to pay
attention to the scenes of desperation which I saw on my way and, for the
most part, I succeeded. 1In fact, the only olther important incident which I
must relate concerning my journey that day is that, soon after we passed
Bulvero's black-smith's shop, we turned into a sidestreet deep in the heart
of the quarter where I noticed a run-down apothecary shop tucked in between
two dilapidated buildings. The shop front had the appearance of belonging
to an owner too poor to deal in morals, on2 who would be willing to sell a
poisonous potion without asking difficult questions. "Just what I have
been looking for!" I thought to myself as we passed the shop.

Eventually, we arrived at Giocundo's warehouse. It was a huge
building set right down by the river Arno. I felt great trepidation as
Giocundo's men led me through the front door of the building. Immediately,
my lungs were filled with the smell of fresh wool. We climbed the steep
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steps 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," said the merchant, clapping his ledger shut when I was
brought into the room and then sitting back in his chair to look at me.
"It seems, young man, that we did not understand each other properly when
last we met."

"What do you mean?" I said.

"I have been informed that despite my warnings 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, I do not," I replied, knowing that I should have immediately
begged Giocundo's pardon, but perversely preferring to stand with my arms
folded in front of me, looking as insoclent as possible.

"Fool!" said Giocundo. '"Must you force me to make you fear in order
to have you obey my wishes?"

"I pray you, keep your threats to yourself, sir!" I said, trying to
keep my voice firm.

"Bring him this way," said Giocundo, who stood up and motioned to his
herchmen to lead me out of the office and along a catwalk which crossed

high above the warehouse floor.

From the height of the catwalk, I could see down the main aisle of the
warehouse, on either side of which were arranged sacks of raw wool, giant
bales of cloth, and fleece samples suspended by hooks secured to an
overhead rail. I 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 where we store the corrosive alum which is
used in the dying process. If I were to throw a stone into this vat, it
would melt. If, by some nasty accident, you were to fall into the vat, all
that would ever be found of your remains would be a small bit of sediment

at the bottom of the vat when it came time to clean it. "

As I stood above the vat, I looked down and I saw the bubbling green
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alum below. Despite my efforts to show no reaction to Giocundo's threats,
a feeling of vertigo welled up in my stomach."

"So, young knave!" 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? I shall not trouble to warn you again.
Do not think that I shall allow you to continue to pursue your affair right
under my nose! Swear to respect my wishes!"

"I shall promise nothing," I declared, trying to bluff my way 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 named Emilio grabbed me roughly by
the arm, and the slit-eyed valet drew a dagger, which he held to my throat.
I tried to hide my alarm, but my insides turned to jelly, and my knees
began to shake.

"] see that where I would give an inch of leeway, you would take a
mile," said Giocundo. "But if you want to live, do not get any fancy
ideas. I cannot have you sign a pact, but beware that you do not attempt
to thwart me. You will find yourself thrown into this alum vat the next

time you are brought before me."

Saying this, Giocundo swatted a buzzing £ly which was flying around
his head. When it fell onto the handrail, he picked it up and squashed it
between his forefinger and thumb. "You will be called to be at my wife's
side to keep her calm when the child is born," said Giocundo as he turned

his back to leave. "But until then, cause me no further trouble."

Having no other choice, I nodded my head in acquiescence to Giocundo's
threat. Upon seeing this, the merchant smiled ever so slightly in
approval. He signaled to his men to release me, and, before I knew quite
what was happening, I found myself once again out in the street. As I
hurried home, I breathed a sigh of relief. I was not such an idiot as to
think that Giocundo did not mean what he said. In my heart, I knew that if
I did not follow his instructions, he would happily orchestrate my death.
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Indeed, I reflected that I had tried his patience severely with my conduct
up to this point. But regardless of the threats to my own 1life, I still
thought about rebelling against the merchant. At this point in my
adventures, it seemed 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 I began to piece
together a plan whereby Lisa and I could escape the merchant's grasp. Even
though I knew that Lisa could no longer be counted 1gon to agree
immediately with any proposition which I offered, I was determined that,
somehow, all should be made well.
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CHAPTER 26

After my meeting with Giocundo, nothing of great significance happened
in my life for several weeks. During this period, the weather was grey and
dreary. Chill November winds blew through the streets of Florence. In
order to keep warm, I stayed indoors much of the time. Day after day
passed as I sat by the wood-burning fire in our kitchen, drinking hot mugs
of mint tea. Although, during this hiatus, I had much occasion to reflect
upon my own thoughts, I avoided the pain which I knew this would entail. I
preferred to sit complacently by the kitchen fire, getting up only to stoke

the embers, or to fetch more wood to burn.

After some time, however, I began to tire of my idleness. In order to
stave off boredom, during those long November evenings I continued with my
task of compiling Leonardo's notebooks. Although I had ccme to loathe this
duty, I found it necessary to occupy myself somehow. I knew that with
boredom lay despondency. And so, I busied myself with my task. Hour after
hour, I spent reading by the dim lamplight in my room, organizing the
countless pages which represent Lecnardo's enterprising, though sometimes

overly ambitious nature.

Although I sowetimes criticize his eccentricities, I greatly admired
Leonardo's brilliance. My master was a true man of his age. He was
scornful of oppressive tyranny of any sort, especially, of what he called
"the shackles of faith put upon the freedom of man's intellect." In
opposition to this medieval mentality, my master was 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 means, Leonardo aspired to be a man of
action. He was always ready and willing to put his studies into practice.
However, few patrons were willing to finance the maestro's wild, grandiose
schemes. Even the Duke and the priors were reluctant to fund expensive,
fanciful ventuvres, such as improved city sanitation, or new canals or
dikes. These things, after all, were merely rhilanthropic. Aside from
these princes of the day, there were the middle and upper-class merchants
to whom Leonardo appealed for monetary support. However, from these men
also, he came away empty-handed. Conventionally-minded, conservative men,
the middle and upper-class merchants supported inventors and artisans
because it was the fashion of the day and they wanted flattering portraits
and paintings to hang in their private galleries to impress their visitors.
They were most reluctant to risk their money on any project which was not
entirely aimed at gratifying their personal sense of self-worth. After
all, they said, business was risky enough without needless additional

expenditures!

Scornful of this sort of petty, bourgeois patronage, which sprang up
in the wake of more altruistic patrons such as the late ILorenzo Medici,
Leonardo " .wreasingly 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 which most
interested him. He declared that he cared not a jot for public prestige!
He pursued more important, personal goals. He strove to satisfy his
scientific curiosity. Foresaking a promising career as a wealthy painter
of the courtly ilk, Leonardo pursued an illusion, p