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They spoke to the King Nebuchadnezzar,


“Oh King live forever. Thou, Oh King, hast made a decree, that every man that shall hear the sound of the flute shall fall down and worship the golden image….”





Daniel 3:9 & 10
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Benvenuto Cellini was both the friend and enemy of Cardinals, Popes and Kings. He lived and worked in humble shops and palaces. He was exiled, thrown into prison and became a fugitive when he escaped. He took part in a great battle, and, in violent times, when life was cheap, he brawled, fought and quarrelled, and was himself responsible for several killings.


But he was also a sculptor, whose works grace great museums around the world, and above all, was the greatest goldsmith ever known, and against whom the works of other goldsmiths are still measured.


His bust stands in the middle of the Ponte Vecchio, the centre of the jewellery trade, in his native city of Florence.


He was born on All Saints’ Day, November 1st 1500 to Elisabetta and Giovanni Cellini.


Giovanni was an architect - an unsuccessful architect - because he had gone into the profession very unwillingly at his father’s insistence. He had wanted to be a musician, and regarded every minute he spent at his drawing board and away from his cornet as being totally wasted. Eventually his employer, Lorenzo de’ Medici, dismissed him for neglecting his work, and he was forced to eke out a living by designing lifting gear for builders and making the beautiful picture frames inlaid with silver and ivory that were then in vogue.


Giovanni was also the leader of the Signory orchestra, and his ambition was that his older son should become a great flute player. Putting completely out of his own mind his identical arguments with his own father, he totally ignored the fact that Benvenuto wanted no such thing. From his early childhood, Benvenuto had only ever wanted to be a goldsmith.


Elisabetta’s role in the family was to try to come between her obstinate husband and her equally headstrong son in the constant quarrels about the boy’s future.


But for his son, Giovanni would now be completely forgotten.


And in spite of all his protestations, Benvenuto was, on occasions, and very reluctantly, a flute player……




Part I: The Reluctant Flute Player
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The five prisoners shuffled slowly down the corridor leading to the courtroom, prompted by pushes in the small of the back from the guards.


Led by the police corporal, Benvenuto Cellini helped his younger brother, Cecchino, on whose head was a blood stained bandage. Cecchino’s face was pale, his eyes were slightly glazed, and dizziness made him stagger slightly.


Close behind were three of the di Ferranti’s. Carlo, his head also bandaged, as was his arm, limped along, supported on one side by his brother and on the other by his cousin, who was himself nursing a badly swollen right hand in the fold of his doublet.


As the party approached a wooden bench, Benvenuto’s father, Giovanni, stood up. He had been there since early morning, waiting to see his sons who had been locked up all night.


“Cecchino! My God! What’s happened to your head? Are you alright? Benvenuto, how did you get him into this trouble?”


The Corporal roughly shoved Giovanni back on to the bench. “No talking to the prisoners; prisoners will remain silent,” he ordered.


“He got into trouble on his own,” Benvenuto retorted angrily. “I saved him from these murdering whore’s sons.”


The Corporal turned on Benvenuto with an upraised fist. “I said ‘shut up’!” he shouted. “Wait here.”


They had reached a door at the end of the passageway. The Corporal went inside the room, leaving the door slightly ajar. Giovanni again stood up and made as if to approach his sons, but one of the soldiers quickly stepped in front of him, holding up his hand to silence the older man, but did nothing to make him go back to his seat.


Straining to listen through the crack in the door, Benvenuto and his father could hear the Corporal making his report.


“Fighting…sword….daggers…di Ferranti wounded…. Cecchino Cellini….hit by stone…unconscious. Informer says older Cellini boy came later….protecting his brother….”


Benvenuto stole a glance at his father’s face. He saw a thin shabby man in his late fifties, whose hair had receded in a half-moon from his forehead, but with bushy eyebrows that accentuated his deeply sunken eyes and bony cheeks. The collar of his tunic was far too big for his scraggy neck, and his clothes hung loosely from his rounded shoulders as if they belonged to someone else.


Giovanni’s normal expression was a mixture of worry and bewilderment. This time he had begun by being angry, but as he listened to the snatches of what the Corporal was saying, Giovanni’s look had changed first to misery and then to pride. Risking a further reprimand from the guard, he mouthed the word, “Sorry” to his son.


Benvenuto sniffed and turned his head aside.


At that moment the door opened wide. The corporal came out and looked at Giovanni with some surprise, and pointed to the bench again, but then relented.


“Oh, what the hell! They want you inside, too.” He jerked his head indicating that everyone should go in.


Giovanni entered the room, and Benvenuto, with Cecchino still leaning on his arm, followed hesitatingly. As he did so, Carlo di Ferranti accidentally stepped on his heel.


Benvenuto, fists clenched, turned to protest, but the Corporal hissed through the corner of his mouth, “Stop it, sonny! You’re in enough trouble as it is.”


The door crashed shut behind the little group, and ominously, one of the two soldiers shot the massive bolt, sheathed his sword, and stood in front of the door, arms folded. His companion also sheathed his sword and leaned against the whitewashed wall.


There was a heavy carved table in some dark wood, behind which stood eight high-backed chairs covered in faded red brocade. This was the Courtroom of “Gli Otto”, (“The Eight”), the Magistrates who administered the Criminal Law in Florence. Only two of the chairs were occupied.


The Corporal lined the prisoners in front of the table: Benvenuto, Cecchino and their father to the left and the di Ferranti’s to the right. The Corporal stood between them and Benvenuto noticed for the first time that half a dozen lengths of thin rope were hanging from his belt. Just the sort of thing to tie convicts hands with!


Benvenuto glanced around the room. In the centre of the wall was the inevitable crucifix. To one side of it was a painting of the head of St. John on a silver dish, being presented, staring eyes, and blood and all to Herod. On the other side of the crucifix was a dream-like painting of the Avenging Angel, sword held over his head in both hands, ready to strike at a kneeling prisoner whose chained hands were upraised in a plea for mercy.


The message of both paintings was quite clear to Benvenuto, who suddenly felt very nervous.


The only light in the room came from a row of windows high in the same wall behind the Magistrates. Shafts of sunlight shone through, straight into the prisoners’ eyes, forcing them to stand looking down at the floor, shuffling their feet in little jerky movements, while specks of dust and fluff danced in the air. To the side of the Magistrates’ table was another little square one, at which a small, mouse-like man sat. Benvenuto took him to be the Clerk, as before him were some sheets of paper, an ink horn, pens and a sand sifter to blot the ink.


He was dressed in a grubby, stained brown robe, tied at the waist with a piece of frayed cord. His bony bare ankles, showing over the tops of his sandals were black with grime. He had a greasy skull cap on the back of his bald head.


He had been picking his nose with his thumb as the little group entered the room. Once everyone was in place to the Corporal’s satisfaction, he looked up at them with pale, watery eyes, wiped his fingers on his beard and said in a thin voice, “Your names?”


He wrote them down, and then seemed to lose interest in the whole proceedings as he began to gnaw on his thumb nail, stopping to look at his handiwork from time to time.


One of the Magistrates began to speak.


“The charges are making an affray, wounding, and causing a breach of the peace.” He paused and looked along the row of prisoners and then said, almost conversationally, to Giovanni, “Signor Cellini, we’ve already had all the details of what happened, and we’ll never find out who started it…..”


“He did!” Cecchino and Carlo di Ferranti said simultaneously, pointing at the other.


“Corporal,” the Magistrate said, “is that a truncheon I see hanging from your belt?”


“Yes, your Excellency.”


“Well, next time a prisoner interrupts, just hit him with it. Don’t wait for orders.”


The Magistrate turned to Giovanni. “You see what I mean? Each one always blames the other. Now I personally assume that the one who’s hurt the least is the one who started it. In this case, that’s your son, Cecchino, but I can’t really believe that a fourteen year old boy would really start a fight with a man six years older and over a foot taller. So you see, we just don’t know.”


“He’s a good boy,” Giovanni said.


“I never had one in front of me who wasn’t, according to his parents,” retorted the Magistrate. “Now look, I’m not surprised to have the di Ferranti’s here. Hardly a week goes by when I don’t have to deal with one of the clan. One day one of them will do something I can hang him for, and then maybe they’ll stop. But your sons? Why? I hear your oldest boy is always fist fighting. But this time, apparently, he wasn’t to blame even though he did most of the damage.” He turned to Benvenuto. “What’s all this fighting about, boy?”


“It’s his fault, not mine,” Benvenuto replied, jerking his head in the direction of his father.


“It’s his name,” Giovanni explained.


“Cellini?”


“No, ‘Benvenuto’. People make jokes about it, so he fights them.”


“So would you,” said Benvenuto, risking the Corporal’s truncheon. “Every time you meet someone new, they say the same thing, ‘Benvenuto - you’re welcome’, and expect you to think it’s funny.”


“It doesn’t seem much to get annoyed about to me.”


“It’s not you it’s happening to all the time,” Benvenuto said, truculently.


“You call me ‘Your Excellency’, and you keep a respectful tone in your voice,” the Magistrate reminded him. Benvenuto bit his lip.


“Messer Cellini, what made you pick a name like that? Why wasn’t the name of one of the Blessed Saints good enough?”


“My wife and I had been married for twenty-three years. We - she - didn’t have children easily. We lost twin boys at birth. Then we had a daughter, Cosa. Then, a long time later she fell pregnant again. We were sure it was another girl. All the signs said so. So did the fortune-teller and the midwife.”


Giovanni told the story in disjointed sentences. “She was in labour for hours. The neighbours kept coming in. They kept giving me wine to drink. When he was born, I was drunk. Then the midwife told me it was a boy, and I couldn’t believe it. I just kept saying ‘E Benvenuto’, ‘he’s welcome, he’s welcome’, over and over again.”


“And then they brought the priest round to baptize him in case he died like the others.” Giovanni wiped a tear from his eye. “When the priest asked what the boy’s name was, all I could say was ‘Benvenuto’.”


The two magistrates exchanged puzzled glances. The second one took up the questioning. “Tell me, Signor Cellini, what profession is the older boy going to follow?”


“Musician.” “Goldsmith,” Giovanni and Benvenuto said simultaneously.


There was a moment’s pause, and then Benvenuto continued angrily, obviously repeating a much rehearsed argument, “He wanted to be a musician, but his father, Grandfather Cristofano, wanted him to be an architect, just like he was. Now that my father is the head of the Signory band, he wants me to be a flute player. Why is it,” Benvenuto continued plaintively, “that fathers always try to make their sons do what they weren’t able to do themselves?”


The Magistrate ignored the outburst. “What about your younger son? What’s he going to be?”


“A lawyer.” “A soldier,” Giovanni and Cecchino said together.


The Magistrate suppressed a smile. “How long has Benvenuto wanted to be a goldsmith?”


“Since he was a child,” Giovanni replied. “The ungrateful boy! He’s right. When I was his age, my father made me study mathematics, physics and drawing. I would have given anything to be allowed to devote myself to music. Did he thank me? No! He spent all his spare time and some of the time he should have been at school hanging around those dirty little workshops at Orsanmichele.”


“I wasn’t hanging around,” Benvenuto said, indignantly. “How many times have I got to tell you? First I ran errands and did the sweeping up, and then they started teaching me how to do things.”


“A goldsmith. What is a goldsmith?” Giovanni asked contemptuously. “Nothing but a shopkeeper.” He managed to inject a note of scorn into the word. “A shopkeeper. Bowing and scraping to his customers. ‘Does this fine piece please the Madonna? Will his Lordship condescend to tell me what his wishes are? What? He wants to kick my arse? Certainly. Allow me to grovel on the floor to make it easier’.”


“That will do!” the Corporal interjected. “You will also be respectful to their Excellencies!”


The first magistrate resumed the questioning. “If he’s so set on being a goldsmith, why don’t you let him? It’s just as artistic, if that’s what you want, as being a musician. It’s an honest trade.”


Giovanni was rapidly getting the feeling that he was the one who was on trial. “I did. I apprenticed him to Michelangelo of Pinzi di Monte.”


“Yes,” Benvenuto retorted bitterly, “and then he took me away again. ‘It’s because I love you, my darling son. I just can’t bear to live without seeing you every day’.” Benvenuto gave a cruel imitation of his father’s reedy voice. “What he really wanted was for me to stay at home and play my flute.”


“So what did he do?” Giovanni appealed to the magistrates, “He ran away and apprenticed himself to Marcone the goldsmith. He stayed away for a whole year. In the end I agreed to pay Marcone something towards his wages so that at least he would spend more time learning his trade than sweeping the floor and running errands.”


“Was he a good apprentice?”


“Yes,” Giovanni admitted reluctantly.


“Good?” Benvenuto boasted. “Both my employers said they never had a worker like me. Not even Bandinello’s own son, Baccio. I can beat gold into leaf. I can make gold plates. I can use all the tools: saws, augers and punches. And I can etch with Acqua Regis - Royal Water - that’s sulphuric acid and nitric acid mixed. It’s called ‘royal’ because it is the only thing that will dissolve gold,” Benvenuto explained.


“Very interesting,” the Magistrate said in a tone that indicated that it was not. “Let’s get back to last night’s fight.”


“I was on my way back from the goldsmith’s shop where I work. Look, he gave me this as my week’s wages.” Benvenuto produced a tiny pellet of gold that that he had melted down from filings swept from the workbench. Not much fell on the floor: the workers pinned their leather aprons to the bench to catch any stray specks of gold. The nugget was worth perhaps the same as a small silver coin.


The Magistrate took it between thumb and forefinger, squinted at it, and gave it to his clerk.


“That will pay your fine.”


“Fine?” Benvenuto protested. “Why should I be fined? I didn’t do anything, except save my brother from being murdered!”


“Corporal!” the Magistrate said menacingly, and Benvenuto subsided.


“It’s not often we get a defendant here with real gold in his pocket. You di Ferranti’s,” the Magistrate addressed them directly for the first time, “you’re nothing but trouble. The whole wretched family. The three of you are all banished from Florence - to the South. Let me see - yes, to Arezzo, for six months. If you come back earlier than that, I promise you that you’ll see the inside of the dirtiest, dampest dungeon I can find.


“But now, as for you two Cellini’s,” the Chief Magistrate continued, “don’t think we’re taken in by your story either. We know your reputation too. If there’s a fight anywhere, somehow one or other of you seems to be in it. Now maybe you started this one, and maybe you didn’t, but we think you could do with a lesson too. So, we’re going to give you one. Just to make up for all the times that you didn’t get caught.


You are both also banished from Florence for six months. It’s for your own good, because otherwise the rest of the di Ferranti’s will nail you to the nearest wall when they catch you. Benvenuto Cellini - you can go back to Pinza and work for Bandinello if you want to.” He smiled at Benvenuto benignly, and winked.


“I can come back in six months?” A pause then, Benvenuto added reluctantly, “Your Excellency?”


“Yes, you can, and when you do, you know what? You’ll be welcome!” The Magistrate’s smile turned into a broad grin and Benvenuto at the age of sixteen began the first of the several exiles he was to suffer in his life.
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The “welcome home” party that Elisabetta Cellini gave for her two sons, six months to the day after their sentences had begun did not, in the end, turn out to be a success.


“Mama, the food’s all gone. We’ve been working since before daylight, and they’ve eaten it in no time at all!” Benvenuto’s sister, Cosa, was close to tears.


“That shows how much they enjoyed it. Now shush! I think your father’s going to say something.”


Somewhat unsteadily Giovanni got to his feet. Kicking his stool to one side, he leaned against the wall of the courtyard of his house and stared, owlishly, for a few moments at Benvenuto’s uncles and aunts and the handful of neighbours seated at two long tables. These were now covered with a litter of dirty crockery and the remnants of the meal, on which the flies were now beginning to feast.


Giovanni made a sweeping gesture with his hand, slopping wine from his goblet over his wrist.


“My dear friends….,” he began.


“He’s no friend of mine,” one of his brothers-in-law muttered to his neighbour. His wife dug him sharply in the ribs with her elbow.


Giovanni had not heard the interruption. “I need not tell you how delighted my beloved wife and I are to have our sons with us again…..”


“But you’re going to, just the same,” said his brother-in-law, a little louder this time. Giovanni’s sister kicked him on the ankle, while Benvenuto and Cecchino squirmed with embarrassment.


“…..and I’m not going to make a long speech….”


Everyone cheered. “….however, I do have an announcement to make. It’s too early to make any final decision about Cecchino’s future….”


Benvenuto squeezed his brother’s arm. “It looks like you’re not going to have to be a lawyer after all,” he whispered.


“….but,” Giovanni continued, “I have been able to do something for Benvenuto’s career. I have discussed it with Cardinal de’ Medici.”


His brother-in-law could not contain himself any longer and jumped up from his chair.


“You? And Cardinal de’ Medici? Since when has his Eminence been your adviser?”


The normally mild-mannered Giovanni turned on his tormentor.


“Listen, Rudolfo Caprietto, I may not have as much money as you, but don’t forget it was the dowry my father gave you when you married my sister that set you up in business!”


Caprietto stared round him, and allowed his wife to drag him down to his seat by his sleeve, while hissing the word “Porco!” at him. The guest sitting on his other side ostentatiously moved his chair away, and the others averted their eyes.


Giovanni turned to Benvenuto. “The Cardinal has decided you shall go to Bologna. To study.” He paused for dramatic effect. “To study music.”


“Never!” Benvenuto was on his feet, white with rage. “Can’t you get it into your head? I don’t want to be a musician! I want to be - I already am - a Goldsmith.”


“Silence!” Giovanni ordered. “When the Cardinal tells you to go to Bologna, you go. And when he says you will study music, you will study music! One day Cardinal de’ Medici is likely to be Pope. What makes you think a boy not yet seventeen years old can argue with him? Who do you think you are?”


“Who am I? I am Benvenuto Cellini, and I am going to be the greatest goldsmith the world has ever known. I’ll tell you this. Cardinal or Pope, one day he’ll be paying me more for one piece of my work than he’ll pay you in wages for your whole lifetime.”


Benvenuto ran out of the courtyard into the street, pausing only to yell through the bars of the gate, “And I’ll tell you something else! People will remember me long after Cardinal de’ Medici - and you - are dead, buried and forgotten.”
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Of course Benvenuto did go to Bologna. He had no choice. As his father had pointed out, boys of seventeen do not disobey Cardinals, and despite his protestations, he really did not mind the opportunity of travelling such a distance. At a time when a man could live and die without leaving the town where he was born, or going further than the next village, this chance to go as far as forty-five miles was really “seeing the world”.


He only stayed away for as long as he thought it would take for the Cardinal to forget all about him. He came home after about six months without forewarning his parents.


His father was not in the house, and one of a neighbour’s children was sent to look for him. In the meantime, Benvenuto sat at the kitchen table greedily spooning mouthfuls of soup and bolting down chunks of his mother’s warm, fresh bread. In-between gulps, he tried to tell his mother and sister what he had been doing.


“I went to work for a goldsmith.”


His mother wrung her hands. “Benvenuto! You were supposed to study music!”


“Oh, I did that too,” he said scornfully. “I had a lesson every day. Well, nearly every day. But you’ve got no idea what it was like in the shop. Not just sweeping up and fixing the tools. I not only helped the craftsmen, I actually made things myself. I even made a goblet for father.”


“Show me,” Cosa squealed.


“Not yet. Father should see it first.”


“Is it made of real gold?”


“Of course not,” Benvenuto said with a little smile. “I couldn’t afford that - nor even silver. I made it out of pewter, but at least you can see what I can do already, and I’ve only just started. I can take gold rods and turn them into rings and bracelets. I can even turn rods of gold into wire for gold braid or filigree work.”


“I never thought about that before,” Elisabetta said, “I suppose someone does have to do it. How do they get the gold wire?”


Benvenuto was delighted that, at last, one of his parents was taking an interest in his work. “You have a big pair of pliers attached to a thick leather strap and you grip one end of the rod in that and using a big wheel to tighten the strap, you pull the rod through a lot of holes, each smaller than the other. It’s just like the Rack in a torture chamber!”


Elisabetta shuddered and crossed herself against the Evil Eye, so Benvenuto decided he had better change the subject a little.


“And you should see the stones, all beautiful and glittering. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires, blue lapis lazuli, dark red garnets, yellow topazes, pale blue beryls and aquamarines, and purple amethysts. White, cream, grey and black pearls. Every colour, shape and size that you can think of!”


“You know,” he said, “despite all of that, it’s the gold that I really love working with.”


“How so?” Elisabetta asked.


“It never rusts or tarnishes. It’s tremendously strong and yet it’s so soft you can make it into any shape you like. Working with it, it’s like - it’s like - creating. And do you know, I’ve even learned to paint and bake it so that the enamel sets without cracks or bumps!”


Cosa rushed over and threw her arms round her brother. “Oh Benvenuto! You’re so clever! Isn’t he mama?”


Elisabetta smiled and blew a kiss across the room, while Benvenuto blushed and cleared his throat with a little cough.


“Look Cosa, do you see my ring?” He showed her a small signet ring he had made for himself which he was wearing on his little finger. “The gold from this was once in a gold ring given to King Solomon by the Queen of Sheba.”


“Ooh! Was it really? Let me look!”


Benvenuto laughed. “No, of course it wasn’t, silly! Although it might have been. You never know. That’s the whole thing about gold: you can use it over and over again. One day a coin, the next a vase, and then a candlestick or a brooch.”


Elisabetta and Cosa just stood looking at him, each beaming with pride.


“When I’ve finished learning all I have to know, I’m going to make things that are so beautiful that no one will want to melt them down,” he vowed. “They’ll last forever, and in a thousand years time people will say, ‘Benvenuto Cellini made that’.”
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Giovanni hurried home to see his son, accompanied by his former pupil, Piero Malcesine, who was now his chief assistant at the orchestra.


Benvenuto embraced his father warmly, but gave Piero only a perfunctory nod of recognition. Benvenuto suspected that his being sent to Bologna was Piero’s idea. Piero wanted to get rid of a rival for the future leadership of the Signory Orchestra, which was the last thing in the world that Benvenuto wanted.


Giovanni could not contain his impatience. “Have you been practising your music? Have you been studying composing and orchestration? Let me hear you!”


Benvenuto reluctantly produced his flute and played the most difficult piece he knew. Giovanni applauded and turned to Piero. “I don’t care what anyone says, I’ll make him the greatest musician in the whole of Florence - in the whole World!”


Piero shook his head. “He’s not bad, but nothing more than a gifted amateur. Benvenuto will get far more out of being a goldsmith than by playing a flute.”


Seeing Benvenuto nod in agreement, Giovanni turned on Piero.


“I knew it! I knew it! It’s you who’s been poisoning the boy’s mind against me all these years. I taught you all the music you know and you want to stop me teaching my own son. It’s you who talked him out of studying music.”


Still spluttering with rage, and jabbing his finger at Piero with every word, Giovanni thrust his face close to Piero’s. “You’re jealous! That’s what it is. You’re jealous because you know he can be better than you - or even me. You’ll be punished. You’ll see. Not in years, not in months, but in weeks. You’ll lose everything you have. Starting with your job; today!”


Hearing this curse, Cosa’s hand flew to her mouth, but Piero just laughed. “Maestro, old age has made you soft in the head. I won’t lose anything! On the contrary, I and my sons will finish up supporting you and yours.”


This was too much for Giovanni. He uttered a second curse. “Your miserable sons support my clever, rich sons? Never, never, never! It will be your children who will come begging from mine!”


He flung open the street door. Piero walked out without another word, and Giovanni slammed it shut.


“Now, my dear son, pick up your flute again, and you and I will play a duet for your mother.”
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Less than a month later, Piero, who was having a cellar built under his house, was standing on the ground floor with some of his friends and was telling them about his quarrel with Giovanni.


“…. and then the silly old fool said I would lose everything. Can you imagine it? My family have been merchants for generations; I can buy and sell him fifty thousand times over and he says I will lose everything.”


To emphasise the point, he raised his knee, slapped his thigh, and stamped his foot. The weakened floor collapsed and he fell through into the basement, breaking both legs.


Piero contracted gangrene as a result of the accident, and died a few days later.
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No one doubted that Piero’s death was as a result of Giovanni’s curse - least of all Benvenuto. In fact it made him distinctly nervous. Obviously there was more to his nondescript father than he had previously given him credit for. The terrible fate that he had brought down on Piero just for arguing with him - and arguing about music of all things - clearly showed that his father’s lips were very close to the ear of God - or Satan!


Benvenuto had no wish to end up with two broken legs, or even worse, as a result of his never-ending disagreement with his father about music, but on the other hand, he certainly had no intention of wasting his time twittering away on that damned flute either!


To cap it all, he had just had another scene with Giovanni. This one began over his brother. Benvenuto was already in a rage because his father had allowed Cecchino to borrow his best clothes.


“Benvenuto, you are right, but you’ve got to help me with Cecchino. He’s obstinate and headstrong - not like you. He won’t do anything I ask. We, you and I, have got to stop him from this madness of wanting to be a soldier. We’ve got to get him to study Law, as his father wishes.”


“As his father wishes? Why should he follow some dreary occupation just because you want him to? Is that your revenge because your father made you do something you didn’t want to? Is that why you make me keep on trying to get me to play that revolting tube of spit? Flute you call it? A portable spittoon, I call it! And you know where you can stick it - it’s just the right shape!”


With this final insult, Benvenuto, with tears of rage running down his face, grabbed up all his remaining clothes, the few coins he had left, and the little bag in which he kept all his other possessions including, although he did not think of it at the time, his flute, and rushed out of the house and took the road to Pisa.
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That was why Benvenuto was feeling nervous. What would his father do to him? No thunderbolt arrived from Heaven; the wrath of God or Giovanni did not descend on his head. Perhaps his father realised he had been right and had forgiven him for his outburst. Perhaps it was because he had gone to Pisa, only forty miles away.


To be on the safe side, he wrote a conciliatory letter to his father, telling him that he had found a good job with Ulivieri della Chiostra, a goldsmith, who was teaching him his trade, that he would send as much of his wages as he could, and promising that he would practice on his flute every day.


Giovanni replied with a long letter full of pious expressions.


“Not to see you every day is like losing the sight of my eyes….I shall carry on leading our family in the paths of righteousness….be a good craftsman…. Follow the upright way, in whatever house you stay.”


The most embarrassing thing about the letter was that Ulivieri read it, and from then on he started to treat Benvenuto as his son, rather than as his employee and pupil.
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Benvenuto spent a fruitful twelve months in Pisa, learning his craft, and, in his spare time, studying the antique sculptures in the Campo Santo.


At the end of the year, Ulivieri had to go to Florence to buy some gemstones, and naturally he took Benvenuto with him.


Ulivieri found in Giovanni a kindred spirit, and between them they persuaded Benvenuto to stay with his father. In any case, Benvenuto was unwell, suffering from the after effects of a dose of malaria he had picked up in Pisa.


The day after Ulivieri left, Benvenuto fished his flute out of his bag. It was full of dust and fluff since he had not touched it for a year. His father came into his room upon hearing him playing.


“Oh, Benvenuto! I can tell you’ve been practising while you were away. Just as you promised. Listen how your fingering and tonguing have improved. You’ve made wonderful progress. I can’t tell you how proud I am of you! I’ll make a musician of you yet.”


“Some hopes!” Benvenuto thought.
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Benvenuto was now almost twenty three years old, very hot tempered and addicted to violence.


After his return from Pisa, he stayed at home only for a short time, and then, more or less on an impulse, went on the long journey to Rome where he spent two years working hard, improving his already impressive skill in his trade, and earning quite a lot of money, most of which he sent home to his father.


He also got involved in several fights, including one with his employer whom he had threatened with a sword in a quarrel over money. The employer had paid up, despite being a far better swordsman, because he had more sense than to risk injury over a triviality, but Benvenuto was convinced that it was due to his own ferocious reputation.


Nevertheless, when news of the incident got round the small community of Roman goldsmiths, Benvenuto found it hard to get work, so he decided to return to Florence.


Now he was involved in another feud. Once again it was over money. He had done some freelance work for a family of goldsmiths named Guasconti, headed by two brothers, Salvadore and Michele. They owned three shops, and were very wealthy and influential. Benvenuto did not consider that the amount they had paid him was nearly enough.


One day, Benvenuto “just happened” to be leaning against the door of one of their shops. It was, of course, only “accidentally” that he was blocking the entrance, and he was really not talking to anyone in particular, when he made disparaging remarks about their goods to passers-by. Not surprisingly, Salvadore Guasconti was annoyed.


“Clear off, you lout, or I’ll come out there and teach you some manners! If you found some work to do, you wouldn’t have time to interfere with honest men. Why don’t you go down to the dairy? I hear they’re hiring labourers there to shovel manure!”


“Honest men?” retorted Benvenuto. “You wouldn’t recognise an honest man if he stood on your foot.” He raised his voice, “Still putting lead in your gold, are you then?”


While these insults were being exchanged, Salvadore’s cousin, Gherardo, came along leading a mule loaded with bricks. “Somehow” the mule nudged Benvenuto in the back so that he staggered forward and tripped over, falling, face down, onto a pile of stale vegetable leaves that littered the gutter.


Benvenuto got up. “I suppose you think that’s funny?”


“As a matter of fact, I do,” Gherardo replied.


“Well, try laughing at this then!”


Benvenuto swung his open hand against the man’s ear with such force that Gherardo’s head banged against the door post and he, too, fell down, dazed, onto the same pile of filth.


Salvadore and his brother, Michele, stepped forward and Benvenuto drew his dagger.


“If one of you leaves the shop, the other one had better run for a priest. There won’t be any need for a doctor.”


He edged back, and, slipping between the inevitable crowd of onlookers, he ran off.
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The Guasconti’s lodged a formal complaint that Benvenuto had made an armed attack on their workshop - something that was unheard of in Florence, even in those turbulent times.


Benvenuto was arrested, and once more he found himself before The Eight. There were three members of the Court sitting this time. After the Magistrates had heard both versions of the incident, they ordered the three Guasconti’s to step forward.


“We have no doubt that you were provoked, but one of you struck the first blow, and we are not going to have this brawling. You will each bind yourselves to be of good behaviour for a year under pain of a fine of fifty crowns if you are involved in another disturbance in that time.”


“But, your Excellency, we didn’t do anything,” Michele protested.


“Well, so long as you continue not doing anything, nothing will happen to you, will it?” said the President of the Court. “You may leave.”


Benvenuto grinned to himself. He thought he was going to get away with it too.


“And now, as for you, Benvenuto Cellini, You’ve been in trouble with us before. In fact you’re always in trouble. You will also give the same security for your future good conduct.”


“Gladly, your Excellency.” Benvenuto sighed with relief.


“But because you punched Gherardo Guasconti, you will in addition, pay a fine of four bushels of flour, to be given to the Convent of the Murate.”


“I haven’t got any money,” muttered Benvenuto, sullenly.


“Well, I suggest you borrow it, or better still, sell or pawn that dagger and sword of yours - that way you’ll keep out of trouble. We are going to dinner now. You will remain in the Courtroom until we get back. If you haven’t found the answer by then, we may have an unpleasant alternative in store for you. How would you like to spend two weeks cleaning pigeon droppings off the Cathedral?”


Benvenuto alternated between panic and rage. He fled from the Court and, stopping at his workroom only long enough to snatch up his stiletto, he rushed round to the Guasconti’s house.


“Those bastards! First they swindle me, then they attack me, then they complain about me to the Magistrates! They get off scot free, and I’m given a job cleaning up bird shit as a punishment. Well they won’t get off so lightly. I’ll kill them!”


He found the three of them in the back room enjoying their midday meal and celebrating their release by the Court.


They looked up, their spoons frozen in mid-air. Benvenuto took two steps forward, and struck with his knife at Gherardo’s chest. The knife went in up to the hilt, but, because of the voluminous clothes he was wearing, it simply passed through his shirt and jacket just grazing Gherardo near to the shoulder.


He fell backwards from his stool, trying to avoid the blow, and hit his already bandaged head on the floor, knocking himself unconscious. The long dagger had a thin smear of blood on it.


Benvenuto, thinking he had killed the man, turned on the others. “Now for the rest of you Guasconti’s. Let me see what your guts look like!”


The women threw themselves on the ground, screaming for mercy.


By now Salvadore and Michele had got to their feet. Considering that there were only six people in the small room, two women and four men, and one of those unconscious, the noise was incredible: stools crashing over, the women wailing, Benvenuto bellowing insults and threats, and the two brothers shouting incoherently.


“Christ! He’s murdered Gherardo. He’s got a knife - he’s gone mad!”


“For God’s sake, stop him! Hit him with something!”


Salvadore picked up an iron shovel from the fireplace, and swung at Benvenuto, who ducked just in time. The heavy blade struck Michele flat in the face, smashing the bridge of his nose and opening a “V” shaped gash on his forehead. With Michele now out of the fight, Salvadore stepping over the spread-eagled Gherardo, took a heavy iron pot from the table, and hurled it at Benvenuto who was slowly advancing towards him. It missed and fell on one of the prostrate women, spilling boiling hot soup over her back.


In desperation, Salvadore snatched up the carving knife from the meat platter. Benvenuto raised his foot and kicked the table over, scattering plates, tureens, cutlery, fruit, meat and vegetables on the floor.


The corner of the heavy table landed across the crotch of the unfortunate Gherardo, while a dish of noodles slid over his chest, leaving a large stain of tomato sauce on it, heightening the impression that Benvenuto’s dagger had indeed inflicted a terrible, probably fatal, wound.


In the confusion, Benvenuto turned and fled. The servants who, attracted by the noise, were about to come into the room scattered as a screaming figure rushed through the door, waving a knife at them.


Benvenuto suddenly came to his senses, and realising what he had done, ran and ran until he found himself at the Church of Santa Maria Novella. The Friar was standing near the front.


“Father! Father! Save me!” begged Benvenuto. “I’ve committed a terrible sin. Give me Sanctuary”


“Don’t be frightened, my son, you will be safe here.”
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The Magistrate’s Court reconvened immediately they heard of the fracas and issued a warrant for Benvenuto’s arrest.


Giovanni went to the Magistrates. He fell on his knees and begged, “Please have mercy on my boy. He hasn’t really hurt anyone badly.”


“No?” said the President. “Well, it isn’t for want of trying. He provokes a fight in the street; he argues with the Court, even when we try to be lenient with him; he refuses to pay his fine; he escapes from custody; he attacks a witness with a knife, and mercifully just misses killing him, then he knocks him unconscious. The owner of the house has had his face smashed in, and his wife has been hit with a cooking pot full of broth and badly scalded. Then while the first man is still lying on the floor - dead for all he knew - your son drops a table right on his private parts, so that, never mind about having children, he may never pee straight again! Then, to finish it off, he wrecks Messer Guasconti’s house and threatens his servants with his dagger.


Exactly what do you think he has to do before he gets the punishment he deserves? Get up off your knees! You’re a good man. You deserve better from your son. You can do your praying tomorrow, just before we have him hanged.”
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When the Friar of Santa Maria Novella was sure that nobody had actually been killed, he sent word for Giovanni to come secretly and to bring Benvenuto’s horse.


“No one followed you, father, did they?” Benvenuto asked.


“No. I rode the horse, so they couldn’t even if they were watching the house. But you’ll have to be quick, just to be on the safe side.”


Giovanni pointed to two sacks tied to the saddle.


“I’ve brought all your things.”


Benvenuto opened the larger sack. It was full or clothes. On the top was a suit of chain mail. Benvenuto gave his father a puzzled look.


“It’s Cecchino’s. He brought it for you from the Military Academy.”


Benvenuto put it on and buckled his sword round his waist. The Friar gave him a monk’s habit as a disguise and he put that on over the armour. He pointed at the second sack.


“Your tools and your drawings are in there,” Giovanni explained. He paused. “Also your flute.”


Benvenuto shook his head and smiled for the first time that day.


They took him to the gate of San Pietro Gattolini which bars the road to Rome. Giovanni gave Benvenuto five gold crowns.


“It’s all I have. I saved it up. It came from you anyway. I expect when you get to Rome you will soon get work - a fine craftsman like you.”


He kissed Benvenuto on both cheeks and turned away as Benvenuto rode off.


Benvenuto never saw his father alive again.




Part II: The Craftsman
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When Benvenuto reached Rome, he found his route into the centre of the city blocked by a procession. He reined up his horse next to another rider at the back of the watching crowd.


“What’s going on?” he asked.


“Do you mean you haven’t heard?”


“No, I have only just arrived from….from Sienna.”


“The Pope has died.”


“Adrian VI ? Dead? You don’t mean it!”


“This is his funeral.”


Benvenuto sniffed disdainfully. “It looks like a pretty poor funeral for a Pope to me. Where are all the bands and choirs and soldiers? Where are the monks giving alms to the poor?”


“The old skinflint left instructions that not more than twenty five ducats were to be spent on his funeral.”


“Only twenty five ducats? My Grandmother’s funeral must have cost more than that!”


“Well he spent his whole fifteen months reign complaining that the Cardinals were all too extravagant and living in too much luxury. That was when he wasn’t worrying that someone was trying to poison him.”


“Poisoned? Do you mean he was poisoned? The Pope?”


“Well he wouldn’t be the first one to go that way, and there were plenty who didn’t like him because he was in favour of all this Reformation stuff, but I heard that he couldn’t…that he stopped passing water and he just swelled up and died.”


Benvenuto crossed himself. “I wonder who the new Pope will be.”


“Well we won’t know for a couple of months, until all the Cardinals arrive in Rome. Most of them haven’t even heard the news yet, of course. I only hope the new one is better for business than this fellow.”


Adrian’s cortege was just passing by.


“What business are you in, then?” Benvenuto asked.


“Me? I’m a landlord, but with all this austerity being preached by Adrian, some of my tenants have been having a hard time: robe-makers, glass workers, cabinet makers and so on. The ones who were worst hit were the goldsmiths because no one was ordering ornaments to give to the Church.”


“Goldsmiths? Do you have some goldsmiths as your tenants? “


“Just one.”


“I’m a goldsmith, too.”


“My tenant’s name is Lucagnolo. A nice chap. A bit rough: he comes from somewhere in the country, Jesi, I think. He used to work for the painter, Raphael, but he started up on his own after he died. He makes beautiful bowls and vases.”


“Well, I came here looking for work. Can you tell me how to find this, what’s his name? Lucagnolo.”


“Better than that, I’ll take you to him. Come on, there’s nothing more to be seen here.”
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Benvenuto agreed to go to work for Lucagnolo and a sort of friendly rivalry soon grew up between them as to who could earn more for the business.


This rivalry suited Lucagnolo very well, because he won either way, due to the custom of the trade, which was that one-third of Benvenuto’s earnings went to him as Master of the workshop.
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Benvenuto and Lucagnolo did not bother to join the crowds who waited in front of the Vatican that November while the Sacred College of Cardinals were locked in the Sistine Chapel to elect a new Pope.


“We’re far too busy trying to earn a few ducats to waste time on all that nonsense,” Lucagnolo growled. “Besides, I’ve seen it all before. It takes days and days while they haggle between themselves. It’s got nothing to do with who will be the best Pope. It’s all politics, or who’ll promise the most to the others. You know, ‘I’ll make your brother a Cardinal and your cousin a Bishop.’ Worse than that: poor Cardinals have suddenly become rich ones after an election. Sometimes when they really can’t agree, they pick a stop-gap and hope he won’t last too long - just like Adrian.”


Much later that day, they heard the sound of cheering from in front of St. Peter’s, and a few minutes later a passer-by shouted through the door of the shop,


“He’s going to be called Clement VII.”


The man made as if to rush off, but Lucagnolo called him back. “Hey! Wait a moment. Never mind what his new name is, who is he?”


“Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici. From Florence.”


Benvenuto let out a whoop of pleasure.


“A friend of yours?” Lucagnolo asked sarcastically.


“He certainly is,” Benvenuto replied. “He was always doing things for my father. He was the one who took an interest in my career - if you can call sending me to Bologna to study music, taking an interest. Anyway,” he said, clapping Lucagnolo on the back, “how’s that for having a friend at Court? And what a friend! You can’t go any higher.”


“Well, unless you plan on just popping into his Palace and asking to see him, or hope to bump into him in the street, you had better write and remind him of your existence. If you are lucky, maybe your letter will eventually get past all his clerks and reach him.”


Benvenuto did just that, and shortly afterwards received his first major commission from the Spanish Bishop of Salamanca, who ordered a pair of gold candlesticks. Because he realised that this was a chance to begin to build his reputation amongst rich patrons, and more important, perhaps get some work from the Pope himself, Benvenuto was determined that these would be the finest pieces he had ever made.


They were large and tall, to take the fat yellowy-white candles which the Bishop used on the altar of his private chapel. Being gold, they were, of course hollow but with a wide top and base, but the bottoms were extra heavy so that that even when carrying long candles, they would not topple over.


Remembering old Marcone’s advice when he had first gone to work, Benvenuto made sure that the bases were richly and elaborately ornamented with designs of fruit and leaves and flowers that twined their way up the stem in a complicated pattern until they reached the candle cups at the top; these he decorated with motifs referring to the various events in the Bishop’s career, each separated by either his family coat of arms, the arms of the City of Salamanca, or a Bishop’s Mitre.
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“Did he like them?” Lucagnolo asked when Benvenuto returned to the workshop after delivering the Bishop’s altar pieces.


“Like? He didn’t just like them. He loved them He was delighted with them. He was enraptured with them. He……”


“Yes, yes, I get the idea,” Lucagnolo interrupted, “but while the tears of gratitude were still wet on his face, how much did you charge him?”


“Naturally we didn’t discuss anything as vulgar as money. After all I am an artist and he is a nobleman.”


“You try telling our butcher that!” Lucagnolo snorted.


“He did supply me with the gold I was to use.” Lucagnolo started to go red in the face.


Benvenuto pulled a purse from the pouch at his waist. “Now calm down. Here’s your share.” He counted out some coins and dropped them into Lucgnolo’s hand.


“That’s a third of what he paid you?”


“Give or take a few scudi.”


“You were right; he must have been pleased.”


“More than that. He’s ordered something else. A silver water jug. Do you realise what that means?” Benvenuto could not contain his excitement any longer. “It means that I have got myself my first patron!”


Lucagnolo clapped Benvenuto on the back.” Well, that’s a good excuse for us to go to the tavern, and as you’ve got more money in your pocket than I have, I’ll let you pay for the wine.
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They were half way through their second flagon of wine and Lucagnolo was sitting with his stool tilted slightly, his back leaning against the wall, with his legs stretched out in front of him. His speech was slightly slurred.


“So, my young rival, if you are going up in the world, there’s another lot of studying you’ve got to do.”


“What’s that?”


“Sculpture and painting.”


“I’ve seen every statue of Michelangelo’s in Florence.”


“Seen is not the same as ‘studied’. Well, there are plenty more of them here in Rome, and by lots of other sculptors, too. And if you’re so keen on Michelangelo, spend some time in the Sistine Chapel and look at the ceiling he painted. It’s a dozen, no thirteen or fourteen years since he finished it, and I still keep finding new things in it.”


“Why must I study painting? I like them well enough, and I do draw - quite well if I do say so myself, but what good’s painting - proper painting - to a goldsmith?”


“You do working drawings for your own use. If you want to sell an idea to a customer, a beautiful painting is better than anything that even a great talker like you can say.”


Lucagnolo took another mouthful of wine. “Would you like to look around the Farnesina Palace?”


“In the Via della Lungara? What’s there? Who does it belong to?”


“Gismondo Chigi. Don’t you know the story of the Chigi’s?”


Benvenuto shook his head, and Lucagnolo settled himself more comfortably.


“Gismondo’s older brother was Augustino Chigi. He was a banker, probably the most important one in Europe. And rich, you’ve got no idea! His income was nearly ninety thousand ducats a year. You know that’s about thirty times what the Pope gets!”


“He knew how to spend it, too. He once gave a dinner for Pope Leo X in his loggia next to the River Tiber. Just to impress everyone, he said that the same silver was not to be used twice, so after each course, the servants threw all the plates and dishes over the balcony into the water.”


Benvenuto gave a gasp. “He must have been stark raving mad!”


“No, of course he wasn’t that stupid. He had had nets spread out in the river, and next morning they just fished everything up again.


Anyway, I asked you, would you like to see inside Chigi’s Palace? You can study the paintings there in privacy.”


“How can you arrange that?”


“I worked for Raphael, remember? Some of my pieces are in the Palace, and I did some of the embellishments, too. Gold leaf work, chapel furnishings and that sort of stuff.”


Benvenuto was genuinely grateful “Yes, I’d like to go. Thanks.”


“I’ll speak to Madonna Porzia, that’s Gismondo’s wife. She’s a lot younger than he is. A real beauty. She likes to encourage artists. Especially young ones,” he added with a leer.


Lucagnolo signalled the innkeeper for more wine. “You’re still paying,” he said.
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The Loggia of Psyche in the Farnesina Palace had been designed for Augustino Chigi by the architect Baldessare Peruzzi. It had arches opening onto the Palace gardens, and had been decorated by the artist, Raphael, with tapestries and garlands of fruits and flowers so that it gave the impression that the real flower pergolas in the gardens reached right into the house.


Benvenuto was working on a sketch of Raphael’s figure of Jupiter which he later intended to make in a reduced size, first in wax, and then in silver or bronze.


Madonna Porzia had noticed him about her house on several occasions. On this particular day, she had been walking in the garden with her friend, Lucia Bramante. When the two women saw Benvenuto at work, they stopped. Benvenuto rose to his feet.


“Please carry on,” said Porzia. “If it will not disturb you, I would like to watch you for a while.”


She turned to Lucia and said, in a whispered aside that Benvenuto could not fail to hear, “Don’t you think he’s handsome?”


“Tell me, young man, what is your name?”


“Benvenuto Cellini.”


“Ah yes, you’re the goldsmith Lucagnolo sent here. How very interesting. You know, Lucia, I’ve never had a goldsmith before.”


She turned back to Benvenuto, who was beginning to feel uncomfortably warm. “Studying in the house I mean. Tell me, Master Cellini, being a goldsmith, do you know anything about jewels?”


“Of course. In fact, I am considered to be an expert.” Benvenuto could never miss an opportunity to boast.


“Really? Well I certainly intend to find out how good you are.” She unfastened the brooch she was wearing. It was a lily made of magnificent diamonds, set in gold. “How much would you say that was worth, master goldsmith?”


Benvenuto examined it carefully. “I would reckon it at about eight hundred Crowns.”


“Why, that’s exactly right!” Porzia exclaimed.


“But,” Benvenuto continued, “it could be made to be worth much more. The setting is old and could be greatly improved. Like this.” He quickly drew a design, putting Lucagnolo’s advice into practice.


“Very nice,” Porzia handed him back the lily. “Here, take it and re-set it, just as you’ve sketched, and here’s twenty crowns to buy materials. You have two weeks from today, and you will give me back the gold from the old setting.”


“But Porzia,” Lucia interjected,” you don’t even know who this young man is. He might be tempted to run away with all that.”


“Oh pooh! Lucagnolo sent him and that’s good enough for me. Besides, I can recognise honesty when I see it, just as I can recognise talent. But in any case, I think Benvenuto will find that I will reward him very well, very well indeed if he does the sort of things I like.”


She smiled again and Benvenuto actually blushed.


“Come,” she said to Lucia, “let’s go up to my chamber. I’ve just thought of something I want to show you.”


The two women left, hand in hand, giggling.


Benvenuto found his own hands were trembling.
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Before Benvenuto started to work on the new setting, he very carefully studied the old one.


Then he prepared a series of design drawings, similar to the sketch he had prepared for Madonna Porzia, but now each one was finely outlined in ink and painted in water-colours. He laid the sketches on his bench, rejecting them one after another, until he was left with the one he preferred.


Finally, he made an impression of the old setting in soft wax before he broke it up. He took all the diamonds and “boiled” them in a solution of soda and lye, carefully skimming off the scum which constantly floated to the top of the pot, until the stones were all free of grease and dirt, and shone brilliantly against the dark piece of cloth on which he laid them to dry.


Lucagnolo did not conceal his amusement at these elaborate preparations.


“What a waste of time this is, Benvenuto. You can earn much more money if you help me with some silver bowls. You know we can sell them over the counter of the shop as fast as we make them. And talking about silver, you would be doing yourself more good if you made a start on the Bishop of Salamanca’s jug.”


“I’m still thinking about it. I have something special in mind, but I haven’t finished working it out yet.”


Lucagnolo laughed. “Look, I started on this wine cooler the same time as you began fiddling around with that gee-gaw. You know who it’s for? The Pope, himself! If he’s pleased, then we’ll have Cardinals and Bishops standing in line for our work! I’ll tell you what, I’ll finish my piece and you finish yours, and we’ll see who gets paid the most. What’ll you wager? Five crowns?”


Benvenuto did not actually know what he was likely to be paid, but his pride would not let him hesitate even for a moment.


“You’re on. Now clear off, I’ve got a masterpiece to make.”
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Benvenuto reset the diamonds in the shape of a lily, as before, but this time he made the flower appear to be in a slender vase. The vase itself was also gold, but decorated with little masks and animals, each individually and exquisitely and painstakingly enamelled with a fine brush. The handles of the vase were miniature cherubs, also enamelled.


The job took Benvenuto twelve days.
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Benvenuto sent a note, carefully written in his finest script:


“Benvenuto Cellini presents his compliments to the Madonna Chigi, and begs to inform her that the work which she graciously condescended to commission from him is completed.


He respectfully enquires when he may have the honour of submitting it to her for her approval.”


The terse answer was written at the bottom of his own letter:


“Master Cellini should attend upon Madonna Chigi on Thursday at the hour of nine in the evening.”


The reply was unsigned.
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The door to the Chigi pallazzo was opened by an elderly maidservant.


“I am Benvenuto Cellini. The Madonna is expecting me.”


“Yes sir, she is. Will you please go up the stairs? The second door to the right.”


The woman led Benvenuto to the foot of the staircase, curtsied, and left him to find his own way.


The second door led into Porzia’s private sitting room, adjoining her bedroom.


A red silk floral carpet covered the centre of the white marble floor. Two long divans were either side of a low table upon which was a bowl of fruit, a silver wine jug and some silver goblets. Next to the open door of the bedroom there stood a sideboard with a silver bowl of flowers on it. A heavy wooden table and a carved chair under the window completed the furnishings.


Although there were five-foot high multi-branched candelabra in each corner of the room, and smaller candle holders on the table and sideboard, the only illumination in the room came from a log fire burning in the chimney, and from four large candles, two on either side of the grate.


More light came into the room from the unshuttered windows, through which the almost full moon shone out of the clear sky.


Madonna Porzia Chigi was tall, with thick black hair which she wore parted down the middle, and gathered with a jewelled comb at the nape of her slender neck. She had brown, almost almond-shaped eyes with thin, finely arched brows. Her dark complexioned face was a perfect oval, and there were dimples at either side of her mouth.


She came from her bedroom, walking with an undulating movement of her slim figure that showed she knew she was being noticed and admired.


She was wearing a sleeveless, white silk toga decorated with the “Greek Key” pattern in gold thread. The robe was fitted at the waist, but the folds of material at the bust could not conceal the movement underneath.


As she stopped to greet Benvenuto, he could see her figure silhouetted against the firelight through material that was so fine that it clung to her legs and whispered as she moved.
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Benvenuto reached into his pouch. “I have brought the Madonna’s jewel.”


“Not so fast, Benvenuto Cellini. We have plenty of time, I promise you. I am sure you have got exactly what I want. First, let me offer you some wine. Sit down,” she commanded, “Next to me.”


Benvenuto was pleased to do so. He was sure that this disturbing woman could see how his knees were trembling. She filled his goblet and Benvenuto took a sip. It was thick and red and fruity.


“What wine is this? I’ve never tasted any like this before.”


“It comes from Verona.”


Benvenuto nodded. “Over two hundred and fifty miles,” he thought to himself. With transport by horse or ox-cart only, everyone, except the very wealthy, drank his local wine and no other.


“I’m afraid I can’t introduce you to my husband. He’s gone to Naples to attend to his boring banking business. However, I am sure that we shall be able to arrange the matter of your reward to our mutual satisfaction.”


“I shall leave myself in your Ladyship’s hands,” said Benvenuto politely.


Porzia looked at him. “So you shall. Now let me see the jewel.”


Benvenuto held out the soft chamois in which it was wrapped. Cool slim fingers slid down his as she took the package.


She undid the leather purse. “It’s really beautiful, even in this light,” she exclaimed. “It’s even better than you said it would be. You must tell me what you want from me in return. Ask for anything you desire.”


“Madonna, the fact that it pleases you is reward enough for me!”


“Is it indeed? My dear Benvenuto, I am going to see that you are properly rewarded. If you won’t say what you really want, I shall make up your mind for you.” She smiled the same smile that she had that first day.


“First,” she said, “since I already respect your professional opinion, I would like your views about something else. Do you know anything about ivory inlay work?”


“Yes, my father is a craftsman in that trade. I learned all about it from him.”


“Are you an expert in everything then?” Without waiting for an answer, she went on, “Come with me. You’ve heard of my late brother-in-law’s famous silver and ivory bed. I’d like to know what you think of it.”


She took him by the hand and led him into the bedroom.


“It’s magnificent,” Benvenuto said, hoarsely.


“No, not the bed. This.”


She crossed her arms and undid the clasps at her shoulders. Her dress slowly began to slip down over her breasts, her hips and her thighs and then lay curled, like a sensuous animal around her ankles. She stepped out of it, and, arms outstretched, she reached for him.
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Benvenuto was awakened from a deep sleep, feeling wrung out and empty.


“Come on, my goldsmith, it is time for you to go. It will soon be dawn and the servants will be up.”


Benvenuto dressed in silence. When he was done, he opened his mouth to speak. Porzia put her fingers to his lips.


“Don’t say anything. Go now. I think I shall have a lot more for you to do for me very soon, and I will send payment for the lily later in the day.”


“I want no payment,” Benvenuto stammered. “You have already given me more than I dared to hope for.”


“Don’t let’s start that discussion again now. I haven’t got the strength.”
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The sky was just changing from the pale yellow of the Roman dawn to bright blue when Benvenuto reached the workshop. Lucagnolo was already at his bench. Benvenuto tapped him on the shoulder.


“You’re in early. Couldn’t you sleep?”


Lucagnolo glanced up. “God, you look terrible. Where have you been all night? Out drinking?”


“Something like that.”


“I’ve been waiting to show you this.” He stacked some silver coins in front of him. “Twenty-five giulios. From the Pope for the wine cooler.”


“Very fair,” Benvenuto commented.


“Fair? It’s generous - damn generous, and you know it! Have you been paid for your little flower yet?”


Benvenuto was silent.


“Ha! I thought not! And you won’t be. I’m sorry, it was a nice piece.”


“And I’ll get a good price for it!”


“We shall see.” Lucagnolo turned back to his bench, chuckling, “Twenty five giulios from His Holiness and a five crown wager with His Foolishness. Not a bad start to a working day!”


In the early afternoon, the maid who had let Benvenuto into the Palazzo brought a small leather purse and a note, placed it on the bench and backed out of the workroom without looking at him or saying a word.


Lucagnolo snatched up the note and read it aloud.





“When the poor give to the rich, the Devil has a good laugh. This purse will ensure that God is not denied.”


“What does all that rubbish mean? Who’s it from? It’s not signed. Come on, open the pouch.”


Benvenuto cut the seal and undid the thong. He slowly and dramatically tipped the contents onto the bench. There were ten gold coins and a twist of paper with the gold scrap from the old setting of the brooch.


“That’s about four times what you got paid,” Benvenuto gloated, “and I still have another five crowns to come for the bet.”


With bad grace, Lucagnolo flung some money on the bench. “Here you are then. Anyway,” he said,” at least I have the satisfaction that I get a third of everything that you got out of the job!”


“Not a third of everything,” Benvenuto replied, and collapsed on to his stool, laughing uncontrollably.
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Charles V was King of Spain, King of Naples, and ruler of Milan and the Netherlands. He was also the Holy Roman Emperor. Spain had acquired enormous wealth as a result of its recent conquests in South America, particularly Mexico. In thanks for this bounty, Charles had begun to build a new Cathedral at Salamanca, and he nominated the Bishop of Salamanca as his Ambassador to the Pope.


The Bishop, Benvenuto’s first wealthy patron, was, therefore, the most important diplomat at the Roman Court, but no sooner had Benvenuto got his second influential patron, Madonna Porzia Chigi, than he found himself embroiled in a bitter dispute with him, in which Benvenuto somehow managed both to offend and publicly humiliate this powerful man.
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Benvenuto had opened his own workshop, taking advantage of the commissions he was getting from Madonna Porzia and her friends, as well as work that Lucagnolo was sub-contracting to him. Lucagnolo had even helped him to fit up the studio and, after a mock argument about whether Benvenuto was entitled to have his sign higher up the wall than he did, “assisted” Benvenuto and his neighbours to drink the several flagons of wine that Porzia had sent as a house-warming present.
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Benvenuto took over three months to complete the Bishop’s second commission, an “acquierra”, a silver water jug that was more a ceremonial ornament than for every-day use.


The main reason for the long delay was the complexity of the design that the Bishop’s artist had prepared, and which Benvenuto had characteristically made even more elaborate.


The jug was to be about twenty two inches high, egg shaped, decorated in the fashion of the day with animal masks and leaves, and with a wide pouring lip at the top.


The first thing that Benvenuto had to do was to melt the silver. He chose the type of furnace favoured by Florentine goldsmiths. He took a number of strips of clean, rust-free new iron, each about three-quarters of an inch wide and a quarter of an inch thick and wove them into a dome shape. At the base of the dome he made a grating, which stood on four iron feet.


All the ironwork was coated, inside and out, a quarter of an inch thick, with a paste made from clay and cloth parings. Then he made the brick furnace from the same clay, also strengthened with cloth parings and placed a terra cotta tile on top.


The iron crucible which was also scrupulously clean, was rubbed inside and out with olive oil and filled with pieces of silver. Then coals were lit, and, gradually creating its own strong updraft, the furnace became tremendously hot.


When the silver melted, it looked like bright water. Benvenuto threw a handful of tartar on the top and laid an oil-soaked cloth over the crucible to avoid spilling any of the silver when he took it off the fire.


He quickly poured the liquid metal into moulds which were held together with clamps and sealed with clay to stop the silver from running out. When the casting had cooled, it was taken from the mould and the rough edges were pared off; then it was heated again until it was red hot and scraped smooth.


The pressure of the moulding had left it slightly oval in shape, so now it had to be heated yet again, but not too much because it might crack or split. When it was hot enough Benvenuto inverted it over a wooden pole and gently beat it with a hammer. Then he re-heated and beat it another four times until he was satisfied that the shape was perfect and that as much of the metal as possible was either in the base or in the widest part of the bulge. For this shaping process, Benvenuto relied mostly on his practiced craftsman’s eye, but nevertheless frequently checked his work with callipers.


At this stage, the jug was about two inches wider than its finished form, so, using special hammers, Benvenuto began gently beating it in a spiral motion until it gradually reduced to the desired dimensions, assisted all the time by carved wooden poles - just like cobblers’ lasts or hatters’ blocks which also helped him to form the shape of the neck. He had to take great care to keep the metal an even thickness - no weak points and no unwanted “fat” ones, and he removed all surface imperfections as he went along.


Now he was ready to decorate the jug. He filled it with melted pitch which was allowed to harden. Then he divided the body into sections and, using a bright, fine, metal stylus, scored the outside with drawings of birds and animals and flowers that he had been instructed to do. He filled up the score marks with ink to make the drawings show up, and, using a four ounce hammer, he went round the edges of the drawings with punches of differing sizes but all shaped like a letter “C”.


The pitch was gently melted out over a slow fire and the inside of the jug was cleaned with a tartar and salt solution. Next an iron rod with a blunt horn-like end (called a caccianfuori) was fastened in a clamp, and the jug was positioned over it with the end of the horn inside, touching one of the figures. Benvenuto struck a gentle blow at end of the rod; the force passed through the rod and transmitted itself to the silver which welled up or bossed out in the shape that had been punched from the outside.


Each of the designs was treated in the same way, and then Benvenuto repeated the process of filling the jug with pitch, punching from the outside and tapping from the inside until he was satisfied that every figure was perfect.


The jug would, of course, be lifted by its handle, and it was here that Benvenuto introduced his own invention: he made the handle spring-loaded. When the jug was lifted, its own weight caused it to drop down the handle and a lid covering the lip opened so that the jug could be filled or its contents poured out. When the jug was standing and the handle released, it snapped back into place and the lid closed.
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The Bishop was so furious at having been kept waiting for his ornament, that when Benvenuto called to deliver it, he refused to see him.


“His Grace is very busy at the moment and says that you should leave the - the object with me,” was the message that Benvenuto got from the Bishop’s butler.


“I’ll wait.”


“You won’t.”


“I’ll come back another time, then.”


“You won’t. Not unless you are sent for. You heard what his Grace commanded. Give it to me.”


The butler held out his hand and Benvenuto reluctantly handed over the velvet-lined box. “Um…Er..It’s customary for payment to be made on delivery,” he said somewhat diffidently.


“Well, you will just have to wait until the Bishop has seen it. I will let you know when. Good day to you.”


The butler opened the door in a gesture that could not be mistaken, and Benvenuto found himself standing disconsolately in the street, with the door slammed shut behind him.


“So he’s sorry about the delay,” the Bishop grumbled. “Said it was a very difficult piece of work, did he? Well what about all the time he wasted doing work for that Chigi woman and her friends? She’s actually going round boasting that she has discovered a marvellous new artist. She did? Who gave him his first job? Me!”


The Bishop examined the jug lovingly. “It’s very beautiful, no doubt about that. He wants payment on delivery, does he? Ha! I swear to God,” he thundered, “that I will take as long to pay him as he took to make it!”
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Six weeks later, the Bishop’s Butler was foolishly playing with the lid when he broke it. None of the other members of the Guild of Goldsmiths would touch it and the Butler realised that the only thing for him to do was to get Benvenuto to repair it before the Bishop found out.


The Butler was a short, fat, balding man whose wispy beard could not hide his flabby rows of chins. The Bishop obviously did not pay or outfit his servants too generously either. The man was dressed in a coarse, dingy, black woollen robe, the hem of which was not only stained with the mud and indescribable filth that covered the streets of Rome, but also it was badly frayed, too.


By the time the Butler had climbed the steep flight of stairs leading to Benvenuto’s workroom, he was out of breath and sweating. He leaned against the door-post, clutching his side. Benvenuto looked up from his bench. He was not going to speak first. “I wonder if he’s brought my money,” he thought. “No, he’s got the jug in its box. The Bishop can’t be sending it back - it was his own silver I used. I wonder what’s wrong.”


“Ahem. Messer Cellini.”


“Yes?” Benvenuto growled.


“The jug is broken.”


“Broken? How?”


“I was - er - I was cleaning it, yes, cleaning it, when it broke. It was an accident, but his Grace will be furious when - if - he finds out.”


“I shouldn’t wonder. I hear it is very hard to get reliable domestic help these days.”


The Butler ignored the insult. “Can you repair it?”


“If I made it, I can repair it. Show me.”


He gave the jug an almost perfunctory glance. The hinge was made of a slender silver rod. The metal was too soft for the lid mechanism it operated. Benvenuto decided to replace it with an iron one, capped at the exposed ends with silver studs. “Every day you learn something new,” he thought to himself. “How long will it take?” the Butler asked impatiently.


“Two hours, fourteen minutes and twenty-eight seconds,” Benvenuto grunted as he turned back to the piece of jewellery on his bench.


The Butler stood at the door for a few moments, but when Benvenuto continued to ignore him, he turned and walked cautiously down the rickety stairway.
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The Butler returned three hours later. Benvenuto heard him climbing slowly up the stairs and met him at the doorway. The man tried to pretend he was not panting.


“Is the jug ready?”


“Yes.”


“Good! The Bishop wants to show it to someone tonight. Quickly! Let me have it.”


“Have what?” Benvenuto asked, innocently.


“The Bishop’s jug, you fool! What else?”


“It’s not the Bishop’s jug. It’s mine.”


“What? What on earth are you talking about?”


“It’s quite simple,” Benvenuto explained. “The law says that until I’m paid, then I can keep it. Just like the Bishop’s pawnbroker does.”


The Butler realised that Benvenuto had tricked him. He reached for his sword with one pudgy hand and tried to push the door of the workroom further open with the other.


Benvenuto stopped him, and at the same time drew his own dagger.


“You’re not going to have it. You can tell the Bishop from me that until I get paid, it won’t leave this studio again. Now clear off!”


“Clear off? Who do you think you are speaking to, you - you tradesman?” He made the word sound like an insult. “Do you realise that I am the major-domo to his Grace the Bishop of Salamanca, the representative of the Holy Roman Emperor?”


“For all I care you can be the keeper of the Pope’s personal chamber pot!” replied Benvenuto. “Anyway, what’s a ‘major-domo’? A glorified footman, that’s all.”


“I’ll have you know that I - I - I,” the Butler spluttered.


He was so angry, he could not think what to say. “I’m very important!” The words came out as a sort of squeak.


“Important? You? Ha!” Benvenuto gave a snort of derision.


“You’re just about as important as a fart in a thunder storm! You just don’t realise the extent of your own insignificance! Now are you going to leave on your own, or would you like me to kick you down the stairs?”


The Butler realised that bluster would not work. He fell to his knees. “Please, Master Goldsmith, please let me have the jug. I promise that I’ll see the Bishop pays you, but I must take it now or I don’t know what he’ll do to me.”


“Money on the table,” replied Benvenuto. “That’s my rule for dealing with you Spanish thieves. No Roman artist can be insulted by having to wait for his fee. Bring money. Lots of it. It’s a very valuable jug. I hope the Bishop only needs it to keep medicine in. But, no money, no jug; no money, no jug; no money, no jug.” He repeated the phrase like a childish chant, as he slammed the door in the Butler’s face.


“I’ll be back directly,” the Butler shouted, “and with enough people to cut you to pieces!”
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Benvenuto did not need to be warned twice. For the protection of his new workroom, he had bought an arquebus. This was a gun of a type that had only been recently developed. The ingenious Italian gunsmiths had reduced the weight to a mere thirty pounds, so it could actually be carried and fired from the hand instead of from a tripod! The addition of the newly invented matchlock, instead of the old lighted fuse which had had to be pushed down the touch-hole, meant it could be fired without losing the aim. The three-foot long barrel made it a little unsuitable for the use that Benvenuto had in mind, but he felt it would give him an advantage in the first instance.


He carefully loaded it with a handful of pellets.


The Butler soon returned with several of the Bishop’s servants, all carrying swords. They stood at the foot of the stairs, looking up.


“There he is. Some of you give the insolent peasant the thrashing he deserves, and the rest of you get the jug. You needn’t be too gentle how you search for it either.”


“Really?” As they started up the stairs, Benvenuto revealed the gun he had hidden behind the door. “I think I hear a crowd of Spanish burglars plotting to loot a Roman shop, so I’ll have to protect myself, won’t I? I don’t know, Master Butler, how much the Bishop pays you, but I hope it’s a lot. I hope it’s enough to make it worth your while to die for him, because if you and your gang of thieves are still here by the time I count to one, you’ll have an extra navel - about the size of an orange. Now let me see. How do you fire one of these things?”


He pretended to fiddle with the firing mechanism. “First I think you pull this thing back like this….”


He looked up. The Spaniards were gone.
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There was no way that the story of how Benvenuto had seized the jug back could be kept a secret - not with half a dozen of the Bishop’s servants involved, and with Benvenuto himself boasting about it to anyone who would listen.


The problem was now how to resolve the dispute without further loss of dignity by the Bishop.


Porzia Chigi persuaded her husband, Gismondo, to act as an intermediary. Since the Bishop refused to offer a price for Benvenuto’s labour, the banker arranged for Lucagnolo to give a valuation. Although he was a friend of Benvenuto, this was a task he was often called on to perform by goldsmiths and their customers, and he had a reputation for scrupulous fairness and accuracy.


Next, the Bishop gave Chigi his personal assurance that he would pay the sum he owed immediately on delivery and that Benvenuto would not be harmed in any way.


Despite the promise of a safe conduct, Benvenuto took the precaution of putting on his brother’s suit of chain mail under his clothes, and of arming himself with a dagger before he went to the Bishop’s palace at the agreed time.


There were about twenty clerics and members of the Bishop’s staff drawn up in two intimidating lines when Benvenuto was admitted to the reception room. He had nervously to “walk the gauntlet” until he reached the Bishop who was standing at the end of the two rows.


Benvenuto stopped a few feet from the Bishop. He neither bowed nor gave any other sign of respect. He said nothing.


The Bishop began shouting at Benvenuto in Spanish. Benvenuto hardly understood a word, although the Bishop’s tone was clear enough. He stared fixedly at a point just above the Bishop’s nose and still said nothing. The Bishop became even more enraged. He called to his secretary,


“Bring this - this - this person pen and paper and ink.”


He glared at Benvenuto and said in Italian, “You will write a receipt in your own hand; you will acknowledge that you have had your money and that you are satisfied.”


Benvenuto spoke for the first time. “Indeed, I shall be pleased to do so, your Grace, just as soon as my money is in my hand.”


The Bishop’s face went red with rage. Before he could say anything more, Benvenuto continued, “No money, no jug. No money, no receipt. Are we agreed, my Lord Bishop, or do I have your gracious permission to leave?”


“Give him his money,” the Bishop said to his Secretary, “and get a receipt.”


As the Bishop walked away, he flung out a threat, “I only hope you live long enough to spend it!”


Benvenuto had the last word. “Amen,” he said.
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When Lucagnolo came visiting one evening, he found Benvenuto sitting at his kitchen table, fiddling with a silver see-saw. It was about seven inches long and four inches high with a little man at each end.


Benvenuto slid a tankard in Lucagnolo’s direction and silently pointed to the wine flagon and bowl of fruit.


“Thanks,” Lucagnolo said as he sat down. “Who did you make that toy for?”


“Me. I made it for myself. That’s me at this end.”


“Who’s the other fellow?” Lucagnolo touched the figure of a thin man with a bent back, dressed in a monk’s robe with a cowl covering his head. Benvenuto had made the eyes out of two dark red garnets.


“I don’t know, really. I just see him sometimes when I have a nightmare. Here, look at this.”


He took his hands away and the figures balanced by themselves. Then he inserted a short silver rod into a hole under one of the seats, and that end sank down.


“Why are you down and him up?”


“It goes either way, but that’s how things are with me at the moment. That’s how it always is. Sometimes up; sometimes down. More down than up, but only two weeks ago I was more up than I have ever been in all my life and now look where I am.”


He pointed miserably at the see-saw.


“Why? What’s wrong?”


“Wrong? Well I’ve lost the Bishop of Salamanca as a customer for a start, and I wouldn’t be surprised if that fat pig isn’t trying to tell all the other diplomats that I tried to rob him.”


“No, on the contrary, the Pope is letting everyone know how pleased he is that you took a Spaniard down a peg or two. You know there’s going to be trouble with the King of Spain before long. A war maybe.”


“Don’t talk to me about the Pope. So far he’s done nothing for me, except, you know what? He’s making me play my damned flute at his August festival at the Belvedere Palace! ‘For the sake of your respected father, my son!’ Peh!”


“He sent the Bishop to you, and also the Standard Bearer of Rome.”


“Governor Ceserino? Another marvellous customer! Just as bad as the other one.”


“Why? I gave a very high valuation on that hat badge you made for him.”


“Yes? Now let me show you something.” Benvenuto crossed to a cupboard, unlocked it, and took out a velvet wrapped package.


“Here it is. The Standard Bearer’s hat badge. The story of Leda and the Swan turned into a breathtaking example of the jewellers art, even if I do say so myself! Zeus, the king of the gods comes down to Earth in the form of a Swan and impregnates Leda, the Queen of Sparta. She lays two eggs and hatches Helen of Troy and Castor and Pollox, the Heavenly Twins.”


“I don’t suppose the King of Sparta believed her,” said Lucagnolo.


Benvenuto ignored the interruption. “See, here’s the story all painted in enamel on gold. A back view of an almost undraped Leda looking at the Swan to her right. Look at the detail in the tapestry, and her necklace is made of real jewels. And there’s Cupid and his bow. I even picked out the city gate, brick by brick. Do you know how long it took to make that filigree surround? Lilies set with four square rubies and four diamonds!”


“I agree it’s very beautiful and very complicated to make,” Lucagnolo said, “that’s why I set the price that I did.”


“Yes, but Ceserino says he can’t afford it! I’m not going to let him have it for less or they’ll all be doing the same thing.”


Lucagnolo nodded in agreement. “So what will you do, break it up?”


“Never! My work is not for melting, I’ve told you that before. No, I’m stuck with it until I find another customer. The trouble is that seeing that I was dealing with the Governor, I paid for the materials. Nearly all my money is tied up in that thing!”


Benvenuto locked it back in the cupboard.


“Never mind,” Lucagnolo said, “there’s still Madonna Chigi and her rich friends.”


“Yes, Madonna Porzia Chigi and her lady friends!” Another voice came from the adjoining room.


Benvenuto looked up. Standing in the doorway was a statuesque, busty, farm girl and a complete contrast to Madonna Porzia, of whom he was secretly overawed.


“Pantisilea darling!” he said, “How about some wine?”


“Don’t you ‘darling’ me when you’re talking about that woman! I don’t think you have to sleep with her each time you deliver her something. And how many designs do you have to show her for each piece? “


“It’s good for business, and if it’s good for business, then it’s good for you, too.”


“Good for me?” said Pantisilea. “How?”


“Well, you’re eating aren’t you?” replied Benvenuto.





[image: images]


Pantisilea stared morosely at her breakfast, then pushed it away with a gesture of irritation which Benvenuto pretended not to notice.


“By the way, we’re going to the Artists’ Circle Dinner tomorrow night. Guilio Romano is going to be Master of Ceremonies,” he said.


“We are going, are we? Who are you going with, then?”


“You, of course.”


“Oh no! You’ve known the date for weeks, but this is the first time you’ve mentioned it. Yes, I’m going, but not with you. Luigi Pulci has already asked me.”


“Pulci the poet! No! Say you don’t mean it!” Benvenuto leaned back in his chair, his hands on either side of his head. A broad grin spread over his face.


“Do you know how mixed up he is? His father was beheaded for incest. I knew your Luigi in Florence, when he was living with the Bishop of Lucca. The Bishop threw him out when he caught the French Pox from one of his other boyfriends. That’s why he came to Rome. He must like the Church, though,” Benvenuto sneered, “I hear he’s living with another Bishop now.”


“So you won’t have anything to be jealous about then, will you? And maybe another time you won’t take me for granted.”


“ I’m certainly not going alone. You know the rule. If anyone turns up without a woman, he has to pay for the whole dinner. I’m not going to do that!”


“Ask who you like Why not one of those whores from the town. I’ll tell you what. That’s just given me an idea. Why don’t you ask Madonna Porzia?” she suggested brightly, with which she flounced out of the kitchen.
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By the morning of the dinner, Benvenuto had a problem. He had been unable to find another woman guest.


Pantisilea was wrong: he certainly was not going to demean himself by taking a prostitute from off the streets, but equally, he did not want to suffer the ridicule of his friends if he went alone, nor the indignity of having to pay the bill.


Then he had an idea. Living nearby was a Physician who had a fourteen year old son, Silvio. The boy was slim, with smooth delicate features, long slender hands, and a voice that had not yet broken.


Because he was intent on studying Latin, he rarely went out, and none of Benvenuto’s friends were likely to know him even though Benvenuto had done drawings of him several times.


“Look,” he said to Silvio, “I just want to play a trick on all those artists. They’re so pompous, they believe they know everything there is about the human body. Well, let’s show them they can’t even tell the difference between a girl and a boy!”


“Yes, but wearing girl’s clothes - I don’t know.”


“Come on, it’s just for a lark, and I’ll tell you what, how much do I pay you for being a model? Three scudi? I’ll give you five, and you’ll get a marvellous dinner, too.”


Silvio allowed himself to be persuaded. “Five scudi? Make it six - double the usual.”


Benvenuto clapped him on the back. “Done! And when we break the news to them, you’ll be the hero of the evening!”


“Heroine, you mean!” Silvio muttered.
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They borrowed one of Silvio’s mother’s dresses. It was far too thick around the waist, so they padded it out a little.


“If anyone says anything tell them you are pregnant. Now, here are some earrings…”


“You’re not going to make holes in my ears,” Silvio protested.


“No, of course not. These clip on - no one will tell the difference. Three bracelets, a couple of rings and this necklace. I’ll tell you what. You’ll be wearing better jewellery than any other woman - I mean any real woman there.”


“What about my hair? I’m not going to wear a wig.”


“I can’t see why not, but don’t worry,” Benvenuto added before Silvio could say anything, “there’s no need. Your hair is pretty long and you can wear this hat, so just the ends will show.”


Benvenuto paused “Hrrumm.” He cleared his throat nervously, “Now, last of all just a touch of rouge….”


“Oh, no!”


“….. and a little kohl around the eyes…”


“I said no!”


Benvenuto jingled the six coins in his hand.


“Go on. Get on with it then,” Silvio said, “but don’t let me see myself in a mirror!”
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Guilio Romano, the Master of Ceremonies, had seated all the women on one side of the long table and all the men on the other, and none of the women was seated near the person who had brought her. To his disgust, Benvenuto found himself sitting next to Pantisilea’s companion, Luigi Pulci, while on the further side of the poet was her former lover, Bachaccia.


“Quite a family gathering,” he thought, and decided to ignore them both.


The meal began with brodetto, chicken broth into which eggs and lemon juice had been beaten so that it almost resembled a cream soup. This was followed by a delicious baby lamb-and-vegetable stew flavoured with tarragon and basil. The stew was eaten with warm round crusty loaves, ideal for mopping up the rich sauce. Next came a white soft cheese, and finally bowls of peaches, grapes and cherries, the whole being washed down with the dry white wine of the Rome Region, served from glazed pottery flagons which were kept cool by being immersed in wooden buckets of cold water.


As the fruit course was served, and after several goblets of wine, Benvenuto decided that it was time for him to have a word with Luigi. He nudged him roughly in the ribs.


“When you first got here from Florence, and I helped you to find a doctor to cure you of the pox, you said you would always be in my debt. Remember?”


“Well so I am, my dear fellow. What can I do for you?”


“You can damn well stay away from Pantisilea. She’s mine, and she’s only using you to get at me.”


“Come on! You know I’m not interested in women - well not much anyway. And as for upsetting you, may I fall and break my neck if I do!” A prophetic oath.
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As soon as the meal was cleared away, each of the guests was called on to entertain the others. Luigi recited one of his poems, someone else sang, and inevitably Benvenuto had to play his flute. Lucagnolo was giving a reading from Dante’s “Divine Comedy”, when there was a sudden disturbance.


The two women sitting on either side of Silvio had incessantly chattered throughout the meal and had tried unsuccessfully to draw Silvio into their conversation about trivialities that he did not understand. When they kept asking this beautiful young stranger personal questions about “herself” that Silvio could not answer, he had pretended that his pregnancy was making him feel unwell.


They did not stop talking, even when the entertainment began. Silvio was bored and irritable, as well as being hot and uncomfortable in the unaccustomed heavy clothes and additional padding. He began wriggling about on the bench.


“What’s the matter, dear? Is something wrong?” one of the two asked him, “Is the baby moving about or kicking you? Mine did, unmercifully!”


“Yes, that’s what it is. It’s the baby, kicking and punching.”


“Really? Do let me feel!”


“Ooh, yes, me too,” said the other.


Without more ado they both thrust a hand under Silvio’s skirt, and simultaneously discovered that “she” was a male. They stared at each other in horror and hurriedly withdrew their hands. One of them let out a shriek,


“You beast! How dare you bring your perverted habits here?”


She swung her open hand round, and with a tremendous slap across his face, she knocked Silvio backwards from the bench, his legs waving in the air and his skirts flying.


This only seemed to incense the other one even more.


“If you want to be a woman, you can find out what it’s like to be raped!” she screamed and began ripping Silvio dress to shreds, assisted by her companion.


Silvio was stripped right down to his drawers, before the men, convulsed with laughter could rescue him. They wrapped him in the remains of the dress, and sent him home, furtively flitting from doorway to doorway, shadow to shadow.


The two women were about to turn their attention to Benvenuto when the Master of Ceremonies stopped them.


“No, ladies,” Romano said, “we shall have a Trial. I shall be the President of the Court and there will be two Assessors. Lucagnolo, who is his friend, and Bachaccia, who most certainly is not. Gentlemen! A conference!”


The three “judges” went into a huddle, while the other guests laughed and joked, and Pantisilea, with a fierce look at Benvenuto, drew her forefinger across her throat.
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