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I am woken by the master of the house himself, Kobayashi Tarozaemon. He is concerned that the hour of the dragon, for when my appointment was arranged, is upon me. Shortly after this a courier arrives from His Excellency Nagaoka Sado no kami Okinaga to inform me that Sasaki Kojiro’s boat has already departed for the island. I thank him and assure him that I will be there soon; he departs, and I take my breakfast.


I ask my host for an oar, and set to modifying it according to my design. As I finish, another courier arrives, urging me to make the crossing immediately. I dress and then, taking additionally the carved oar, a towel and some paper, I board the boat arranged by my host.


As we make the crossing towards the island I twist the paper into strings, tie back my sleeves to allow me to work more freely, and then lie down to await our arrival. I expect my delay will be causing significant consternation to Lord Sado Okinaga, but I hope that my letter of yesterday evening will serve to assure him that no slight to his person should be inferred. For any consternation which may be caused to Sasaki Kojiro or his retinue I make no apology.


It is now eight years since I destroyed the Yoshioka school, since when I have travelled across Japan on my pilgrimage for training in warriorship. I have fought nearly sixty duels, and killed many swordsmen. I have been equalled in single combat but once, and that by an opponent I had formerly vanquished, who had learned from my technique. This man was Muso Gonnosuke, creator of the Shindo Muso-ryu school. I have learned the spear technique of the Hozoin temple. I have bested fighters of the sickle-chain. I have long since abandoned the use of my longsword in these combats, as they are but practise in the arts of war, such as are put to use in real battles as that of Sekigahara in which I fought at the age of sixteen. Now I use only wooden swords, which can be crafted anew to suit the particular needs of each combat.


I find that the swordsmen whom I face do not understand the true way of the warrior. They hold that the sword is the soul of the warrior. In this way they depend upon their sword rather than upon themselves. They learn techniques from this school or that school, this teaching or that philosophy, this god or that religion, rather than from the rigorous study of the true way. When I face them I do not face a real, live human being, but rather an image they have made of themselves as a swordsman. I wonder if Sasaki Kojiro, the Demon of the Western Provinces, will be different?


The boat arrives at the island at the hour of the serpent, some three hours after the agreed time. I tie the towel into a hachimaki around my head, knotted over the middle of my forehead. Leaving my longsword in the boat, I take my shortsword in my sash, the long wooden sword carved from the oar in my right hand, and jump barefoot into the surf.


I see Kojiro along the beach, illuminated clearly by the sun which shines from behind me. He rushes towards the water’s edge, unsheathing the “Laundry Pole”, his greatsword so called for its prodigious length, a fine example of the craftsmanship of a swordsmith of Bizen province three centuries ago. He casts away the scabbard into the surf. I call to him: “You have lost, Kojiro: would the winner throw away his scabbard?”


I see his anger, as I had planned. Had I not, this might have been the man to equal me in contest, and today I would meet my death. But no, this is a man who, though wielding the greatsword with the speed at which another might wield a shortsword, is still dependent on his sword, still believes that the extra length gives him the advantage as long as he is first to strike. I will allow him to be the first to strike. I must have the body of the Autumn Monkey, pressing close to him despite his greatsword.


Kojiro lies unconscious in the surf, blood running from his mouth and nose. Between us lie his greatsword and the fragments of my hachimaki. I crouch down and put my hand to his face. There is no breath. Standing, I turn to the verifying officials, bow, and retreat to the boat. I help pole the boat away from the island before Kojiro’s retainers can arrive. The sun is high in the sky as we leave the island.


Kojiro had come at me with his famed swallow-cut. Against an opponent with a shorter sword this means that in his initial cut downwards they must stay at a range where they cannot strike him. If they step in to strike while his sword is low, his stroke, flitting like a swallow, turns upwards and strikes them from below as they move. This I expected. I had cut my oar slightly longer than the “Laundry Pole”. I had stayed as close to him as I could for his initial strike downwards, close enough that it had split the knot of the hachimaki on my forehead. My own strike had then hit him on the head before the swallow could turn in flight, and he had fallen. He was not finished, and the swallow turned even as he lay on the wet sand, his greatsword slashing through my clothing again, before I broke his ribs into his lung with my wooden sword, killing him where he lay.


As the boat leaves Mukaijima behind I consider the duel. I have defeated the Demon of the Western Provinces, the Great Rock, as I have defeated so many before him. Not one amongst them has been the real live human being whom I sought. Not one of them has known the true way of the warrior. Not one of their schools can teach me anything I cannot learn for myself. Kojiro, like so many, was a swordsman, attached to his sword as his soul, rather than a fighter. They depend on the sword. Without the sword they cannot win. This is a great weakness.


They make much pretence at preparing the mind for combat through Zen, but it is all show. Their minds can be upset by something as simple as the disrespect of late arrival, rushing into combat with the sun in their eyes. Kojiro had lost before he unsheathed his sword, and he understood so little of martial arts that he did not even see this as he ran towards his death. Such fighters are like courtiers who talk at length of seeing into the nature of things, but what they know of, say, birds comes from the paintings of others, not from seeing the bird itself, as it is, out in the wild places in the rain and the cold.


I cannot learn the true way by these duels. None of these fighters, none of these schools have anything further to teach me. These deaths gain me nothing. I will put them aside and apply myself to my own study. I expect with this victory that I will have sufficient worldly acclaim that resources adequate to my survival and my explorations of the way will be forthcoming. I will seek the true way by my own efforts, and in other arts such as painting and calligraphy: for it is said “pen and sword in accord”.


I will have no teacher in any art. Years ago, on my way to face alone all of the followers of the Yoshioka school, I passed a shrine to Hachiman, God of War. I approached, meaning to sound the gong and ask for the God’s assistance. I realized that I had come as far as I had already without asking the Gods for help in combat, and that the Gods and Buddhas should be respected but not relied upon. I thanked Hachiman for this revelation and went on my way. What applies for the Gods and Buddhas should apply all the more to human teachers. Whatever I may learn of the true way of strategy I will discover for myself by my own efforts. I must train hard. I must apply myself diligently. I must study deeply.


Of one thing I am already sure. The way of the warrior entails the resolute acceptance of death. But many of my opponents have misunderstood this, thinking that the way of the warrior is merely to be fully prepared to die for one’s lord, or otherwise to seek an honourable death. Those who think this way are in error, and will lose in combat. The virtue of strategy, the way of the warrior, is to know how to win.




Darkness in Rome





Thomas Weir made his way up the Via di Ripetta from the Ara Pacis and the Mausoleum of Augustus. It was now early afternoon, and he decided to try to find a decent quality lunch somewhere. Exploring the sidestreets he came upon an osteria which appeared promising. He entered, paused and observed. Locals, he thought. Good.


“Ha un tavolo per favore?”


“Per quante persone signore?”


“Uno solo.”


“Si, interno o esterno le piace?”


“Ah, interno per favore.”


“Qui?”


“Bene, grazie.”


“Prego.”


Gratified that this initial exchange had not disintegrated into English, Thomas took a seat. He had a plate of wild mushroom ravioli in a sage and brown butter sauce, drinking only water with the meal, but following it with an espresso. Upon settling the bill he continued on his way, pleased both with his lunch and with his ability quickly to detect a reasonable establishment amongst the sea of tourist traps in central Rome.


The expanse of the Piazza del Popolo opened out before him, with his objective now visible directly opposite: the Basilica of Santa Maria del Popolo. He entered the welcome cool of the great white nave and took a slow walk around the aisles and the many side chapels before reaching, in the far left, what he had come to see.


The Capella Cerasi was mercifully free of crowds, despite it being Saturday. Probably a lunchtime lull, Thomas suspected. It seemed to Thomas that it mattered more to him that this was a church than it did to the native visitors, for at least some of whom, presumably, Catholicism was more than merely a matter of form. He was not prepared to jostle Italians here.


He made his was forwards, waiting for a couple in front to move on, and then was there, at the rope before the chancel, with Annibale Carracci’s Assumption of the Virgin Mary directly before him. He succeeded in ignoring it almost completely, along with the rest of the noisy baroque decoration littering the chapel with a discordant mess of colour. He moved right, the better to view the stark mass of The Crucifixion of Saint Peter by Michaelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio on the left wall. He thought he recalled Martin Scorsese in a television documentary commenting of specifically this painting how well it conveyed the sheer hard work of killing a man. The four figures all faced away from him, the three workmen struggling to erect the inverted cross, and the old saint himself, looking out at the altar as he prepared for the martyrdom which would reunite him with his lord.


Moving his view to the right wall of the chapel, Thomas moved left. As he stepped softly backwards The Conversion of Paul on the Way to Damascus rotated into view. He jolted into somebody.


“Scusi! Mi dispiace” Thomas said, horrified to discover himself to be the one barging into people, turning in contrition towards his victim.


“That’s okay” she said, but then sent a jolt right through him in return by the simple act of smiling. She was impossibly young, impossibly pretty, and impossibly close to him. The auburn of the flowing curls of her hair was not, he suspected, from a bottle, being a natural match for the cream skin, dappled with freckles over a narrow nose, the pale but full lips and intensely emerald eyes. He stepped back. He remembered to breathe. He went about the business of collecting himself.


“Ah, you’re not a local either” Thomas proferred, in what he hoped would be construed as a casually friendly manner.


“No. Where are you from?” she responded in a friendly tone but, Thomas noted, requiring him to reveal himself first. This was not so very unreasonable, but it did mean he had to maintain the pretence of being at least somewhere in the vicinity of relaxed insouciance.


“Edinburgh” he answered, silently thanking his home city for its cachet. “And you?”


“Oh wow, me too! At least, I’m at university there.”


“What a small world. I’m Thomas, by the way. Thomas Weir. What are you studying there?”


“Art” she said, and cast her deep green eyes around the paintings of the barrel-vaulted chapel and then back on him “Fine Art. The MA at the University and the Art College together” and then “I’m Tatiana.”


“Pleased to meet you Tatiana. Are you here for Caravaggio or Caracci?”


She smiled again. “The Caravaggios. Like everyone else.”


“Ah yes. I’m something of a fan. I had to come out to Italy for business and thought I would spend the weekend in Rome taking in a bit of art and culture, so I tracked these down to here. I suspect you know a lot more about them than I do, I’m really here representing the ‘don’t know much but know what I like’ crowd.”


“Oh I don’t know, I’m no expert on Caravaggio in particular. I’m really here to see his works as the first and greatest of the tenebrists.”


“The what? Or whom?”


“Oh sorry. The people who paint like he does. Intense chiaroscuro, contrast of light and dark, fill the background with darkness.”


“Ah yes. Exactly. I really am a philistine about all this busy multicoloured baroque stuff” Thomas waved dismissively at the Caracci canvas. “And I can’t help thinking Caravaggio thought the same, having Paul’s horse showing its behind to it.”


“Ha, yes” Tatiana replied, looking at The Conversion. Thomas suddenly thought that she was bound to be aware that this was not his own original observation, and the awkwardness which had been subsiding threatened to engulf him once again.


“Not my idea of course” he acknowledged. “Think I saw it on the telly at some point. The same for the other one”, he said, moving back and looking up at Saint Peter. “I saw Martin Scorsese, the film director, talking about this one: the hard graft of killing a man I think.”


“Yes!” whispered Tatiana, constraining her volume despite her enthusiasm, the green flames of her eyes flaring at him. “Scorsese’s a tenebrist film director. He specifically cites Caravaggio as an influence on the cinematography of Mean Streets.”


“Ah, good. I’m glad it’s not just me that thinks so” said Thomas.


“And Caravaggio also puts all these ordinary people, street people, into his paintings, so the parallels go past the lighting” she continued.


“I think there’s a dark religiosity to Martin Scorsese’s films too, a Catholic concern with sin and redemption?” proposed Thomas.


“Yes yes” agreed Tatiana, and Thomas relaxed, his awkwardness subsided. He stood in silence looking up at Saint Peter, giving thanks for the excuse not to have to think of the next thing to say, to pretend to be in rapt appreciation of Caravaggio’s composition, to gather himself together.


“I want to find a tomb” interjected Tatiana, rather incongruously as it seemed to Thomas initially, and then, on reflection, he realised that they were indeed surrounded by the memorials of the dead. “I see” he said, for want of anything more constructive to offer.


Tatiana was looking at the floor, and comparing with a book she was holding. “Here” she said “Prudentia Montone is buried here.” Thomas said nothing, but looked at her quizzically.


“She’s the mother of a painter I’m particularly interested in, and the wife of another, who had her buried here in front of the Caravaggios.”


“Okay, that’s even more of a fan than both of us put together” said Thomas, and Tatiana laughed. Inside Thomas felt as if a heavenly choir had started to sing.


“I’m going to the Barberini tomorrow to look for some of their paintings” she informed him.


“The Galleria Nazionale? I was going to go there. I understand Caravaggio’s Narcissus is there?” asked Thomas.


“Yes it is” confirmed Tatiana, and Thomas felt she anticipated his question.


“I don’t suppose I could tag along with you? It would be most informative. I could buy you lunch or dinner afterwards by way of recompense” he proposed.


“Em, I won’t be going there until about four in the afternoon. I have other things to do first.”


“Dinner then” concluded Thomas cheerfully.


“Hmm” she said, and looked at him, almost undoing all his new-found casual confidence. “All right. Four o’clock at the Triton fountain in Piazza Barberini. If you are buying you should get to choose where we go for dinner. I have to go now, but I’ll see you tomorrow?”


“I’ll see you there. Thank you, Tatiana. A pleasure to make your acquaintance.” With that she turned and walked away. Thomas caught himself staring: he thought it would be best if she did not. He returned his gaze to Saint Paul struck down by the heavenly vision he had just experienced, and felt a new appreciation for the apostle’s predicament.


That evening Thomas went to a trattoria on a little backstreet for which he had a recommendation. He was seen to a table in the back corner, where he was served a very good meal as the rest of the restaurant filled up with locals over the next two hours. He declined a coffee, intending to take one in the open air at a piazza, settling his bill at around nine pm.


He wandered to the busy Piazza Navona and took a vacant table outside a restaurant toward the far northern end. Rather than a coffee he decided to have a glass of wine, in addition to the two he had taken with his meal. The waiter who came for his order was efficient and polite with him, but the contrast with his interaction with the ladies of the next table was marked. Roma, thought Thomas: amor. Inevitably his thoughts drifted to Tatiana. He was surprised, given the circumstances of his initial introduction to her, that the subsequent conversation had been so amiable. He relived the moment of relief when he had realised that he was able to simply converse with her, their interests aligned, without the fear of humiliation looming over every utterance. Despite fine art being her area of expertise he had apparently not come across as a complete boor, even managing humour while noticing the influences of Caravaggio on artists of later times and different media.


Perhaps you are not so very old and humdrum after all, Mister Weir, he thought. Perhaps it is not so unreasonable for you to feel hemmed in by your life, resentful of those who live off your income, for which you must trade the hours and the days and the years and the decades of your only life, abandoning the dreams of youth. Ah, youth: wasted on the young. But difficult too: he recalled the constant impecuniosity which stifled the natural energy of that phase of life, deferring dreams indefinitely until it was too late. He wondered how Tatiana financed coming here while a student. A grant? Not likely in this day and age. So to buy a degree in fine art she was racking up debt which it could never reasonably pay off. The slightest sardonic twinge at that, a fleeting image of her future regret for her idyllic youth as the gears of the world ground repayment out of her, before he recognised the alternative that it was all paid for by family wealth: her appearance suggested good breeding stock.


He took a picture of the nightlife of the Piazza using his phone and sent it to his wife and son with a comment on where he was, dining alone. He followed it with a text to his wife about where he had been that day, what he had seen. She replied with a catalogue of the predictable mundanity of her weekend. God he was glad he was not there. To be here, with life and art. Alone this evening, perhaps, but tomorrow to dine with company, with conversation, with beauty. He ordered another glass of wine.


****


Sunday morning saw Thomas take his time getting up. His head was a little fuzzy from the wine of the previous evening, but nonetheless he felt an enthusiasm for the day, a quiet giddiness, a joy which he had not felt for a long time. He had a light breakfast, although with a fair volume of orange juice and two coffees. He had until the arranged meeting at four in which to amuse himself. Not more paintings, he thought: he wanted to be able to maintain his enthusiasm for the visit to the Palazzo Barberini later in the day.


Wandering through Rome’s historic centre via the Piazza d’Aracoeli, he ascended Michaelangelo’s steps onto the Capitoline to find himself before Marcus Aurelius in the bronze form of the prototype equestrian statue, full of power and grandeur, but free of military adornment: benevolent despotism epitomized in the stoic philosopher and last of the five good emperors. He decided to visit the Capitoline Museum collection spread through the various palazzi surrounding the Piazza del Campidoglio.


Paying little attention to most of the collection, and none to its paintings, he nonetheless found himself affected by the Spinario, a Hellenistic Roman bronze of a boy pulling a thorn from his foot. This was not the Renaissance attempt to recapture what had been lost from the ancient world, this was one of the survivals, conceding nothing to Donatello in its humanity and delicacy, and indeed, he learned, copied several times during the Renaissance.


He came upon a tour group gathered around a statue of the Capitoline Wolf nursing Romulus and Remus. An American voice asked for the guide’s view on the suggestion that the “Lupa” – “she-wolf” – responsible for saving the abandoned twins might be a slang term for a prostitute. Thomas was unsure what purpose was to be served by offending the dignity of the founders of the Eternal City in order to remove just this one of the many fantastical aspects of their legend. The tour guide diplomatically conceded that it was possible to make this reading, but that it was a legend, with possible connections to the Lupercalia, thence to Greek Lykaia, essentially supporting Thomas’ view, much to his quiet satisfaction. He wondered vaguely about the association of prostitutes with wolves before recognizing that this was not so very far from describing a woman as a ‘vixen’ in modern English, and then observing that there was something pejorative about ‘vixen’, while ‘fox’ suggested only attractiveness, despite being used of females: the denotation identical, the connotation subtly different. Tatiana was definitely a fox, he concluded as he continued merrily through the rooms of the museum.


Some time later, after wandering around the forum and the Palatine for a couple of hours Thomas took some lunch in the Cavour area. It was a rather ordinary bowl of pasta, which irritated Thomas, and he managed to get sauce on his shirt, which irritated him more. However, he decided that, after all, it would be a good idea to go back to the apartment and spruce himself up before his later appointment. And so he set off back across town, his humour restored.


Returning to the apartment Thomas put away the clothes he had worn in the morning, shaved, showered and then went somewhat beyond his usual routine. He conditioned his hair. After drying himself he took his nail scissors and trimmed any errant hairs of his eyebrows, nose and ears. He applied aftershave as well as deodorant. He did, in short, everything in his – limited, given that he had packed for business – capacity to groom and preen himself. He ironed a fresh shirt and wore a complete change of clothes, including his other jacket and shoes, which, naturally, he polished. At three thirty he left the apartment again.


Tatiana was slightly late to meet him at Bernini’s Triton Fountain on the Piazza Barberini. He was not annoyed in the slightest. Then he saw her, across the Piazza, standing with her left arm raised, holding what he realised was a selfie-stick. She was looking at, and indeed talking to, the camera mounted on the far end, gesturing behind her with her right arm. He realised she was narrating as she filmed herself. Presently she finished, packed up the camera and its mounting rod into the large bag over her shoulder, and turned towards him.


She spotted him, waved, and walked towards him, the bounce of her vivid hair synchronised to the sway of her hips. Below her left shoulder she held a bag of expensive tan leather, tall and long, but thin. She was dressed in a light white blouse and boot-cut jeans over heeled boots of the same leather as the bag. Large sunglasses hid the deep jade of her eyes. He noted at her approach the wake of male glances, gazes and stares, and relished the pride he felt that this approach was to him. “Good afternoon” he called out, and she waved. “Sorry, shall we head in?” she asked, and he agreed.


Shortly afterwards, finding himself standing staring upwards in the main salon of the Palazzo Barberini, Thomas’ dominant impression was that these things were a literal pain in the neck. He was no more taken by the gaudy turmoil of hues with which Pietro da Cortona had decorated this ceiling for Pope Urban VIII than he had been by Michaelangelo Buonarroti’s equivalent work for Julius II in the Sistine Chapel. Given what he was learning about the open hypocrisy of Maffeo Barbarini, Urban VIII, he suspected that the saccharine tastelessness he saw in it was clear to both artist and patron at the time. They proceeded to the paintings in the collection of the Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica. Tatiana filmed and photographed as she went, albeit significantly more surreptitiously than she had been doing outside in the piazza.


Amongst the paintings was Filippo Lippi’s Annunciation with Two Kneeling Donors. Tatiana stopped at this, and so then did Thomas. Despite it being of a brightly-lit scene it was somehow less abrasive to his sentiments than those of the later baroque. It was staid, without the billowing cloth, gypsum-moulded clouds and cloying putti. Indeed its whole essence was architectural, displaying the then-new mastery of geometric perspective. He noted this to Tatiana, who agreed, but suggested that the human figures in the painting were architectural too: while they were more geometrically correct than the highly stylized proportions of medieval representations of the human figure, they were rather expressionless, not convincingly in motion, somewhat bloodless and inert. Dating to around 1440, it was within a decade of Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait which, Tatiana said, shared the same features, going on to propose that this treatment of the human figure, when compared to preceding medieval examples and the later style of Caravaggio, indicated an evolving attitude to the human figure.


The medieval mindset, she claimed, held the human form to be inherently suffering or sinful, nakedness, or near-nakedness, being limited to three main subjects: Christ on the cross, the better to display his suffering; Adam and Eve, either in innocence of their nakedness in Eden or in shame being cast out; sinners in hell. By Lippi’s time the concept of Humanism was emerging, and depiction of the human form was evolving. Donatello’s bronze of David had been unveiled a few years previously, and yet even four decades later Botticelli’s Birth of Venus would depict the goddess of sexuality frozen in this same passive immobility. The riotous baroque of Cortona’s ceiling of the main salon had progressed to add undeniable movement and colour to the human forms depicted, but still in an otherworldly, unnatural fashion, the vestiges of the medieval mindset showing through. It was with Caravaggio that true humanist painting was finally achieved, Tatiana contended, using models taken from the poor and the marginalised and painting them as they were, as the sole subject, the background occluded, depicting humanity without apology. This seemed to Thomas an entirely plausible explanation of what it was he found so appealing in the paintings of Caravaggio, commenting that it fitted both the focus on the effort of the workmen crucifying Saint Peter and the suggested posing of Saint Paul’s horse relative to Caracci’s Assumption they had viewed in the Cerasi chapel the day before.


As they made their way through the galleries they stopped at a tenebrist canvas of Saint Francis supported by an angel. Tatiana told Thomas the following about it: that it was by Orazio Gentileschi, husband of the woman buried in Santa Maria del Popolo which she had pointed out yesterday, a contemporary and admirer of Caravaggio; that this was the fourth time Orazio had painted this subject, the former three versions spread across the world, before adding two versions of Saint Francis receiving the stigmata – essentially the same story minus the angel – later in his career; that even though Saint Francis was a popular subject – they had noted Caravaggio’s Saint Francis in Meditation already – this was a large proportion compared to Gentileschi’s total output. Thomas asked why Tatiana thought this might be. She didn’t know, but offered the observation that it could be a commentary on Gentileschi’s view of himself, poor and outcast from the more prestigious – and lucrative – place he felt he deserved in the art world of the time. It was, she said, probably important to her thesis, a key supporting element in its construction.


Thomas asked what this thesis was. Tatiana’s only answer was to say “come on”, and led him to a smaller painting, three feet high and two and a half wide, again tenebrist, with two figures emerging out of the gloomy background, a woman to the right and just the face of a man, dimly, to the left. Her hand was up before his face in the space between them. Thomas realized that she was painting him, his face was a canvas within the canvas, and that her gaze out of the painting indicated that this was the face of the viewer.


“The Allegory of Painting, attributed to Artemisia Gentileschi, Orazio’s daughter” said Tatiana “a self-portrait, if it is her. I suspect it is. There’s a more famous one in Hampton Court Palace from when she spent a year or two in England working for Charles I. This one might be more interesting. You’ll notice that you, looking at it, are who she is painting. But you can see who she is painting – clearly male: the one in England you can’t see who it is. And because the painter is female, she isn’t meant to be Gentileschi, she is meant to be the allegory of painting. Although she lives in a world where the patron being painted can be assumed to be male, she can make herself into Painting with a capital P: no male artist can do that.” This struck Thomas as interesting, but he wasn’t sure it made it as good a painting as the others they had seen.


They came at length to another Caravaggio, larger than the others, five feet high by over six wide, and definitely back into territory shared by Caravaggio and Scorsese: Judith Beheading Holofernes, the Babylonian general’s eyes meeting the beautiful Israelite widow’s even as she pulls back his head with her left hand, the better to carve through his neck with the cutlass in her right. Tatiana informed Thomas that x-ray analysis had revealed that Caravaggio had moved Holofernes’ head rightward from its initial location, so that, although the foreshortened arrangement of the victim meant that the effect was not explicit, the viewer would be subconsciously aware that the head was irreparably separated from the body, despite looking straight into his still-living face. The face of Judith displayed a frown of concentration, disgust, disdain all at once. But, Tatiana pointed out, she was carving at arm’s length, her right wrist twisted such that she would not be able to exert sufficient force to complete the decapitation: the composition was arranged to show Holofernes’ shock and horror at this betrayal, rather that the realism of the effort of Judith’s task. She said that it was instructive to compare this painting with the two of the same subject tackled by Artemisia Gentileschi, but that the canvases were in the Uffizi gallery in Florence and the Capodimonte museum in Naples. Tatiana had been to Florence already, she told Thomas, and was leaving for Naples tomorrow.


Thomas mentioned that he could look them up online. Tatiana agreed, but said that mobile phone screens were too small to see and comment on. Thomas pointed out that he had his laptop with him, back at his apartment. Tatiana said nothing in reply, and Thomas did not pursue the issue.


As they continued they reached what Thomas recognised as Caravaggio’s Narcissus. As Tatiana stopped before the painting, she turned and smiled at him, her lips parting slowly as the smile was formed. Thomas wondered that just this smile must bewitch her in every mirror, and that she mustn’t smile like that lest she fall under the same enchantment as the youth on the canvas, a captive image forever. She turned and walked on.


Thomas paused and watched her for a moment. Mathematicians, he thought, or Filippo Lippi depicting perspective in his paintings, attempt to show to the dull-witted images of the pure Platonic Forms: so too Aphrodite, in order to make spiritual things visible, uses the shapes, colours and textures of young women, turning them into instruments of Recollection by adorning them with all the reflected splendour of Beauty, so that the sight of them sets us on fire with pain and hope.


Presently they left the Palazzo Barberini. It was approaching closing time. They walked to the osteria which Thomas had selected for dinner. They were a little early, but the table was ready. They took their time to order, and talked about what they had seen in the collection.


“So your thesis is on Artemisia Gentileschi?” Thomas asked at length.


“Sort of. It’s more about how the opportunities open to women in art shaped the art they created. She’s a good example, because both her subjects and her techniques overlap so much with her father, and so the other tenebrists including Caravaggio.”


“Presumably her paintings are commissions, at that time, so she must not have been excluded because she was a woman?”


“Well, she can paint, but the business arrangements are a bit different for her. We might never have heard of her if she hadn’t spent a year or so being raped by her tutor.”


Thomas’ gut went cold. He felt queasy. “My God” he said weakly.


“Her father has Agostino Tassi tutor her when she’s a teenager, because he’s working with Tassi at the time. Tassi rapes her, so she’s no longer marriageable. Nothing is done, because Tassi promises to marry her. But after a year or so Tassi’s wife, who he had claimed was dead, turns up. Her father takes Tassi to court for the damage Tassi has done to him – not to her, mind – because now he can’t offload Artemisia onto another man to husband. It takes months because everyone knows Tassi is guilty, but he is working for the Pope, so he’s pretty much untouchable. They end up getting her confession under torture because they won’t put the thumbscrews on the hands of the Pope’s painter. Tassi gets convicted, gets a sentence of exile, which is basically ignored. She is publicly known to be damaged goods.”


“Good God” whispered Thomas.


“Her father does end up finding a man to marry her, on the basis that the husband can make money from her painting: he was a relative of a lawyer from the rape trial. Not very romantic. But it gets her off to Florence where she can get into the mercantile social network through her art – she seems to have been a pretty good self-publicist – and from there to Naples, England and so on.”


“She must have been pretty formidable, a lot of strength of character.”


“Well yes. She does tend to paint the women from the biblical and classical sources who take revenge on men: I could look out her Judith beheading Holofernes to point out the differences to the Caravaggio if you like? It’s not really the done thing at the dinner table, or the subject matter, but…”


At that moment the waiter came with their secondi piatti. “Maybe afterwards” said Tatiana, and Thomas agreed. As he started on his osso buco he asked her if she had meant that she had her laptop with her, being careful to keep his disappointment from his voice. She confirmed that she did, that this was the chief reason for her bag being so large, along with camera equipment and the like. She explained that she had a social media presence to maintain because this was how she financed herself. Thomas didn’t understand. Tatiana explained that it was all basically advertising revenue, that she had video and text blogs where she earned a share of the money from advertising revenue per hit, and that this required constant attention, continual dialogue with followers and frequent updates to maintain her presence and popularity in the online world. She had, she told him, started in her teens: she was well aware that being a young woman gave her a potential draw, but that her online content was now converging with the content of her studies. This meant that she was able to make a trip like this more than pay for itself, but she had to keep on top of the workload at all times: this weekend had been mainly work for her, and she was glad of the chance to relax with some non-virtual company. Thomas was very impressed with this self-reliance. It caused him to find her even more attractive, and to be even more flattered that she would want to spend her free time with him.


The food finished, Tatiana took the laptop from her bag and switched it on. There was no wifi in the restaurant so she had to attach her phone to allow internet access. She was in the process of opening a browser window when the screen blinked off. A quick inspection revealed no power sockets beside them.


Thomas told her where his apartment was, barely two hundred yards away. It turned out that it was almost in the direction of the hotel at which Tatiana was staying, so Thomas suggested that she stop in past so that they could discuss her thoughts on Artemisia Gentileschi as compared with Michaelangelo da Caravaggio: she was, after all, leaving in the morning, as was he, and so there would not be another opportunity. After some brief consideration she agreed. He paid the bill and they left into the warm night air.


A short while later he opened the front door of the property. Inside, the reception desk was vacant. He went past and unlocked the door of his room. “Come in” he beckoned cheerfully. Tatiana entered, somewhat cautiously, but on seeing the room brightened notably. Although it comprised the bathroom and only one other room, it was in essence a suite, extending over thirty feet across the front of the building, measured out by three tall windows with views across the piazza outside. His laptop sat on the table in front of the farthest window, with a small couch in the rococo style beside it.


He threw his jacket onto the bed, which, while king-sized, failed to dominate so prodigious a room. Flipping up the screen, he switched on the computer. He affected not to notice Tatiana’s obvious relief at not being expected to sit on a bed with him.


“Please” he invited her to the couch while he stood entering his password into the laptop. “You know what you’re looking for. Would you like a drink? He wandered across the room past her towards the cabinets concealing the mini-bar.


“No thanks, not for me” she said, sitting and peering at the now-live screen and moving her fingers across the mouse touchpad.


From a plastic quarter-litre bottle Thomas poured himself a red wine. He sauntered back across the room.


“Here” said Tatiana, and turned the screen towards him. Thomas made a show of putting down the wine and fixing his attention on the screen as he sat down on the seat beside her, turning the screen back towards the pair of them.


“Oh yes, I see” he said. And he could. The compositions of both Artemisia Gentileschi’s versions of the subject followed Caravaggio’s: Judith and her maid occupying the right of the canvas, Holofernes stretched out along the lower half, his head, the sword and Judith’s right hand forming the central action. But here Holofernes’ face is turned away, both from the viewer and from Judith. Here Judith does not look into his eyes, but carves through his neck as a piece of meat, her frown one of effort more than horror as she goes about her work. Here Judith’s action is the key to the painting, rather than the suffering of Holofernes as for Caravaggio.


Thomas could feel Tatiana’s left thigh next to his right as they shared the little couch to look at the image on the screen. He moved his right hand down and let if fall gently onto her knee.


“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?” Tatiana was on her feet, around the far side of the little table, fixing him with a scowl, her hands in her bag, glancing down momentarily then straight back to him, wielding some small gadget before her. In his shock it took him several seconds to work out that it was a camera. She was filming him. In this time she had retreated, slowly, several yards across the room, her green eyes fixed on him. “DON’T FUCKING MOVE” she shouted. Thomas was painfully aware of the probability of staff members being on the other side of the door. He felt a wave of panic and nausea at the possible implications of being filmed, and contemplated attempting to stop her by force. But it had been established that she was a professional at this: for all he knew the feed was being streamed to another device on her person – her phone, perhaps – or even to the cloud. And besides, he had no desire to assault her, nor confidence in his ability to do so successfully. He concluded that he had fallen on the correct course instinctively, which was to stare in shock at her without moving: even if the footage became public, he could reasonably claim it was at most a complete misunderstanding. Which, he felt, it surely was? He had meant no harm.
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