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			Anger does not even begin to define the feelings coursing through my veins, causing me to lose the composure that defines the lady I am, nor delineates a limitless woman such as me. I am a woman who has achieved great success in a profoundly troubled life. To read of my life and accomplishments will be like listening to a performance of the buffoons and charlatans of the Commedia dell’Arte. But now that I am writing the story of my life, I am reliving events long buried because of the pain they caused me. Pain so powerful, so tortured, that I pray no other woman ever experiences it.

			As I come to write this, the story of my life, I am 48 years of age. A matron. But I am unlike other matrons of my age. I do not sit by a fire, my shoulders wrapped in blankets, legs swathed in rugs, comforted by children and grandchildren who attend to my every need. No, I am robust, vigorous and forceful. How could I not be, having lived through the events which formed my life? And it is this very strength, this force, that gives me the vigour to paint twelve hours each day, and to write, without fear or favour, this account of my life.

			I am angry! By God in heaven, I’m angry. And I have every right to be. My life was shattered before it had properly begun; I was a young virgin, but I was raped. He promised to give me a ring, to become my loving husband, but after a year of excuses and lies, I found that he was already married. He was brought to trial, and it was I who was tortured to ensure I was telling the truth. 

			Is there any wonder why I’m angry? For thirty years, I have buried the pain, the humiliation, the degradation. As an artist I have risen higher than any woman before me and my art is recognized as the greatest there is. And now, in the cold of a London winter, I am hot with indignation as I write about what happened all those years ago in Rome.

			For mine has been a life which denies labelling; and no matter how those who seek to explain me might try to capture my essence and understand my mind, they will only ever draw crude outlines, imprecise features and transparent assumptions

			What will it take to define me? Unless it is I who writes of my life, then how will anybody in the future know what I’ve accomplished? And who will believe what has been done to me? To paint a portrait which reveals who I truly am will require the genius of a Leonardo, a Caravaggio, a Michaelangelo….even a Raphael. Now all dead. Beloved men, painters of genius, gone.

			Only a master of the type of art of which I am preeminent can create an image of me that will enable you, the viewer, to see me clearly, precisely, accurately. As defined and truthful, as angry and vengeful, as the women I portrayed in my paintings. My Judith, my Susanna, my Jael, my Lucretia…and oh, my Mary Magdalene!

			I am a woman whose achievements have been realized through a veil of tears, pain and anguish. I was a child robbed of my innocence by a rapist, and then tortured with thumbscrews by the judge at my rapist’s trial until my painter’s hands were crippled and bled. Yes, it needs repeating that it was I who was tortured while my rapist looked on and smiled at my pain! They tortured me to ensure I was telling the truth. 

			Despite my trial and tribulation, I am a woman who has mastered her art and craft. I have risen in the ranks of the great painters of Italy and France, Germany and Holland, Spain and England, so that I am now recognized and revered. My name is whispered in the same reverential breath as geniuses who went before me. Even I whisper their names in veneration of their prodigious virtuosity….Leonardo, Caravaggio, Michaelangelo, and even the divine Raphael. The master painters whose skills enabled me to become mistress my own craft. And just as their work will soon be forgotten and ignored, so I am certain that my work, my painting, will soon become obscure and forgotten. 

			Which is why I am writing this, the story of my life. In order that in a dozen generations, when Caravaggio’s and Raphael’s names are no longer mentioned, people may come to read of me, and understand better my paintings, if they still exist.

			When I was younger, I was commissioned by kings and princes, dukes and duchesses, Cardinals, and Bishops to paint pictures for them. Even King Charles of England commissioned me to come here, to his cold and drear country, to paint for him. Yet how can I remain in this country, for the forces of war are gathering; not from beyond the borders, but within England herself, dividing brother from brother, son from father. A civil war, as between the great families of Italy. Here, in this austere nation, the war is between those who support the King as the hand of God and Almighty Ruler of the land, and those who oppose him in support of the people in their Parliament.

			I shall take my talents elsewhere. Perhaps I’ll stay in France and paint for Anne of Austria, Queen of France in the court of King Louis XIII. She is a Hapsburg and perhaps she will appreciate another woman, a Catholic, as her Court Painter. Or shall I go straight back to Italy, my home, the nation which spat me out?

			Wherever I go, I am opposed by men. I fear it. I know it. Mine is an occupation dominated by men. And they are jealous of my success because I am the only woman, other than whores and courtesans, since the downfall of Eve, to earn sufficient from my craft. I am dependent on no man, and am able to live a comfortable life, with all I need to survive. But when I die, my possessions, like my paintings, will turn to dust.

			But not this, the story of my life. My paintings are the story of my fury, set within the story of my life. But as we begin life as dust and become dust in death, my paintings will fade and turn to dust, but the print of my book will last for all eternity. As one copy decays, another will be printed. Then, I will be remembered.

			As I sit in my studio, dawn rises over the Thames River, the morning light is yielding and gentle, and a half-finished canvas lies before me, partly completed in the vibrant colours of the image I’m painting; yet my canvas looks back at me, achingly incomplete, waiting for my mind to instruct my hands, my eye to see beyond the unformed so that the ghostly outlines remind me of what the future will look like. But soon my canvas will become complete and then I shall pray to the heavens and the Divine Almighty and His Angels, because all it will take to make the character I’m painting move and talk, is the breath of God. Pygmalion accomplished the act of breathing life into his statue of Galatea, thanks to the intervention of the goddess Venus. So perhaps, one day, Almighty God with breathe into my paintings and they will come to life. But until then, I must rely upon my own artistry, and the perspective of my dear friend Galileo, about whom I’ll write later in this book.

			But I am still consumed by anger. So if the word anger will not adequately communicate to you, reader of this story of my life, the extent of my emotions, then perhaps rage defines how I feel, sitting here, alone in the bewitching hours of the dawn, waiting for inspiration to descend, breathing in the perfumes of the paints and the acrid assertion of the solvents which are the tools of my trade? Is rage not good enough for you?

			Rage sees me throwing a wine bottle at the wall, overturning tables, opening my casement window and throwing out my paintings or burning them. It’s said that Sandro Botticelli did this many years ago when, in a fit of religious zeal, he threw his paintings onto Girolamo Savonarola’s bonfire of the vanities. Or will rage see me destroying my canvas with a knife in an uncontrolled outburst which will cause some doctor to confine me to the madhouse. But then, I’m no madman, like Caravaggio, my loving and wonderful tutor. When he was in a rage, it was murderous. My desire to harm those who wronged me evaporated years ago; all I want now is to tell the story of my life in this book.

			Rage is relentless but it is fury which tends towards physically damaging those who have done me so much harm, acts which will see me taken to prison, or dragged before the Inquisition or, once more, forced to appear before a judge in some Court of Law and be tortured with thumbscrews so that my hands, my painter’s hands, are crippled and deformed. And if I can’t paint, what is the value of my life? How can it be measured? In the children I create? The wealth I accumulate? In the houses I have purchased from my income as a painter, or jewels and other baubles which are temporary adornments? 

			These can be the mark of success for others, but not for us painters. We measure our success in life by the works we create, by the acclaim of our fellow artists, and by the wealth of the patrons who commission our art. So I can never allow rage or fury to become physical manifestations of my emotions, or I will be hauled before a court of law, and that could be the end of me.

			Therefore I will constrain myself to paroxysms of indignation, which will be visible for all to see in the faces of the women I paint; women like Susanna and Judith, Salome and Catherine, Jael and Esther. 

			Through my paintings, people today and in the future will know the full extent of the harm I suffered after I was raped, and still suffer to this day. Because for a woman, any woman, and especially an artist, rape is but a physical act of violence by a man against a woman; and although the damage to her body is quickly repaired, the damage to her mind, her sense of worth, her possession of her very own being, is often a casualty which cannot be mended or restored. 

			Many women who have been raped are silent victims, so ashamed of the insult to their bodies that they remain hushed for the rest of their lives, quietly going mad inside the confines of their minds. After all, rape is not a crime in Italy. But deflowering a virgin is a crime – a crime of value. Of money. Not, of course, a crime against the victim of the rape, for she is merely a woman; it is a crime against the victim’s father, because the value of his virgin daughter as a marriageable asset is sorely diminished. So the crime against me was accounted as one of money, of value, and not because I was forced to defend myself against two men — two — armed only with my wit, my words, and a painter’s knife.

			But all who see my paintings will know of the indignation I have suffered. Through my paintings, through the agony on the faces of the women who take revenge against men, people who see my paintings will know of my abandonment by the man who raped me, even though he swore he loved me and would become my husband. Through the faces of the women I paint, people will learn of my raging sense of injustice as the court tortured me as a victim, a witness, to ensure that I was telling the truth about the defilement of my body. They tortured my hands with rope and iron yet I still maintained my innocence and the veracity of my testimony. When the judge demanded, under torture, to know whether I was telling the truth about being raped, or whether I’d seduced the man who had my body, I screamed in agony, “It’s true…it’s true….it’s true….” And they heard me, and they believed me. But I was so badly hurt in proving my innocence. It was a long and agonising time before I could pick up a paintbrush without wincing in pain.

			So those who view my paintings will know of the way that I was judged and abandoned by society because my father dared to demand justice.  And you, my reader of these my words, will learn of my hurt as my work as a painter was diminished and ridiculed because of my sex, as though being a woman was still an affliction of half of the entire world born under the curse of Eve. It was only after I left Rome, the city of my downfall, that I began to climb the steep and rocky hill towards acceptance, and approbation.

			You may wonder why am I committing my life to these words, when for the entirety of my existence, images have been my vocabulary, and shades and shadows the nouns and verbs of my language?

			Simply because I have no way of knowing that my paintings will still hang on the walls of houses and palaces when I am gone. How can I be sure that they will not be removed and supplanted by some later work by a painter not yet born; taken down and put into a room in some turret, gathering dust and forgotten. And the only ones who will see my work will be the Dukes and Duchesses and their guests, yet I want the whole of Italy and England, France and Germany, Spain and Russia, to see my life through my work.

			Which is why I am writing this story of my life. My paintings are my conversation with my viewer today. My book will be my conversation with readers perhaps yet unborn. There is a silent dialogue between a man or woman standing before one of my paintings, and the characters who are performing on the canvas, but that’s an intimate conversation. Perhaps they’re seeking out meaning in the appearance, the faces of the people, their actions, and their intentions from the movements of their bodies….but nothing I paint tells the viewer the details of the assaults which befell me. They see the anguish, but not the reason the artist painted in that way. 

			So how can I inform the viewer of one of my works of the true depth of the horrors which have formed me both as woman and as painter? How can I be certain that they leave my painting with the message I intended? How can they know my story, when all they see is the Israelite Judith cutting off the head of the Assyrian General Holofernes, or Jael killing Sisera, or Cleopatra killing herself with an asp, or Susanna being lecherously viewed by the Elders? 

			And so I have decided to write this, the story of my life, in the hope that you, some bibliophile tomorrow or at some time in the future, will read about poor Artemisia Gentileschi, painter, mother, daughter, wife, and survivor.  I was victim of a rapist when I was a virgin, one who caused me to be tortured by the laws of the land and to live the rest of my life fighting against pain and injustice.

			So the question now for me, as an artist unused to the canvas of a page, unaccustomed to a quill in my hand and ink as my paint, is where to begin my story. Do I start with my birth and early life, when my father, Orazio was one of the most famous and accomplished painters in Rome, or do I begin after my troubles in the beautiful city of Florence in Tuscany? Do I begin from the time I suckled at the bosom of my beloved mother, Prudentia, whom I miss so much, even to this day; she died shortly after we had celebrated Christmas when I was but 12 years of age, so I had a number of years of unbridled happiness and innocence with her before her death, learning the ineffable mysteries of life as the daughter of a man who spoke with his hands and breathed life into a flat dull canvas with just a few deft brushstrokes. 

			Had she lived, would my life have been different? Perhaps. No, it would have been different to an absolute certainty, for my mother would never, ever have allowed me, as an unmarried woman, still innocent of men, to be put into a position where I was alone with those men who forced my innocence from me. 

			Should I begin when I was a student to my father, crushing the tablets of paints and mixing them with solvents until the exact colour he demanded for his subject was ready and available to him? 

			My mother may have allowed me to do that, but when my father and his students, against the injunctions of the Church, painted nude men and women, she would have insisted – as a supporter of my budding talent as a painter - that I remain in the studio to observe how to reproduce the contours and outlines that define the human form. Sadly, in the year after she died, my father banned me from looking at nudes, which was an absurdity as I’d been surrounded by naked bodies all my life, my father and mother were never reticent when it came to bathing in the loggia where water was brought by our servants, and since childhood, my brothers and I had plunged naked into tributaries of Rome’s River Tiber, and when we went to visit Florence, into the Arno on hot summer days.

			No, Mother would never have allowed me to be in a position to be assaulted by these evil men. There were two, my rapist and another, who was little more than his lapdog, who was there just for the thrill of the moment, was a party to the crime against me. He assaulted me as he attempted to rape me yet he was never put on trial; but I’m pacing ahead, as I still don’t know where to begin.

			So shall I start there, with the story of my defilement, my deflowering? No, for what happened to me could have happened to any young woman left alone with a man who had already planned to kill his wife, raped other women, was guilty of incest with his sister, and God Almighty knows how many other crimes against nature he committed. So to begin at that moment in my life would certainly capture your immediate attention, like a sudden swathe of brilliant blue sky visible within an iridescent cloud of white and grey. But that would not put me, or my life into context. You would see me as little more than a hapless waif, a casualty of life’s circumstances.

			As a painter, I never begin with carefully created images in my mind. No, I begin imagining a painting as a cataract of emotions, a cascade of thoughts and feelings that grow and swell and engorge in my mind until they are ready to burst out onto the canvas as an indistinct orgy of colour and uncertain shapes and passions.

			But that would lead to little more than aggressive blemishes, ill-formed miasmas of colour and anger. To make my passions into a painting, I have to put humanity into my emotions; I have to stop and contemplate the infinity of the glories of this world; I have to imagine a Jesus or a Mary, a Luke or a Judith and how my emotions could be portrayed through the story of their actions. Then I see their faces clearly in my mind, and I begin to sketch with a charcoal; but only the outlines of their bodies, only the torments of their movements. And once it’s done, once their bodies and positions have been defined in thin black outline, then I create them as living, breathing human beings, painting their bodies and arms and legs, hands and feet, gowns and drapes. But not their faces. No their faces come later, for while their bodies determine what they do, it is their faces which tell my viewers what they are thinking, what torment or ecstasy, doubt or certainty, is coursing around their minds. 

			That, dear reader of the future, is how I scribe my thoughts and fears onto my canvas. But that’s not how I will write this, my life story. No, for unlike a painting which is defined from the very beginning as a work which can be changed in an instant – a smile can immediately become a frown by the simple downwards inflection of a brush – words, once written in ink, are permanent, immutable, undying.

			Words are not my medium. The brush and paint are my pen and ink, a canvas my paper. Yet this, the story of my life, will be written forever in words and not as an image. For only with words can my meaning be unequivocal, not open to interpretation as one might search for meaning in a painting. 

			So here is the testament of my life, my art, my suffering, but mainly, my triumph.

		


		
			​ST. IVES, SYDNEY, AUSTRALIA, JULY, 2021

			Retired and desperately seeking a reason to get out of bed in the morning, David Cabot decided that this morning, he would explore the Sydney suburbs of St. Ives, Pymble and Gordon. Yesterday, he’d explored Lane Cove, Chatswood and Roseville. Jackie, his wife, failed to understand his determination to map out and explore suburbs which were so heavily urbanised, crowded with traffic, and replete with shops and offices, restaurants and workshops. If it was her decision, she’d wander through the parks and woodlands surrounding Sydney, breathing in air scented by gum trees, pines and frangipani.

			But since they’d moved from Kalgoorlie in Western Australia, where he had worked for much of his life as a geologist, he was now applying the same structure to his retirement as he’d applied to his search for traces of minerals inside the rocks and gigantic lodes beneath the ground.

			Jackie had hoped that in this new city, busy, crowded and noisy, he’d be able to use his retirement to explore his love of art, but it seemed that the habits of a lifetime were still part of his make-up. He was applying the same mapping techniques of exploring his new home environment he’d applied over the other side of the continent. Only now he was on foot, whereas when he’d been a geologist, he’d used the company’s aircraft or Land Rovers, full of sophisticated equipment to do ground surveying of vast tracks of seemingly empty land. His equipment enabled him to discover hidden mineral deposits deeply buried, and then he’d follow up where the roads became impassable to do his digging by riding camels into regions known only to Aborigines.

			And as a geologist, taking shares in the companies for which he was working, he’d made a small fortune over a lifetime; enough to enable him to retire at 59, buy a 4-bedroom apartment in North Sydney, overlooking the Opera House and the Harbour Bridge, and live a life of indulgence. 

			Which had been the case for the first four months. They’d dined almost every day in the plethora of restaurants in Sydney, visited the Opera House four nights a week to see live performances, swam in many beaches, gone fishing in Pittwater, and joined Bridge and other clubs.

			But for a man who had worked 15 hour days, six days a week, in the field and in the office, even a crowded retirement schedule wasn’t enough. He’d always loved art, ever since he was a boy, and had a wide amateur knowledge. His particular love was the Italian Renaissance and the later Baroque period, and he’d always harboured a hope that if he made enough money, one day he’d be able to buy and own a small masterpiece. Not that it was a realistic hope, but it was always there in the back of his mind.

			David had heard about a small specialist art gallery in St. Ives, one of the northern suburbs of Sydney; so he took a train to Gordon Station, and walked the hills and valleys, past mansions and parks, until he reached Mona Vale Road where the gallery was situated. 

			It was a small gallery, seemingly squeezed between a supermarket and a fruiterer. He wasn’t impressed as he stood outside and looked in through the window. Three paintings on easels were on display to passers-by. One was a large stylized picture of the Sydney Opera House, the white sails covered in slices of oranges, apples, pineapples and mangoes. Another painting was of an old Aboriginal man, staring into the infinity of his red landscape; it was obvious, just looking at the bone structure, the facial features, and especially the blood-red terrain, that the artist had never ventured out of his city-centre atelier, and his understanding of his subject was based entirely on pictures he’d seen. He probably hadn’t met an Aborigine in his life. 

			The third picture was of a bowl of fruit, about as boring a picture as any he’d ever seen. David stood on the pavement, and regretted his wasted journey. It was a suburban gallery where Mrs. Vapid and Mr. Pedestrian who lived around the corner exhibited their works, in the hope that one day they could rival Lucian Freud and maybe even Andy Warhol. They were the types who set up easels and canvasses and sat for hours, trying to capture the extravagance of a sunset, producing the sort of art travellers purchased in a tourist shop.

			He was about to go into a shopping centre and buy himself a cup of coffee, when he entered the gallery.

			Inside, he smelled the familiar scent of paintings, the same fragrance that filled the air in galleries in Rome and London, New York and Paris. He breathed in the atmosphere, and looked around the walls. Nothing attracted him.

			The woman sitting behind a desk, partly hidden by her computer screen, looked at David, and knew, instantly, that he was a looker, and not a buyer. But she knew she had to go through the motions.

			“Good morning,” she said, brightly, “were you looking for anything in particular.”

			She’d offered him just too wide an opening, too good an opportunity. He replied, “Anything but these,” he said. And then immediately regretted it. It was boorish snobbery of the worst kind, the sort of remark he should have kept to himself.

			But for some reason, she burst out laughing, and said, “Dear Lord, I know what you mean. My boss makes me put these up because they’re his taste but personally, I can’t stand them.”

			Now David laughed. He walked over to the woman, who stood, and shook his hand.

			“Lucy Carpenter.”

			“David Cabot. Look, I’m both a voyeur and a serious buyer. I go from gallery to gallery hoping to find something I like…..not to match the colour of my carpet or the new curtains, but because it’s a work of genius.”

			“Oh, believe me, I know what you mean. I worked in some amazing galleries in London before my husband’s job relocated us here, so I can honestly say that I recognize great painting when I see it. But now I have to convince myself and our customers that these pictures are works of art.”

			He looked around the gallery, and shook his head in sadness.

			“But don’t give up hope,” she said. “Before he opened this gallery, the owner collected dozens and dozens of paintings, which he used to sell to other galleries. Most of them aren’t worth the canvas on which they’re painted, but some of them are really interesting. We’ve got some 19th and early 20th century stuff in the back. And even some which look older. Would you like to have a look?”

			She took him into a back storage room, which had frames and canvasses stacked four and five deep against the wall. There must have been upwards of 100 paintings. Just looking at the first painting in the each of the rows, showed him that here was real artistic talent.

			“Why the hell aren’t these on display?” he asked.

			Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “My boss, the owner, doesn’t think that the passing trade would be interested. Only somebody with some knowledge of paintings, and there aren’t that many in this area.”

			David stepped further into the room, and asked, “May I?”

			Lucy assured him that he was free to look at any painting he wanted. She excused herself and went back to the front of the gallery.

			David looked at several, which didn’t impress him. They were typical heavy Victorian portrayals of smoking factory chimneys, or ships at harbour. Some were obviously French in origin and some 20th century Italian. They were vastly more impressive than the pap on the walls of the gallery, but nothing which met his specific criteria.

			Until, buried deeply in the fourth row he was examining, was a picture which immediately captured his interest. He struggled to free the frame from the ones in front and behind, but lifted it up and carried it to another side of the room. There, he propped it on a high bar stool and rested it at chest level against a wall.  

			He looked and looked, closer and at a distance. Then he walked very close to the painting, and examined the faces carefully.

			It was an old painting, in the style of the Italian old masters. But of course, it couldn’t be. Why would a suburban humdrum gallery in Australia have an Italian old master?

			And old masters paintings were often copied, quite deliberately, by their students. In 17th century Italy, there were no photocopiers, and so artists like Raphael and Michaelangelo created a work, and then told their students to copy it so that it could be distributed to people throughout the art-loving world. Even Leonardo’s most famous work, the Mona Lisa, was hanging in at least a dozen galleries, the famous and original in the Louvre in Paris, and a truly brilliant copy by his students, in the Prado in Madrid. 

			So in all likelihood, this was a student’s copy of a master’s work. But he didn’t recognize the original. And the more he looked at the painting, the more excited he became.

			It was a lifesize painting of a mother and child, typical of the sorts of subject which had captured the imaginations of Renaissance and Baroque artists. But it was the mother’s face, her breast, and the face of the infant which took David’s breath away.

			The mother was looking out of the picture to the viewer’s left side, her eyes closed, her face a mask of pain; not excruciating pain, but more one of the pain of disappointment a mother feels when her child does something wrong. Her left breast, exposed to the viewer because the baby had just suckled it, was streaming with blood where the infant had bitten into the flesh.

			Both of these were unusual portrayals of a common subject. But what astounded David, and caused him to look again and again, was the head of the baby who had just finished suckling at his mother’s breast. It was the face of a mature child, almost an adult. The full head of black hair was parted, and he had black sideburns growing level with the bottom of his earlobe.

			But his full head of hair was only one of the disturbing images captured in his face. It was his adult look, his cruel and uncaring stare, his total lack of concern that he’d injured his mother.

			This was the sort of face one would expect in Oscar Wilde’s Picture of Dorian Gray, Breugel’s devils, Van Eyck’s Last Judgement, and Bosch’s Garden of Earthly Delights. This was not a Madonna and Child, but a Mother who had given Birth to a Demon. 

			David recoiled at the horror of the subject, but was falling in love with the quality of the painting. Yes, it must be by a student, but even so, whether or not it had value, it was just the sort of painting he loved to acquire and this would be a wonderful addition to the collection he had displayed on the walls in his new home.

			He carried the painting into the front of the gallery, and Lucy stood and saw what he’d selected. 

			“Oh, yes, I know that painting. Do you really want to buy that? I find it a bit repellent. I know I shouldn’t say these things, but….ugh!”

			“What do you know about it?” asked David.

			“Nothing. The boss picked it up in some garage sale. It’s obviously European, but we have no idea how it got to Australia.” 

			Lucy walked closer to the picture, and David could see how she felt repulsed. “Look, I don’t want to be critical, and obviously I want to sell it to you, but look at the kid’s face, for heaven’s sake. It’s so badly painted. No baby has hair like that, or those sideburns, or such a grown up expression. I really don’t think that the artist was much good. The painting of the mother’s ok, but not the kid. Sorry, but it’s pretty amateurish.”

			“Do you really think so? Look at the mother,” said David. “That’s an expression of deep regret, bordering on incomprehension. She’s saying, ‘I love you and I’ve given you life; I’ve nurtured you; you’ve suckled at my breast; and now you repay my love and tenderness by tearing at my body, stripping my flesh. I’m so disappointed in you.’ Sorry, but I think it’s marvellous. Can you tell me anything else about it?”

			She went to her desk, opened the drawer and pulled out a notebook. Flipping through the pages, she looked from book to painting and then back to the book again.

			“Here it is,” she said, and then began to read out the notes. “Purchased October 1972. Garage sale. Home of Jan van de Klerk (retired airline pilot). Subject woman and baby. Blood on breast. Price $67.”  That’s all it says. Obviously, nobody knows the painter or the provenance. I think my boss tried to sell it to people a couple of years ago, but nobody wanted it because of the blood and the expression on the mother’s face. And also they were probably repelled by the look of the boy. He’s really scary. It’s not what anyone wants to hang over their fireplace. So he just put it in the back of the gallery, and no doubt it’ll be flogged off as a job lot at an auction.”

			David nodded. “How much do you think he’ll want for it?”

			Lucy shrugged her shoulders. “No idea. Probably a couple of hundred dollars. I could ask and then negotiate a price with you.”

			“And I’ve come here by train and on foot. Can you deliver it?” he asked.

			She shook her head in amazement, and said, “Sure. But you’re certain that you want this in your home?”

			He laughed. And then he gave her his details.

			It took David’s wife a month to come to terms with the picture. At first, she’d refused to hang it in any area where it might be seen by guests, or even herself as she walked through the house. So they’d agreed upon hanging it in his study. 

			And as the days and weeks and months went by, and he sent photographs he’d taken of the painting to museums and galleries in France and Italy, Britain and Spain, the letters of response came in. The British said that it looked like a picture painted by a student of a Baroque artist, but without a close examination of the original, they couldn’t comment further. The Italians responded by saying that it seemed to be a copy of a late Renaissance artist, but not one which appeared in any of their catalogues. And he had no response whatsoever from the French or the Spanish.

			It was then that he decided to take the picture and journey with it to Britain. When he told his wife, she reacted badly. 

			“But that’s going to cost us thousands and thousands of dollars. And for all you know, this could be a student’s amateur work. You could be laughed out of London. What is it with you and this painting, David?” she demanded.

			He sighed. Her logic was unimpeachable. “It’s the expression in her face. She’s so disappointed in what her son is doing to her. Biting the breast that feeds you. Biting the woman who gives you life, who suckles you. What greater act of bastardry, of treachery, could there be than an infant, biting a mother’s breast?”

			“But he’s not a child. Look at him! He’s like a young adult. A teenager. It’s ugly and monstrous. For all you know, darling, it could be a joke, some artist’s folly. David, I really think you’re wasting your time and money going to England to get this assessed.”

			“But all I have left is time and money,” he said. “Come with me. We could make it a holiday.” But she declined and said she wouldn’t participate in a fool’s errand.

			A month and a half later, the portrait arrived with David in the United Kingdom, carefully protected by tissue paper and strong bubble wrap in-between clothes in his large suitcase. Ensconced in the hotel, he’d removed it, placed it safely in the hotel’s locked wardrobe, and purchased a large portfolio carrier. Now David Cabot walked through the streets of London, ending up in Exhibition Road. His destination was the Victoria and Albert Museum. He had an appointment with the museum’s Curator of Renaissance Art, Dr. Linda Gorman. 

			Fifteen minutes after entering the building, he was shown into his meeting in Gorman’s office. It was a large office, and on the walls were pictures whose provenance he knew were lesser known but still marvellous painters of the Italian, French and English Renaissance. 

			She came out into the reception area, and shook his hand warmly. “How lovely to meet you. How was your trip from Australia?” she asked.

			He assured her that he’d recovered from jet lag as far as he knew, but to excuse him if he fell asleep during their meeting.

			Sitting down, she said, “Well, I’ve seen the photos you sent me, which is why I was happy to meet you. I know I was fairly non-committal, but until I’m able to examine the original painting, any comment I make will be purely speculative. But I do think that it’s certainly interesting enough for you to have taken the chance of coming over to see us. Now, can I see the painting.”

			David stood, and opened the portfolio, taking out the painting, and placing it on a draftsman’s drawing board. Linda carefully placed clean glass weights on the four corners to hold it down.

			Just looking at it, she said, “Oh my goodness. Oh my! Oh, look at this.” 

			Then she went to her desk and took out two surgical masks, handing one to David. “If we’re going to examine this picture in minute detail, then we have to wear these.”

			Together and masked up, they bent over the painting, Linda using a strong magnifying glass with a brilliant light, on a moveable arm which was attached to a stand. She held the glass over the head of the boy, and examined the brush strokes, the colours, the features of the face. She kept making noises, like “Good God” and “My word.”

			Silently, she moved the glass to look at the face of the mother. Her soliloquies continued as “Heavens” or “Ah!” or “Oh!”  and she continued to examine the painting in the most intricate and minute detail, centimetre by centimetre.

			When she’d finished with the faces, she turned to David, and said, “Very very interesting. Seriously interesting.”

			“Do you think…..?

			She didn’t let him finish the question. “….much much too early to say. It’s interesting…no, exciting. But the last thing I want to do is to say something which will raise your hopes and then have them dashed after a thorough forensic and scientific examination proves our assumptions wrong. Right now, all I can tell you, from my examination of the brush techniques and the style, is that this is either late Renaissance or early Baroque. It’s probably Italian. It could be the work of a master, or the work of a body of students under a master’s guidance. I’m not leaning one way or another.”

			David nodded. “Ok. No pressure. But who painted it?”

			Linda laughed. “It could have been Strozzi, because the woman reminds me of the maidens in his Allegory of Arts. Or it could be Cortona; his Alliance of Jacob and Laban has a woman and baby which is not dissimilar. But frankly I doubt either of them, and most other artists of the period. But of course, it could even be a late Tintoretto, painted just before he died. There’s something in this picture which reminds me of Tintoretto’s Muse with Lute. 

			“But in truth, there’s a name which is shouting out to me, but I dare not even consider telling you unless I do more research.”

			“Please! Even if you’re wrong and later tests prove that it wasn’t by him, give me a name so that I can look it up.”

			Linda looked at him and was moved by his eagerness. “Ok. But please don’t take this as gospel, because it’ll need serious scholarship. But I’m leaning towards….no…I’m not going to say.  Not now. In a short while. Just give me some time.”

			Impatiently, he waited while Linda covered the entire canvas with the magnifying glass, inspecting the way the artist had painted folds of cloth, fingers, her dress, the colour of her hair. Then, after another hour, she asked him for help in turning the painting over, and she spent time examining the weave of the canvas and the sides and corners of the painting.

			Restoring it, so that the painting was again visible, she turned off the magnifying glass’s light, and looked at the painting for another five, perhaps ten minutes. Only then, remembering that David had been totally silent for the better part of an hour and more, did she say, “Thank you for your patience. Let’s sit down, shall we.”

			They sat, David coming close to bursting with excitement and anticipation, looked at her. 

			“I want to put you out of your misery, but we need to examine flecks of paint and do spectrographic and X-ray analyses of the canvas to determine whether it was overpainted, whether there’s another painting beneath it, as well as its age. We need to do serious scientific work on this painting before we can properly authenticate it and determine its creator, its provenance, its history and its place in the pantheon of art and artists,” she said.

			He asked, “So you’re not just dismissing it as the work of a student.”

			“I can only give you an educated gut reaction. But I’d say not. It’s just too damn good. There’s a degree of genius in the artist’s use of colour, the expressions that have been created for the mother and the infant. And then, of course, there’s the extraordinary face, hair and manner of the infant. And let’s never forget that his teeth have ripped the skin of his mother’s breast,” she said.

			“Which leads you to believe….” he asked.

			“…..that this painting is an allegory. Usually, they’re Biblical or Romano/Greek. Nymphs and Gods and that sort of thing. But this painting screams of telling a story. A story of pain and suffering. A narrative of profound disappointment, hurt and even betrayal. And there’s an artist from those times which fits that bill. Have you ever heard of a father and daughter painting duo who were famous as great artists after Italian Renaissance, and at the beginning of the Baroque? His name was Orazio Gentileschi and his daughter was Artemisia Gentileschi. Have you heard of them?”

			“I think so. I don’t know. No, actually, I don’t think I’ve heard of them, but I might be wrong.”

			“More and more people are getting to know them, especially Artemisia, and in the future, I predict that Artemisia is going to become much more famous. She’ll eclipse her father, and probably become as famous as the greats of her day. And by greats, I’m talking about Caravaggio, Michaelangelo and painters as great as they. 

			“Not only was she one of the most brilliant painters of the period, but her life story is so exceptional, that in the future my guess is that she’ll become one of the great feminist icons. The writer Germaine Greer wrote a book about women artists, and Artemisia was one of her subjects.”

			“So you think that this could be by this woman, Artemisia,” asked David.

			“No! I didn’t say that. It has a Gentileschi style about it. It could be the father, Orazio, or the daughter herself, or one of their students. She became very famous in her day, although since her death, and for over three hundred years, she’s been virtually forgotten. But it’s not just technique and style which leads me to think that possibly…just possibly….and I stress, it’s only possible….that this might be a missing Artemisia.”

			“Not the father, what’s his name?”

			“Orazio. Yes, it could be by him. He was Artemisia’s initial tutor; but then so was Caravaggio. But it’s the subject matter which makes me think that this could be a genuine Artemisia.”

			“Why? What is it about what she painted?”

			“The face of the infant. It’s far too mature, too old, for a baby sucking milk. And the wounds on her breast. Teeth? Biting the breast that feeds him. To understand, you have to know that Artemisia was raped by a painter named Tassi. Her father took him to court, and instead of him suffering, it was she, Artemisia, who was tortured to prove that she was telling the truth. But eventually Tassi was found guilty. And from then on, Artemisia’s paintings were angry, defiant, showing the strength of women railing against the vicissitudes of life and the unfeeling callousness of men. One of her paintings is particularly vicious. It’s called Judith Severing The Head of Holofernes; there are several iterations of the painting made by her over the years, but one of the best is in the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte in Naples. It’s one of the most extraordinary paintings of the Baroque….well, any age really. And if my gut is right, then this painting dates from around that period, possibly a dozen or so years after, and could very well have been painted by her.”

			“Would that make it valuable?” asked David, quickly adding, “not that its commercial value, its price, is particularly important.”

			“Yes, it would become very valuable if it was a genuine Artemisia. But more important than money, it would add to the body of her work, and fill in gaps in her life story about which we had no idea. But I will say one thing. If we authenticate it and we certify that it’s a genuine Artemisia, then this Museum would be in the front row of museums to offer to buy the picture from you.”

			“Is it that good?” asked David.

			“Yes, my friend, it’s really that good,” Dr. Linda Gorman told him.

			Leaving the painting with her for examination, David walked back into the centre of London, realising that he had two options. The first was to wait the couple of weeks during which Dr. Gorman said it would take to assemble the Artemisia experts from London, Edinburgh, Paris, Florence and Rome who would gather in the Victoria and Albert Museum to examine the painting, as well as the scientific analyses which by then would have been produced as reports.

			The second option was to leave the painting with the experts, return to Australia and await the results in a phone call from Linda Gorman.

			And as he awoke in the Hotel Astoria opposite Hyde Park on the morning after his visit to the Museum he realised that he had a further option.  He could travel to Rome and Milan and Florence and investigate everything he could about this mysterious painter in preparation for the good…or bad…news.

			If he did that, then should the painting be authenticated, he could appear before the media in Britain, and probably other countries, and sound much more intelligent and knowledgeable than he’d been when Linda had first mentioned that there was a chance that Artemisia was possibly the painter.

			It had been too early in Australia to phone home when he had returned from dinner after his day in the Museum. There was a nine hour time difference between London and Sydney. So when he’d rationalised his options in his mind, he reached over to pick up his cell phone and dialled his Sydney home. It was 10.00 in the evening when he heard his wife, Jackie’s voice. After the pleasantries, and assuring her that he was eating and sleeping properly, he explained what had happened yesterday. 


			But before he could explain the choices in front of him, his wife asked him to explain more about the potential painters of his artwork. And that confirmed that he needed to travel to Europe to find out more than what the books said about Orazio and Artemisia Gentileschi. Because after a few moments of explanation, his wife began to ask him questions he just couldn’t answer – how old was Artemisia when she painted this portrait of a mother and baby; why the baby was so old; where was she born; where had she lived; what else had she painted; where were her paintings to be found; how much were her paintings worth? The cascade of questions defined his lack of knowledge and his need to find out everything he could. And not the least of her questions was the one which had been on his mind as he walked away from the Victoria and Albert Museum – how did a priceless and lost Artemisia Gentileschi painting come to be in a suburban art gallery thousands and thousands of miles away from Italy?

		


		
			​FLORENCE, ITALY, JULY, 2021

			He’d packed for Autumn in England, months before Swinburne’s season of snows and sins. He’d expected to be able to avoid the coldness of Winter and so had only packed a couple of woollen jumpers to wear underneath his suit’s jacket in order to keep him warm as he walked around London’s streets in the evening. 

			His clothes were suitable for an American Fall or a Sydney Winter where the days were still warm, but the nights required a second or third layer. What he hadn’t anticipated was needing a lightweight coat to protect himself from the winds blowing over the city of Florence from the Apennine mountains to the East, or from the Tyrrhenian Sea to the West. 

			So when he arrived in Florence, after he’d booked into the Hotel Medici in the Via Ponte Vecchio, he walked to the boutiques, and bought himself a delightful light coat, the cost of which was equivalent to buying a small car in Australia. Yes, it was fabulous, yes it was the most fashionable coat he’d ever owned; but he would somehow have to hide the American Express bill from Jackie when it came in next month.

			He treated himself to lunch at a delightful little trattoria close to the Ponte alle Grazi, which straddled the River Arno. As he sat, delighting in his second glass of Valpolicella ripasso from a vineyard in Verona, and looked over the terracotta rooftops of the ancient city, he thought to himself that if it wasn’t for the food, the wine, the shops, the fashions, the history, the amazing buildings, the museums, the culture, the paintings, the sculptures….nobody would bother visiting Florence. Having spent most of his life in Australia, a young and modern country which venerated anything more than 50 years old, he realised how much he’d missed by not learning more about European culture.

			Aboriginal culture was the oldest on earth, dating back 60,000 and probably many tens of thousands of years before that; but being a nomadic peoples, they had left no permanent settlements, no everlasting monuments. Yes, their rock art was among the most ancient in the world, but a stylization of a kangaroo or an emu or a possum couldn’t be compared to the sculptured delicacy of a smile by Leonardo, nor a Venus by Botticelli, nor the fingers of God and Adam by Michaelangelo.

			But through the fortuitous discovery in a Sydney art gallery, he was now knee deep in the art, history and intrigue of the Italian Renaissance, a time of chaotic politics, religious amorality and artistic genius.



OEBPS/font/CenturySchoolbook.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf



OEBPS/image/His_head_on_a_Platter__eBook_Graphic_2.jpg
THE BOOK OF MY LIFE
=D

Written by the hand of Artemisia Gentileschi
London, England.
February, Anno Domini 1641.





OEBPS/image/His_head_on_a_Platter_Cover.jpg
(\ W‘V((’ §\

xI»
~L
@

e
55

Artemisig
L Gen L‘i@% )

\

L]
N\

/

i

O N A B EVENGE

INSTMEN

PLATTER
ALAN GOLD ©





OEBPS/image/1.png





OEBPS/image/His_head_on_a_Platter__eBook_Graphic.jpg
ALAN GOLD
HIS HEAD

PLATTER

ARTEMISIA GENTILESCHI'S
REVENGE AGAINST MEN





OEBPS/font/ArialUnicodeMS.ttf


OEBPS/image/Original_Roundel_Black.png





