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Also by Gregory Norminton


The Ship of Fools




To Christian, Benjamin and Xavier






I BOX MY EARS TO NO GREAT PURPOSE. I poke the holes with a finger and rummage about inside as though to dislodge water. But I cannot silence the voices. Their mutterings trouble me. Do you never, in the crouched silence of the night, hear the whisper of fluid in your ears? Low murmurs, as though every sound stored within since the womb continues, muted, behind a cave wall? That reservoir of noises fills inexorably; the fuller it gets, the louder. What fearful rumours, what pressure on the brain! The clamour – my lifetime crashing against forgetfulness – threatens to overwhelm me.


I sit, hunched and aching, on my straw cot. Taking stock of my bones. My innards yawn and grumble; gases escape me with a sigh or sadly trumpeting. I imagine the sleep draining out of me, spilling down towards my feet and leaking into the floorboards, until the feet turn from blue to grey to chalk-white, which is all I have left of pink. Of course the noise in my head, that subterranean rumour, continues. But I hear cicadas outside winding up their clockwork. Swifts whistle and I fancy them flickering like cast lines above the fields, skimming the cream off the dawn. Then comes the expected, longed-for knock: tentative as ever, lest it disturb my corpse (I am after all quite ancient). The door opens with its familiar creak. Teresa’s dark eyes find mine. I am grateful for her smile, and surprised by it – as I am every day at late mercies. Teresa brings me milk still warm from the goat, and tufts of buckwheat bread which I soak to pap in the bowl. Enquiring after her boy, I learn of a night made restless by belly-gripe. I promise my usual remedy (pure placebo, learned from a swindler in Prague) and Teresa withdraws.


It goes without saying that I have no more money to repay her kindness. She and the widow will keep me to my end, or as near to it as they can stomach, if I read them correctly.


After eating, after stool, I wash at the bowl those parts of myself which I can reach. Dressing, even simply into rustic rags, consumes an inordinate amount of time. No wonder old men ruminate. What else can the mind do with so much leisure – flitting back and forth through time, lumbered with this insupportable slow animal? Rhhahh! Damn these twisting, unresponsive stockings. I cannot bend my knees sufficiently – nor for that matter my back – to touch the tips of my toes. I, a man that has lived closer to his feet than most. Disgusted, I fling the stockings across the bedstead and shuffle barefoot into the day.


The animals have beaten me to it. Teresa’s humble menagerie, infused with sap and low life. I – that have heard the Emperor’s lion roar and numbered the feathers in a dodo’s wing – take in their scrabbling. Nunzio’s rabbits gnaw at their hutch. A coterie of chickens puck and scratch. The nanny goat, chained to an olive tree, crops her circle of grass, grazing that circumference as keenly as any compass.


Emerging from shadow, I find the sun still gentle, warming to its task. The country lies stretched before me, undulating and green-mantled, the willows trimmed, the dark cypresses like untorched candles. There are fathoms of vines, fruitful avenues doused in soft light and, beyond them, impressively clustered, the familiar contours of Fiesole. I have travelled, in fifty-one years, by an elaborate route back whence I started. I was born not far from here, you see, in the shadow of the Duomo, whose bells, drifting across the landscape to my chamber, grant the old man hours much shorter than his infant self enjoyed.


Advancing (to use the word loosely) through dew-wet grass, I approach my seat. I am weighted by a book, by parchments and ink, with an ominous leather strap on my wrist and a goose quill lodged behind my ear: a parody, I dare say, of my industrious past.


The murmuring is constant, a pressure in my head.


Sighing, I lower myself on to my seat (the bench hewn from an oak’s trunk by Teresa’s husband) and arrange my implements. Resting the Thesaurus hieroglyphicorum on my lap and the inkwell beside me, I open the great blank of my commonplace book and, daunted beyond endurance, gaze back at the cottage. Teresa and the widow are working in the vegetable plot, resurrecting carrots. They shake them by the hair and pluck dirty tendrils from the roots. Then they fling the carrots on to the verge, glancing from the arc of thrown vegetables at Teresa’s son, little Nunzio, scrawling in the dust with a stick. How I wish I could join them! To labour honestly, as Adam did, with the good soil packed beneath one’s nails, instead of this squinting, scratching work that awaits me. Confined to this sad flesh, with dimming eyes – old despite myself – I must account for my life. I must retrace my journey, for futurity, lest all the voices in my head sink into the earth with me. And I thank God for granting me my own death, when I might have had it stolen from me. For I have seen men burned and trimmed by steel, flung unreadied into the black lake. Do they watch me from its depths, those lost souls? In my Life I must speak for them all. It is no easy task: from dreams to reincarnate ghosts, from tatters to fashion garments. My pen quivers at the task, as though it would take flight.


For the sake of all that is past, lector future Tommaso Grilli begs your present sympathy.






I


Monstrorum Artifex
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1


A Changeling


Now I shall tell the Truth of it.


When I was born (so my father claimed, my mother dying on my birthday) the midwife shrieked ‘Mostro! Mostro!’ and slipped in amniotic fluid. Striking her head on a bucket’s lip, that impressionable woman lost consciousness. So it fell to my mother – still gushing like a fountain – to smack my bum and set me bawling. She plucked me, marbled grey like tripe, from the linen; whereupon she caught sight of my face and for an instant hesitated to strike.


‘Think yourself lucky,’ my father would say when he showed me my reflection, ‘that a mother’s love is blind.’


The blow came. I duly cried and turned from grey to pink. There was commotion and great bustle of relatives in the bedchamber. I was passed from hand to hand, held upside down like Achilles in the Styx, until my father turned my head to the heavens. There were calls for water and towels and a priest. My father kissed my mother’s soaking brow and held her vague fingers. Some wise relation whisked me from the scene: where my mother, interceding for me to the last, expired of aesthetic shock.


The loss, to my father, was terrible. I must have heard (for all the amnios in my ears) from that other room, where my aunt gripped me at arm’s length, his gulps and groans. Nobody could console him: least of all his guilty, grotesque child. ‘Keep him out of here!’ my father shrieked. ‘Keep that killer away!’


Thus, before I could speak or even sketch a noose, I was a murderer: guilty of subtle matricide.


For several months – long after the baptism and burial – I was entrusted to a wet nurse, one Smeraldina, who must have loved me in some fashion since she allowed me near her breasts. Smeraldina and I occupied the upstairs of my father’s house, far from the clutter of his studio with its drills and chisels and busts of alabaster. My father, for his part, remained below, chained to his work as Ulysses to his mast, for fear of frenzy. There was a contest between us to see who could howl the loudest. I dare say my father won. It was not until Christmas that I was allowed into his presence; and even then Smeraldina had to hold me, while my aunts and uncles (my father’s in-laws) presided over the encounter in case things turned ugly.


‘He has the full complement of limbs,’ my uncle Umberto ventured, ‘and seems properly equipped downstairs. The face is … rather shocking … but then much of it may die down as he grows older.’


Anonimo Grilli brandished the sketches he had made, in her lifetime, of my mother. Her rare beauty, her near perfection of figure, were plain for all to see – had they forgotten? From handsome boughs bad fruit cannot grow. So it followed that I was a changeling, or a demon, smuggled into the lamented womb. Smeraldina, a pious woman, lifted her hands to block her ears. Then, with a smirk of apology, she picked me up where I had fallen and offered me to the paternal gaze.


I was not, by virtue of my deformity, an ingratiating child. Perhaps Smeraldina had trained me to smile at the blur of my father’s face. For I did smile, yes, and gurgled too. The pink fist of my left hand, upon which my fortunes would one day depend, escaped the blanket. And my father, to the held breaths of all assembled, offered his clay-caked finger to my grasp.


‘Some bonds can never be broken,’ my father told me whenever, drunk, he referred to this moment. ‘I could not reject you, Tommaso. And indeed, have I ever? Have I ever, in spite of everything, neglected your upbringing?’


The in-laws sighed at a tender scene of reconciliation. Smeraldina, seeing my father’s eyes swim at contact with his son, cautiously eased me on to his lap. There I sat, as best I could, still gripping my father’s finger, and ogled the implements on his table. Anonimo Grilli (for want of a better idea) fumbled for a spatula and held it close to my eyes. I must have squinted.


‘He will be an artist,’ said Smeraldina. ‘Just like his father.’


If, in my earliest years, I found any place in my father’s life, it was on the edge of his fretful existence.


Anonimo Grilli was a sculptor. Born and bred in Florence, of solid mercantile stock, he had displayed from early childhood a most unprofitable talent. He could make things with his hands, beautiful things. At the age of eight he crafted his own toys out of wood: small bestiaries of lions and horses and bears. By the time he was twelve, with black down sprouting on his upper lip, he was casting nymphs out of mud from the banks of the Arno. His own father, Jacopo Grillo, lamented with voluble fists the boy’s artistic leanings.


‘I was a badge of shame to him,’ Anonimo would tell me. ‘I fouled my clothes and left my hair uncombed. My hands were always caked in clay.’


My grandfather, Jacopo Grillo, knew of sculptors only through the Florentine guilds. These were hired to decorate villas; they peddled coats of arms; they were no model for his only son. ‘No dispute, no debate,’ he used to warn, raising his index finger. ‘You’re going into silk, my boy, make no mistake.’


Three years later the sculptor Jean Boulogne, better known throughout the world as Giambologna, added Anonimo to his corps of assistants. (Jacopo Grillo, though grievously hurt by his son’s disobedience, could not refuse him the honour of serving, indirectly, the Grand Duke himself. Yet he turned his back on the boy, and would keep it turned, until death sundered them for ever.) Hoping to assist his Flemish master, my father was confined instead to casting work. Under the watchful eye of Antonio Susini, he helped produce small bronze copies of Giambologna’s art, which sold, to the sculptor’s fame, throughout Europe. It was sweaty, frustrating work. But Anonimo persevered, learning his craft on the sly for three long years, until one day Susini put in a good word for him and he assumed his full apprenticeship.


Giambologna, a genius modeller of clay, refrained from actually making his statues. That secondary task – the labour of fashioning stone, with its ignoble stain of physical effort – fell to his assistants. Thus my father perfected, in those early years, the pert breasts of Florence Triumphant over Pisa for the Palazzo Vecchio; he tousled the hair of Samson with a drill, and fixed his jawbone in the eternal apex of its murderous flight.


It was in Bologna (where his master was based) that my father met my mother, Beatrice. She was the daughter of one Antonio Raimondi, a Genoese marble merchant, who would eventually relinquish her with a most handsome dowry. Anonimo’s future seemed assured; all the more so when, in April 1574, Cosimo de’ Medici – that great patron and tyrant – died. Anonimo heard news of the death in a state of rapture. An effigy was required, you see, for the lying-in-state. My father was to assist Giambologna in modelling the Grand Duke’s face and hands.


Cosimo’s corpse reposed in the Palace of the Signoria. Recently embalmed, it reeked of resin and talcum and cinnabar pigment. I imagine my father scoring the hairs with a wooden knife into the moulded wax. How nervously attentive he must have been, watched over by impassive guards, scrutinising the famous beard, and with half an eye on the corpse lest its eyes should open. And how lifelike was the outcome. The Grand Duke’s clay, that pallid dough, repeated in wax. With its implicit meaning: ‘The Medicis Never Die.’


Soon my father was trailing the ceremonious procession as it made its way through the streets towards San Lorenzo. A great number of painters and carpenters (many of whom Borghini had assembled for Michelangelo’s funeral) had decorated the church with skulls and skeletons. Anonimo admired those grinning mementoes. Standing at the back of the nave – almost outside in the piazza – he glimpsed above pious heads the decorated effigy of the putrefying duke. And ambition consumed him. It burned in his chest, like the urge to fill a deep well with one’s voice. He knew that his apprenticeship was over. Would he settle now for a life of quiet excellence, the craftsman’s lot? Wherever he looked in the church, the gaudy pomp of life’s continuance – the rich costumes and florid pendants, the embroidered cloth of the baldaquin, all the bequests of the dead to the living – disarmed the comical skeletons. Just as Francesco de’ Medici consoled himself for his own mortality with allusions to his father’s triumphs (triumphs which, by virtue of heredity, he would surely emulate), so Anonimo Grilli, in claiming his artistic freedom, laid the path to his own destiny.


With a selection of models, made of wax from Giambologna’s studio, my father earned a place at the Accademia del Disegno. He found himself for three years among painters, sculptors and architects, under the patronage of the Grand Duke. Anonimo and Beatrice were married; and soon his clay reliefs, of dimpled putti with faunish legs, were to be complemented by a creation of their flesh. For Beatrice was expectant, and with her dowry Anonimo bought our first house on the Via dell’Oriulo, where they might craft to perfection their first-born child.


Six months after my birth and its shattering consequence, Anonimo Grilli was summoned by the six consuls of the Academy. Mired in grief, he had failed to meet a commission. Rough sketches, scrawled an hour previously, of Diana at her bath could not save him from expulsion. Unsatisfied with having murdered my mother, I had ousted my father from his vocation.


Throughout my childhood – until, that is, my own precocity became manifest – Anonimo struggled to find work within the guilds, which despised him for his former status. He was, in spite of his drunkenly vaunted genius, reduced to the status of a hireling. More often than not, he would have to leave me to the care of relatives in order to undertake a commission out in the country.


‘Plastering some bloody chapel in Vallombrosa. They might as well pack me off to Sicily, with a bag of bird shit for stucco!’


To work as a plasterer was demeaning for so proud an artist. How he resented the luminaries of the Academy, where in his imagination a nebulous chair awaited him, stark for his absence. But it was not social ambition, merely, which gnawed at his innards. My father’s talent had been hard done by: soiled, denigrated. He longed to rescue it from ignominy.


Thus the two of us existed, separate within the same walls, tortured by mutual longing – my father for success, myself for my father.


The absence of something – a vital ingredient for life – was apparent to me from my first suck. My insatiable hunger dragged Smeraldina and her successors dry. Hot as a furnace, red faced and toothless, I would not be calmed by the perfunctory harassed gestures of my nurses (who had, after all, other mouths to feed); nor by the cooing of relatives, on their ever less frequent visits to the Grilli household. I sought my birth mother, that mouldering womb. Failing which, I could have settled for my father’s love.


Alas, between conflicting emotions of joy at my existence and grief at my mother’s death, my father chose grief; or rather it chose him, as a stray dog adopts a charitable stranger.


The years passed, and I learned, unbidden, the usual tricks of childhood. Scuttling crab, tightrope-walker, clown – I was all of these things, over time. Burbling rhetorician. Greek tragedian with a grazed knee. So many guises and disguises. Yet none entitled me to my father’s affection. An only child, I suffered his grief like the presence of a shadowy, superior brother. I might leap and hoot and clown about, the prize my father’s gaze; but his smile would fade on me and his eyes grow dull again with sadness.


‘Why don’t you play outside?’ my latest nurse would huff. ‘The garden’s full of crickets – try to catch one.’ (It took me years to wise up to that trick.) ‘Your daddy’s busy. He mustn’t be disturbed.’


Is it any wonder that I grew so badly? My face, I’ll grant you, was a disaster from the outset; but my limbs, at birth, must have seemed promising enough. Alas, deprived of affection, like a plant of water, I put forth unlovely shoots. That is to say that nothing grew in proportion. My anatomy is a hotchpotch, a fusion of parts from unequal models. Thus my legs, which are plump and hairy like a faun’s, hunker down to narrow martyred feet. My upper torso is fully developed, with a ribcage that juts pompously forward, giving me the appearance of being trapped for ever at the summit of a sigh; yet my hips are narrow, balanced on chunky thighs, and my buttocks are childishly pert. (In some places I am better endowed. My manhood, for what it’s worth, is short but uncommonly thick, and I have big hands that look like paddles on the ends of short, dimpled arms.) But how can you assemble this jumble of parts into a unified whole? As for my face, will not a list of features (a lush’s nose, a weak chin, a tongue too big for its cave) merely confuse your mental picture and set lumbering through this book a gruesome composite, the impossible invention of a fevered brain?


My physical ugliness suffused me with shame. The fact of it was driven home by my father, who would cry out in dismay whenever I wiped my grotty nose on his lap or clung with muddy fingers to his apron. A lifelong hater of spiders, I used to maintain within my reach a tankard and papers with which to remove unwelcome visitors. My father, whenever I penetrated his inner sanctum, would steer me back to my nurse’s arms with the same tight revulsion.


What could I do to atone for my monstrosity? The children in the street played willingly with me at first; yet within a few years I was cast out of their company. Jeered at, pelted with grit and sometimes stones, I had to slink away, molten-eyed with impotent rage. Nor could I race home bawling, with my face blemished, in expectation of solace. For the plump breast of my nurse (how constant that part of the anatomy was, while the faces above it came and went) averted itself quickly from my hideous grief. Affection, from those mercenary successors of Smeraldina, came at a premium which my father could not afford.


Lest I labour this account of my misfortune, however, I ought to record its uses. Rejected by my fellows, I wandered the streets of the city in a watchful daze, my head bowed to avoid the attention of curious strangers. In this penitential attitude (which seemed most successfully to render me invisible) my eyes settled on life’s minutiae. I observed the tireless commerce of ants: how they carried, after a murderous hailstorm, the wings of butterflies like sails above their heads. Weevils that shone like gems sat unjudgingly on my thumbnail. I remember once how I rescued, with a straw, a mantis twitching in the glue of a puddle. Clinging to that trembling stalk, the insect ruminated on its predicament. I carried it carefully into the sun, where it basked to dry itself, stroking the moisture from its body. I could not say how long I sat there, in the hot dust with traffic all about me, watching the mantis’s ablutions. Finally the quizzical head, with its fearful black eyes, tilted in my favour. I fancied that the mandibles quivered in inaudible thanks. I glimpsed two yellow wings, with indigo eyes at their centre – and the mantis fluttered, to my startled gasp, into the cloudless sky.


Umberto Raimondi (my uncle and inheritor of the Genoese marble business) was a dark, florid gentleman who filled his wealthy leisure with books and could never shake off a sense of obligation to his dead sister. He stumbled upon me one morning as I entertained a beetle in the Piazza della Signoria and brought the toe of his boot within inches of my rump before recognition stopped him.


‘You!’ he exclaimed. ‘Why are you sitting in the dust? I took you for an urchin.’


The beetle fell from my thumb on to its back. Its legs flickered uselessly. I tried to right it.


‘Don’t ignore me, boy,’ said my uncle. ‘Look up – how impertinent.’


I obeyed and blinked at his sun-shadowed face. Neptune from his fountain gazed askew at my discovery.


‘Does that father of yours know where you are?’ (My nurse had nodded off into the many folds of her chin. I had escaped, pursued only by her snorts.) ‘Get up, Tommaso. Has the cat got your tongue?’


So many questions to answer: where should I begin?


With startled expressions of consternation, Uncle Umberto marched me to his house on the Via dei Calzaiuoli. His voice, and our footsteps, glanced sonorously off Apuan marble. Servants bobbed and curtsied; I felt their eyes trailing in my wake. My uncle directed me up a wide staircase and thence, through dark windowless corridors, into his study.


Never before had I seen his library. Panels in the walls were painted with artefacts: books and paintings, medallions hung on nails, scrolled papers enribboned with red lace. The image of objects preceded their actual counterparts, for behind the panels sat all the wonders of Learning; not the ancient books only but new works also – on cosmology and geometry and the New World, Vasari’s Lives of the Artists and the Life of Michelangelo, books on botany and exotic beasts, with for good measure some enchanting romances.


Uncle Umberto perched on his chair. He rested his hairy, jewel-carbuncled fists on the broad plain of a cherrywood table and scrutinised my face.


‘What were you doing?’ he asked as I sidled past his hounds. (Brutus and Achilles paid me no more attention than a shadow; at full height, their jaws came level with my throat.) ‘Tommaso, I was shocked. I thought you were begging.’


‘Oh no, Uncle.’


‘You were staring at something. What were you staring at? You’re not a simpleton, are you?’


‘It was …’


‘You understand my question?’


‘I was looking at a …’


‘We can’t have you traipsing about the city like a cretin.’


Sensing my fearfulness, yet disinclined to soften his tone, Umberto gestured for me to sit. I straddled a polished stool and cowered at the edge of his desk. The hounds behind me panted, their wet tongues lolling.


‘I want you to read these words, Tommaso. Tell me what you see.’


With a plumed quill, my uncle scratched on a corner of parchment. Then he held up several words for me to read. I had no idea what they were.


‘Figlio, Tommaso.’


‘Figlio?’


‘And this?’


I stared at the second doodle. It looked like a profile of jagged teeth.


‘You really don’t know?’ my uncle marvelled, sitting back. ‘Neither word?’


‘I know what “son” means.’


‘But you cannot read?’


‘If you read it I know what it means.’


Thus my illiteracy was discovered – a common enough condition. Yet I was of literate stock, I could not inhabit the same mental slums as hoi polloi. Umberto, with a sharp pluck at his beard, decided on a remedy. ‘My responsibility towards your late mother obliges me to act,’ he said. I was, in spite of everything, his late sister’s offspring. My value resided in that: like a bad painting made in his dotage by a great master. ‘You will come here every morning. Not to my studiolo but downstairs – in the kitchen. There is a table set aside, in an alcove. You’ve plenty of light there from the window. I shall pay for your tuition. Tell your father, when you see him.’


But my father was not keen to hear. He raged at the meddling old windbag, my benefactor, and nursed for several days a brooding silence most eloquent of his injured pride. I was, however, allowed to attend my lessons.


I sat with swinging feet on a high chair, breathed on by my tutor – a sallow young scholar called Piombino, who reeked of stale sweat and bad teeth and so accepted my own flaws without complaint. He applied himself with great patience to a mind no longer malleable. I had difficulties learning by rote; for instance, I had to imagine letters as living things before I could master them. A was an eye peering into an abyss – the small-case b was a snail climbing a branch – C was the shape a cat makes when it rolls itself in the dust. Similar methods worked for numerals. The gliding swan 2 was pursued by her mate, flying 3. Nostalgic 7, staring back at his past, never noticed hourglass 8 squatting at his back. I was especially proud of squatting-man 4, for which I was roundly scolded.


‘Can’t you take things as they are?’ my tutor complained. ‘Must everything remind you of something else?’


Yet I was permitted to make use of my strange mnemonics, and within a year was roaming my uncle’s bookshelves. The more intellectual fare I left to one side. I crammed my head with romances and tales of chivalry, devouring Morgante and Doni’s fantasies with an avidity to rival the (as yet unborn) man from La Mancha. Infused with these stories, Florence became my playground. I directed my garish knights in mounted charges down the Via del Corso, chased distressed damsels across the Ponte Vecchio and lodged a dragon beneath the cathedral’s great cupola.


It was in the elaboration of these fantasies that I began to draw monsters. They peeped from the margins of my copybook into the calligraphic foliage: monkeys with the manes of lions, hares perched on cicadas’ legs, wild men sporting tusks like Turkish moustaches. Sketching became a compulsion, the fruit of seeds sown in my early wanderings. Whereas before I had admired insects for their own sakes – passively like a mirror – now I meant to record my observations. Reality, with all its maddening and unpossessable detail, began to make my inventions look bland and improbable. With deft strokes I recorded my tutor resting his chin on his fist, his glossy nether lip protruding as he corrected my sums. I studied closely his large ears, which thrust forward eagerly, as though in competition with his eyes to observe the world. Such particulars intrigued me more, I confess, than the whole (for the uniqueness of which they were, after all, responsible), and soon my copybook was a butcher’s slab of disembodied parts – ears, a nose, severed hands and floating eyes.


One morning, a week after my (uncelebrated) tenth birthday, my secret pleasure was discovered. Late in an algebra lesson of uncommon tedium, my tutor caught me sketching the unusual grip (a white-nailed, three-fingered clamp) which he exercised on his pen and snatched the offending cartoon from my lap.


‘So this is what you get up to, instead of working.’


To my mortification, he scrutinised my drawing, holding it up to the light, level with his eyes. His scolding expression softened to gawking silence. I squirmed on my chair as my tutor looked at me. Then he flipped back, slowly, through the defaced pages of my copybook.


‘Did you …? Tommaso, be honest now.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Did you do all of these drawings?’


‘Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.’


‘I mean, uh, your father didn’t help you?’


It was a baffling notion; my mouth became a trough for flies.


‘Tommaso,’ my tutor resolved, ‘I am confiscating your copybook.’ I was instructed to return home. I was to wait in my room for a summons. None of my hot tears could save me. ‘Hurry along now, boy. And don’t dawdle, because I’ll know about it.’


With leaden feet, wailing like a bloodhound at the moon, I made my way to the kitchen steps. But my tutor could not wait for me to complete my mournful exit. With great smelly excitement he brushed past me in the stairwell, the copybook’s pages fluttering like a bird in his grasp. ‘Shoo! On you go! Your uncle and I shall follow.’


Ah, how I chewed my fingers on that terrible journey westwards. I considered entering the Duomo and praying for divine help. But like the sinners on Hell’s forecourt, I was doomed beyond hope of mercy.


In my father’s house all was silent. Dreading the coming storm, I hid myself in my bedroom, where my complacent toys (wooden horses and soldiers, gifts from the Raimondis when I was born) offered me no sympathy. I must have slept, exhausted from sobbing, for I was startled by a knock at the door, and beheld on the wall a dusty grey blot of evening sky. My latest nurse summoned me, with all the authority of her many chins, downstairs to my father’s studio.


They stood incongruously together, those three figures from different compartments of my life, in a line against the wall. My tutor (that cruel snitch) held my copybook before his groin. My father, a little unsteady on his feet after hours of quiet labour, wore an unfamiliar expression.


‘Come forward,’ said my uncle. ‘Be seated.’


There was a table with a stool beneath it. A sheet of paper was weighted by three sticks of charcoal on the table’s surface.


‘Pick up a charcoal.’


My tutor placed an alabaster bust of Homer on the edge of the table. My father, less confidently, arranged a bowl of fruit – grapes, peaches, furry apricots – beside the bust. His eyes did not even flicker at mine as he straightened and retreated.


‘Now then, my boy,’ said Umberto. ‘We want you to draw, as faithfully as you can, the objects placed before you.’


I gripped the thinnest charcoal. I did as I was told. Blind Homer in his paper window sniffed at a bowl of fruit. He could not see, as I had seen, the deep scar in one of the grapes, with its sticky exudate, nor the mouldering bruise on a wound-dark peach. Having mastered these things, I was wholly absorbed by the bowl’s variegated patterning when my father emitted a hoarse cry. A black spider blotted my drawing as it was snatched from the table.


‘It’s some kind of witchcraft,’ said Anonimo, brandishing the picture and pacing the floor before my desk. I felt the draught swept up by his loose shirt and sleeves.


‘Or rather – a sign of heredity?’ With a wink (which was shocking enough in itself), my uncle Umberto flicked me a coin. I flinched as it clattered off my desk on to the brick floor. It was my first payment.


‘Give him something else to draw,’ thrilled my tutor, clapping the tips of his fingers like an excited girl.


‘Like what? The Sistine chapel?’


‘His father’s portrait.’


Anonimo shook his head. He backed away from gestures of entreaty as from serpents. Umberto, however, was able to persuade him, steering him with a friendly pinch to a chair set out by my tutor.


‘Don’t worry, papà,’ I said, cross-legged for fear of peeing. ‘I’ll make you handsome.’


‘Just make it quick.’


I turned over my sullied paper to the clean reverse. This was a face I could draw from memory, with its strong chin and potent expressive nose, and the greasy black hair that curled stubbornly above either ear. Uncle Umberto came behind me and gripped the back of my chair. He would not leave off breathing above my head (the air escaping with a whistle through his nose) until my fingers ached from the effort and I had worn away the charcoal to a stump. It was a good likeness, I felt, although the breezy smile – of a man benignly at ease with the world – was a preposterous liberty, unrelated to the model. Finally, as the house itself seemed poised for an outcome, my hand was stopped by my father’s hand. His palm was hot and clammy. I looked along the outstretched arm, not quite believing that it would be attached to anything.


My father’s voice quavered: ‘He has done enough.’ I glimpsed the tip of his tongue wet his parched, mottled lips. ‘He has proved his worth.’






2


Midget Pie


Curious, how we can amble for years along a well-defined path, drearily comfortable in its certainties, until a chance encounter, a first step into the heather verges, alters our course for ever. I had known some contentment in my pre-literate existence. Nobody notices the deformities of a vagrant child; stooped with insignificance, he is not worth the effort of an insult. Try to imagine then, what might have been, had Uncle Umberto sidestepped me in the Piazza – had I never learned to hold a pen – had not my tutor snatched the sketch from my lap. Could I have survived to decrepit old age on alms and garbage? As it was, as actually came to pass, Fortune did not leave me alone. When I sketched my father’s features, she sat up and took notice. She cocked a bevelled eyebrow at my unsuspected talent. She interfered.


‘There shall be no more lessons at your uncle’s house,’ my father declared. ‘I will make you famous. We will fix our name in history.’


How swiftly, how astonishingly, my status improved. Anonimo smiled at me in the morning. Tunelessly whistling through his teeth, he ruffled my hair and coaxed me into his studio, where I was made to sit, like a lion couchant on a tombstone, at his feet. He opened his well-thumbed copy of Cennini (Il Libro dell’Arte, that indispensable compendium of sound advice and unspeakable rhetoric) and read to me of the artist’s lofty spirit. ‘“Begin,”’ my father began, ‘“by decking yourself with this attire: Enthusiasm, Reverence, Obedience, and Constancy.”’ First principles, it appeared, were moral principles. I was to abjure the company of women, which made an artist’s hand flutter like a leaf in the wind. I should bind myself with respect to the authority of a master.


So began my training. I learned to fix lines with ink, how to shade folds with washes and to erase errors using the soft of bread rubbed between finger and thumb. Then there were parchments to be prepared, and the monotonous tinting of paper with terre verte and white lead, with beans of vermilion and bone dust.


On a cool day of low, dilute cloud, my father and I left the city in search of willow sticks. We walked side by side deep into the country. The lank green boughs of the willow trees caressed our heads, nodding assent to our plunder. My father broke the willow sticks and sharpened them at each end like spindles. As we ambled along a shaded bank, I insinuated my hand into his. My father’s fingers were plump to the touch and cold, like uncooked sausage. I received a sharp squeeze (too sharp) and relinquished my claim.


‘Now,’ my father said when we had regained the city, ‘take these to the baker’s. Tell him to roast them well – you’ll fetch the charcoals in the morning.’


So I ran to Giuseppe’s on the Via Torta, the casserole swinging like a censer on my arm. The fat baker had fun, as usual, at my expense. ‘Why don’t you squeeze into the casserole? See if the job’s well done.’ Wiping his brow with a rag and picking flecks of dough from his apron, Giuseppe rolled me into imaginary pastries. ‘Little dwarf cakes,’ he warbled. ‘Midget pie. Ooh haw. Ooh haw.’ As he bent to relieve me of my burden, I saw the pores of his nose all clogged with flour. His pale mushy skin looked in need of a pummelling. ‘Come back in the morning, my little cream puff. I’ll bake a gingerbread man the size of my thumb. You’ll get indigestion.’


The following day, our sticks were burned black in the depth of their tomb. I tested them, as my father had shown me, on a portable piece of gessoed panel. Neither brittle nor unyielding, they were perfect. The alchemy was good.


‘Well, if it isn’t my little freak.’ The baker’s shop was crowded: Giuseppe stooped beneath a forest of upheld loaves. His assistants (pale, interchangeable starvelings with blistered hands) struggled to relieve the customers of their dough, which needed baking pronto! pronto! ‘Remember,’ the baker yelled against the din. ‘You draw with them. You don’t eat them.’ A scuffle broke out at the rear of the crowd. Unbaked loaves became projectiles – I witnessed the ascension of their floury ghosts. ‘Eh! Eh!’ protested Giuseppe, thrusting forth his great belly and presenting his palms to the ceiling, like an overweight, invisibly burdened Atlas. Bending low, I burrowed between customers’ legs until I reached the door. With a squeeze I burst free, into the softly shadowed morning.


Back home, I found my father in his studio preparing a clay Hercules for my imitation. The demigod gloated, pressing with his foot the head of an expiring (mouse-sized) lion. My father, with a rose thorn, was adding bristles to Hercules’ thigh.


Unbidden, I assumed my place at my work stool. From having tiptoed past my father’s studio, I was now its focal point, the axis upon which all things revolved. It did not occur to me to find such a transformation in my fortunes suspect. I drew the objects set out for me with the bravado of happiness. My pen swept like a bird in flight, soaring on warm currents of joy. The ink not yet dry and the parchment swollen (with bumps like the scabs on my knee), my father squeezed me into his chest. I inhaled his acrid masculine smell and felt the intimate rasp of his chin on my forehead.


‘You’re my little gold mine,’ he whispered.


Cennino d’Andrea Cennini, in his Libro dell’Arte, recommends a year’s exercise at drawing before an artist can put pen directly to paper.


My father waited two months.


By early autumn he had collected, from my labours, a portfolio of two dozen drawings (on kid parchment, on tinted cotton paper) which he wedged into a pasteboard pouch and carried to his former colleagues at the Academy. On that chilly, overcast morning, when uncommon fog softened the city’s clamour and one could imagine, though far from grassland, the lush blades wet beneath one’s feet, I was aware of nothing, sleepily innocent of my father’s ambitions. It never occurred to me that I might seek fame from my drawings. They were executed for my father’s pleasure; they made me acceptable to him.


My nurse podged and kneaded me from slumber. ‘He can stuff his orders,’ she muttered. ‘Make food, Bianca. Pour drinks, Bianca. Bend over, Bianca. It’s not honest. I’ve got enough on my plate. Turning up with a lot of strangers and not a word of warning. Get up, you lazy runt. They’re waiting for you downstairs.’


I flung (if you’ll pardon the hyperbole) my bare legs from my blanket and levered myself to a sitting position. Bianca pulled a shirt over my head. She slapped at my pillow-shocked hair to tame it and spat into a hem of her apron to gouge the sleep from my eyes. ‘You look a sight,’ she complained. ‘When did you last drag a comb through that thicket? Ugh, don’t yawn in my face! I’ve known cats with nicer breath. No, you can’t have breakfast. Go down. Hurry.’


Blearily, on a marionette’s legs, I descended the staircase. From my father’s study I heard male voices, a bass grumbling such as courtiers make before a play.


‘Ah, the prodigy,’ a spectacled gentleman with a very pink mouth declared. A dozen heads turned in my direction, checked themselves in empty space, then looked down. ‘Well, come in, boy, come in.’


My father relaxed visibly at my entrance, as though someone had cut a taut wire in his spine. ‘Tommaso,’ he said, ‘these gentlemen are from the Accademia del Disegno. They’ve come to meet you.’


I saw that our visitors had been passing round my drawings.


‘Well, Anonimo,’ said one of them. ‘You’ve brought us here for a demonstration. Let us have it.’


‘Or is it a case of like father like son?’ said another. ‘Promising much and delivering little.’


‘Let him copy this drawing,’ said a third man of elephantine amplitude, waving my Madonna-of-the-fields.


‘No, this one.’


‘No, this.’


I was steered by a powerful hand on my shoulder. Somebody moved my stool; a pencil was placed in my hand. I shall not trouble you with the particulars of my performance. The audience gathered about me, blotting out my light. I felt as though I were at the bottom of the ocean, watched by clouds of octopus. Only the frantic knitting and unknitting of my father’s brow egged me on, until a passable twin of my ink-and-chalk Madonna coalesced on the easel.


‘Mm, not bad. For one so young.’


‘Of course, the original composition—’


‘Quite—’


‘I mean, is that a crossbill or a parrot?’


‘It’s clearly neither.’


‘And that cricket, in the second drawing, is much too fat.’


‘It’s too fat for a cricket.’


‘Oh, it’s nothing like the original.’


Grudgingly, with many cavils to reveal their discrimination, the academicians discussed the quality of my work. My father bristled at old grievances, a deep carmine blush about his jowls. He seized my wrists.


‘Is not this enough in itself?’ he demanded, making my fingers shake. ‘Look at these stumps. How can they master a style without trembling? Look at his face. Gentlemen, my son is remarkable. Not just another artist. Like a talking ape, he is a herald of wondrous Nature.’


The academicians drifted away, laughing and sniffing the air at the threshold. Only Sandro Bondanella – that pious and affluent painter – stayed behind, shifting his weight from leg to leg and absently tugging at the slack of his throat. He and my father tossed silence like a ball between them until the guests had gone. Then they whispered together, as close as spies. I sat on the stairs trying to hear the conversation.


‘He’ll need a costume, of course,’ said Sandro Bondanella.


‘He will?’


‘You cannot present him in a loose shirt and breeches.’


‘But I’m not sure that I can afford—’


‘Tush, my friend! To gather wheat, first you must sow the corn.’


In the week that followed, my father sold off much of his collection (including a bronze inkstand shaped like a crab, in whose clappers I had delighted to trap my fingers) to pay for my tailor. I found myself stranded on a table-top in the Oltrarno as a meagre old man, who smelled strongly of leaf mould, conveyed my proportions, through pin-cushion lips, to his eager apprentice. In other circumstances this would have been humiliating – to have one’s shortcomings so blandly remarked upon. But the tailor was mirthlessly punctilious and I was thrilled when, poking me by accident in the perineum, he addressed me as ‘signor’. Over several fittings my costume took shape. Blue, amorphous patches (I was forbidden, during the operations, to look at things closely) were grafted to my chest and limbs. The tailor would stand back, clucking – his cheek approached the cheek of his apprentice – then he returned once more, tugging a sleeve or tucking a hem until his instincts were satisfied. Meanwhile, at home, I was instructed in courtly manners. My father taught me the reverence, and how to flutter my hand as though wafting perfume towards my nose.


‘Papà,’ I said. ‘What am I learning these things for?’


The question, so often repeated, irritated my father. ‘You’ll not be asked to do anything you cannot do already,’ was his only reply. Perhaps this intractability, this refusal to enlighten me about things to come, was a sign of paternal solicitude? Possibly he meant to spare me unnecessary anxiety before the event. If so, the policy failed. I learned, for the first time, what it is to live in fear. Apprehension and uncertainty (those itch-mite companions) burrowed under the skin of my sleep, and bruises ripened under my eyes. ‘Stop looking so miserable,’ my father would complain. ‘Think of the sacrifices I’m making for you – ungrateful child.’


But I felt helpless. My throat seized up whenever Sandro Bondanella called to visit. With his white locks and rich clothes and restless, opportunistic eyes, he seemed an emissary from a foreign world, a place of patronage and power, whose dust I imagined puffing up from his cloak when he draped it across a chair. Sandro Bondanella disregarded me; every word he spoke in my presence was obliquely encoded. There was talk of ‘projects’ and ‘buyers’. Then, one day, all mystery ended. Enthroned in my father’s best chair, the painter said:


‘The Count and his family are looking forward to your visit. Is he prepared?’


My father, who was poised uncomfortably on my stool, wetted his lips. Puffing out his cheeks, he nodded; a tiny muscle flexed in his jaw.


My time had come.


Clearly there has never been a shortage of artists in Florence; yet gifted dwarfs are thin on the ground. So the banker Gossaert declared himself tickled to meet me. A few days later his competitor, Ercole Marsupini, resplendent to the point of vulgarity in crushed velvet and gold braid, tossed me a florin. ‘To think that such a thing—’ he marvelled, shaking his head at my ink-and-wash likeness of his daughter. ‘The god Apollo has a sense of humour.’


I became a performing curiosity: the Freak with the Hand of God. Small crowds gathered on street corners to see me in my blue harlequin’s costume. I suppose they enjoyed a perceived paradox – that a being so badly drawn, foreshortened by a myopic and with proportions lamentably botched, should yet possess an eye for beauty.


‘Signor Marsupini was satisfied,’ Sandro Bondanella smiled at his fingers’ ends. ‘The unique contrast of – shall we say – Form and Function has proved every bit the success we had hoped.’


Over the winter months, I was summoned to palazzos throughout the city, where I entertained wealthy patrons by immortalising, on peach-tinted paper, their fidgety brutes. During these performances my father, who fawningly officiated as master of ceremonies, sometimes patted my cheek and ruffled my woolly hair. It was my only remuneration: to enjoy (on stage if nowhere else) my father’s affection. The audience meant nothing to me: I could think only of that caressing thumb, of the indulgent palm on my shoulder, and glimpse, when I dared look up from the sitter, my father’s dilating nostrils, his creased and mirthless eyes. How could I have understood at that time the wry symmetry of human love? For while I strove to please Anonimo, he was redeeming himself to his dead father. Jacopo Grillo had thought him a fool – incapable of turning a profit – but now he was proving otherwise. The mercantile instinct had resurfaced in him; as it would, many years later, in his diminutive son.


With money coming in from our association with grand families, my father might have been expected to adopt a swagger. He had shown resourcefulness and resilience. Yet members of the Academy simpered at our passing; they sullied our heels with insolent glances and guffawed as soon as we turned a corner. How could we not hear the gossip which prized my skill above his; which declared me (in debt to Dante) ‘il miglior fabbro’ – the superior craftsman? Stung to action, my father began work on some new sculptures. These were to be farmyard animals, feathered or hackled with lumps of clay, in a style perfected by his former master. I peeped at them in progress beneath their cowls. The goat was bloated, with buckling hind legs that needed an intrusive bronze support. A mallard languished, half-made, encased in mud from the depths of its lake. As for the turkey – a poor blighted cousin to Giambologna’s wattled and ruffled beast – its beak was blunted, the eyes about as bright as a cooked trout’s, and the wings crumbled in a terminal moult. It pained me that I could make such judgements: that aesthetic sense should eclipse filial duty. With tremulous, compensatory enthusiasm I helped my father set out his stall outside our house. He sat there with his arms crossed, as though daring people to visit. A few brave souls, conscious of our house’s famous resident, inspected the wares on offer.


‘Fancy that,’ one man remarked. ‘The little chap’s a sculptor as well.’


My father’s prices fell throughout the spring, until we could not give the sculptures away. At the same time, to rub salt in Anonimo’s wounds, my own fame spread throughout Tuscany. Sandro Bondanella presented us with summons as far away as Pisa and Volterra. One fine May morning, as our funds were running low, my father and I set off, with a burdened mule between us, for the Castello della Quèrcia.


Our journey, along the road to Bologna, lasted two days, and although it was a strain on my legs (I was forbidden to encumber our ancient mule), I was glad to leave behind the city, with its rumours and intrusions. We stopped briefly, at Pratolino, to admire the mountain god Appennino, recently carved in all his wild enormity by Giovanni Bologna. My father fought hard to conceal his amazement at that straining giant; I gawked with abandon.


‘You know he’s alive,’ I said.


‘Who is?’


‘Appennino. The great god of the mountain.’


‘He doesn’t look alive.’


‘That’s because he lives longer than us. He lives at the speed of mountains.’


‘What nonsense.’


‘And he speaks too. Only you can’t hear him. His voice is too deep, it’s much too low. And he says one word, a single word, every century.’


We plodded on through the midday heat, stopping only once to eat olives and salami beneath a spreading pine. Though few words were exchanged between us, I felt certain that my father shared my joy at our surroundings; for the dense bright forest throbbed with birdsong and the murmurous industry of bees; squirrels leaped and scampered overhead; a green woodpecker fled at our footsteps and I watched its undulating flight along the broad, dappled avenue. When we found the roadside freshly rucked up by tusking boar, my father sat cross-legged beside the mule while I searched for fur and hoof marks. Finally, as dusk approached, the swelling hills rewarded us with a view of the Mugello, that incomparable valley.


By nightfall we had reached the inn at S. Piero a Sieve, a few miles from the Castello, where a room awaited us courtesy of our patron. The inn was surprisingly full; it stank of goat shit and sweat; the inhabitants eyed me suspiciously as though I carried a shrinking disease. Chilled by this reception and dismayed at the prospect of having to share a bed with my father, I managed to drink some of his wine at supper. All the other guests steered clear of our table, where we sat feeding the mosquitoes and listening to dogs as they barked at the moon.


At that rustic table, over the course of a tasteless meal, my father drank himself into a fury. I had to endure his jeremiads against God, the Academy and Mankind, only too aware of the attention we were attracting. ‘Shut up, you drunk!’ someone yelled from a clapping window. ‘Quiet! People are trying to sleep!’


By much placatory effort (the burly innkeeper, in spite of orders from the Castello, had rolled up his sleeves to chuck us out), I succeeded in lowering my father’s voice. He did not growl or grow mawkish; a malicious eye gleamed at me through the shadows.


‘I never told you about your mother, did I? I mean the particulars – the exact particulars of that accursed day?’


‘Please, papà .’


‘No, no. You’re old enough, it’s time you knew.’


‘Don’t, please.’


‘When you were born the midwife … an ugly bitch, I forget her name … the midwife screamed: “Monster, it’s a monster … !”’


So I heard – not for the first time – the story of my birth as recalled by my father.


A few minutes later, having paid two brutes to drag my father upstairs, I pinched back the filthy sheet and lay down beside him. His slumber was brutish and heavy; there was some danger he might lash out and knock me senseless. I lay wide awake in the swimming darkness and contemplated my mortal shame.


‘My lord and ladies, where there is misfortune God brings comfort. In His Mercy He has blessed my son with Divine talent …’


No applause greeted my father’s pronouncement. There were polite inclinations of feminine heads. Servants, standing like sentinels at the doors to the hall, stared in mental vacancy. ‘Go on, boy,’ my father whispered as he retreated crabwise to the back of the stage. I stood in my tight ruff and constraining waistcoat, my toes snuffling, like blind moles, in oversize satin slippers, and blinked at my audience. It consisted of the Signora Isabella Ripellino, her several daughters and half a dozen ladies-in-waiting. Elegantly dressed in brocade and silks, they perched upon chairs and flapped their embroidered fans. I took three steps towards the blank canvas and felt a gentle flutter of revulsion in their midst. A daughter laughed. The Signora’s fan snapped shut and performed a delicate ellipse towards the daughter’s knuckles. That chastened gasp encouraged me a little. ‘Humbly,’ I said, ‘I request’ – groping for my midget’s stool – ‘a volunteer for my … for my, um …’


I had spotted her in the audience. Fresh faced, with lips slightly parted, she waited politely for me to finish.


‘… I need a volunteer,’ I said limply, and sensed at once who that would be. Bobbing up gaily (as much as the wide train of her dress permitted), the Signora’s youngest daughter volunteered. There was some indulgent applause as she swept on to the stage. Covering with dainty fingertips her laughing mouth, the young girl composed herself for her portrait. Although scarcely taller than myself, she seemed to gaze at me from a dizzying height. I felt my face on fire; my ears seemed to curl up like roasted petals.


But I can sense you frowning, kind reader, and ruffling through those pages already conquered (already laid to rest) in search of a lost connection. What was the cause of my humiliation? Ah, to know that we must reverse the clock – just a little, by a handful of hours.


We had reached the estate of Carlo Ripellino late in the morning, hot and weary from our exertions. My father, who remained taciturn after his nocturnal excesses, managed with great effort to brighten for the major-domo who greeted us at the gatehouse. We were led along a broad avenue of sweet chestnuts (I could hear the crepitant awakening of fresh green leaves) until we reached the outbuildings, where servants were ordered to feed and refresh us.


It was on the cold stone of the kitchen floor, beside a gaping empty hearth, that I dressed into my costume. (It was crumpled after two days’ journey and smelled distinctly of mule.) Looking up from a stubborn button, I saw my father slumped at the table with his eyes closed: no doubt summoning his energy. I understood, from the major-domo, that we would not be called for until after the Signora’s luncheon. Therefore, taking advantage of my father’s rest, I stole outside to explore.


I had not strayed far from the outbuildings when she appeared. Skipping like a dryad, some nymph of the olive groves, she stopped with a start. Her pale, delicate feet were naked and freckled with grass seed. A coquettish breeze, relishing her chestnut hair, sifted it for sheer delight. She stared at me with dark swollen eyes.


‘What’s your name?’


I felt my soul quiver. I was in the presence of an elemental power – some force of Nature heretofore unknown to me. ‘Tom …’ I said. ‘Tommaso, if you please.’


‘Good morning, Tom Tommaso.’


A cabbage white butterfly, fluttering clumsily between our eye-beams, severed their connection. The young girl bent at the waist and, with hands crossed behind her back and her legs angled out for balance, leaned against the bough of an olive tree. I felt myself floating towards her, yet my feet did not move.


‘Aren’t you the little painter?’ she asked eventually. ‘Is it you? Is it today?’


I performed a neat impersonation of a gasping fish, which made the young girl quake with laughter. She rocked back and forth against the olive tree – held her breath – then hopped sideways, with a doe’s lightness, into the singing grasses.


‘Catch me,’ she cried, ‘if you can!’


Enchanted, bewildered, I pursued her through groves and copses and meadows. I had no thought of what I might do if I succeeded in reaching her. My heart and lungs felt on fire, as though they might shatter through my ribs and ascend to Heaven.


For an hour, perhaps, I chased my quarry – following bright laughter in an oak wood, then careering off in the opposite direction after a glimpsed heel or flutter of pale blue skirts. ‘Where are you?’ I cried, maddened at her ability to duplicate herself and appear in two places at the same time. ‘Stop running so I can find you.’


‘But I’m here,’ came the reply, and I spun round to find her beneath a parasol pine. To my astonishment, she stretched out imploringly her pale, delicately downy arms.


‘You can kiss me if you like.’


‘What?’


‘You can kiss me if you wish. But I want you to hop. On one leg. Otherwise no kiss.’


The exchange seemed fair – I knew nothing of trading in these matters. So I hopped, panting like an eager puppy.


‘Now stand on your head.’


 ‘Sorry?’


‘You heard.’


‘I don’t know how to.’


‘Stand on your head!’


 ‘Oh, but … no, but—’


Frantic not to spoil my luck, I grunted and puffed. I curled up like a dormouse, with my skull to the ground, and managed to perform a clumsy forward roll, collapsing in a heap at her feet. There was tittering, not of birds, from a neighbouring hedgerow.


‘Get up,’ my tormentor said impatiently. ‘No, not yet. Get off. First I want you … I command you to walk like a duck.’


Yes, I nodded, yes, a duck, of course, anything.


 ‘Waddle for me. Come on. And start quacking.’


‘Wak wak,’ I screamed. ‘Kwek kwek.’


It was then, while my fists were tucked under my armpits and my buttocks jutted out for a tail, that out from behind the hedgerow spilled laughing, staggering spectators. I never saw them clearly – not in the haze of my embarrassment. They were three brunettes like their sister, and identically dressed: her accomplice doubles, stooges to my humiliation. The hilarity continued for quite some time, until a bell resounded through the trees and the girls scampered, in a flurry of skirts, back to the Castello.


And now my enchantress, the cruel nymph in all her finery, was sitting for her portrait. To my left, amid the blur of spectators, the Signora was struggling to silence her tittering daughters. They were all in on the farce. Together they had divested me of mystery, of any shred that I might have possessed of dignity. Perniciously simpered at (how dumb and insensible can adults be not to pick up on these things?), I did a stupid thing: a very unwise, dangerous and satisfying thing. My father was first to see what I was drawing. He fidgeted and bit his lips at the narrow squinting eyes – at the coarse eyebrows that joined hands above a pinched snub nose – at the bloated lips that drooled over a pimpled chin. There was a stirring of scandalised dissent from the assembled worthies. I heard the Signora huff loudly; chairs cried out as their occupants rose in protest. Oh yes, I wiped the smile off their faces.


Two weeks later, my disgraced father and I left our home in Florence and set out, under false names, northwards to Milan.
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Arcimboldo


In the capital city of the Imperial Province of Milan, our lives were changed utterly. Instead of notoriety (mine), we had obscurity (ours). Instead of declining wealth (the vestiges of my mother’s dowry), we had jobbing poverty. And here was a climate to reckon with – those close humid summers which, at their worst, induce a universal torpor, the bladder-pinching winters, when snow creaks underfoot and everyone’s mouth is haunted. Why, you may wonder, did my Tuscan father choose that northern city, from whose rooftops one can see, on a clear day, the snow-capped peaks of the Alps? Because it was a place where he could be true to his name: anonymous, like a sardine in its shoal. Because in its babel of tradesmen and travellers one might drown out one’s darker thoughts. Because, in short, Milan was far from Florence and far removed from Florence.


Our first lodgings, in a single, foul-smelling room behind the Naviglio Grande canal, were replaced within two months by a garret on the Piazza Santo Stefano. In case this sounds like affluence regained (we were a stone’s throw from the San Bernadino chapel), I should add that our two rooms were on the fourth floor, with a lonely window between them, that I never had a bed to speak of – only a mattress slung across the boards – and that we owned no privy save the street.


‘It’s not so bad,’ my father growled as we moved in. ‘Blow the cobwebs off, put down some floorboards and we’ll be bloody cosy.’


There was no room now for Anonimo to sculpt. But it did not matter: he had renounced personal ambition. Instead, to earn a crust, he cut stone on worksites along the Corso di Porta Romana, while his twelve-year-old son offered people their portraits on the Piazza del Duomo. The tedium of waiting for someone sufficiently curious or vain to sit for me was intense; or would have been, if intensity were not boredom’s opposite. Sometimes, when pickings were slim, I moved my wares (a dwarf-sized easel, paper, a couple of stools) to the Piazza Mercanti, hoping to catch some customer drifting beneath the arches. On other occasions, to stretch my legs and knock some life back into my eyes, I wandered up the Corsia dei Servi, or entered the mighty Duomo to implore – with paganish fervour – the Tabernacle of the Nail of the Cross for a solution to my misery. Behind the altar, the wooden choir was still in progress. It grew as slowly as a forest and I used to inspect it for signs of change. I also came to admire a statue of St Bartholomew – that unfortunate missionary whom the early Armenians flayed for his faith. I was appalled and enthralled by that decorticated saint, who wore his skin like a loose gown and held it over his privy parts (had they too been stripped?) while he contemplated his Salvation. How artfully the sculptor represented every muscle and sinew of the standing cadaver, so impossibly alive in its double death (of martyrdom, of marble). I wondered whether taxidermists were up to the task of mounting humans and, imagining my own pelt, lamented how little space it would take up on some ogreish Armenian’s floor.


‘Perhaps this was taken from life?’


I turned, startled. An aged gentleman behind me contemplated the statue. His steep patrician’s nose flared: I peered up cavernous and bristly nostrils. ‘Do you think the sculptor had a sly word with the hangman? Hm? On the Piazza della Vetra?’ Swaying gently on his feet, with his hands clasped behind his back, the old man looked at me closely. His eyes were dark and deeply pitted; they reminded me of the rings of grain in a tree. The face was long and faintly equine, balanced between a green skullcap and a soft ruff. I was dimly conscious of rich and elegant garments but failed to look the rest of him over.


‘What do you mean, sir?’


‘I merely wonder. How does anyone know what a flayed skin looks like? I’m told Michelangelo endowed his Bartholomew, in the Sistine Chapel, with his own features. Have you heard of Michelangelo?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course.’


‘Of course you have,’ he nodded, and a smile formed beneath the curl of his moustache. ‘It’s no use these days just imagining the human body. We must get our detail from the flesh.’ A priest, rolling on the benighted globe of his belly, eyed us with suspicion. ‘I knew a man who crucified his servant – not fatally, you understand – to see what effect it had on the human body. Perhaps our sculptor used the skin of a murderer? Or a thief? There’s a kind of immortality for you.’


‘I wouldn’t want it.’


The old man seemed to consider my reply. ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘Me neither.’ With a dip of his melancholy head, he drifted away. I watched the black cloak and skullcap recede down the nave. Then I smirked ingratiatingly at the loitering priest (hoping for a good word) and left the Duomo to resume my vigil on the piazza.


At the day’s end, as weary hawkers dismantled their stalls and conjurors garrotted their bags of tricks, I traipsed home to a supper of lentils and gruel. These were typically cheerless affairs, conducted in grim, masticating silence. We laughed rarely, my father and I. Yet I recall one occasion, when I brought my father lunch at his work site on the Corso di Porta Romana (it was his usual slab of bread and ham, with a raw onion which he devoured as one might an apple, meaning to keep strangers at bay), there was a sudden commotion, like a clap of thunder, behind my shoulder. Workmen dropped their tools and rushed to the side of the road.


‘What is it?’ I cried. ‘I can’t see.’


Sun-baked backs marred my view. I heard grunting and braying and thin, mousy shrieks. My father reached beneath my arms. To my delight, and not a little pain (for I carried a good deal of weight on my toddler’s legs), he hoisted me on to his shoulders, whence I could see to the centre of those bobbing, dusty heads.


Had I heard such a tale, I should not have believed it. A Cistercian monk, making his way by ass to the Abbey of Chiaravalle, found himself crushed between his mount and a powerfully aroused stallion. The ravished ass protested. Pressed between stud and receptacle, the monk did likewise. But no screams or invocations could deter the horse as it strained, pop-eyed with passion, towards its goal. ‘Whore!’ cried the ass. ‘Help!’ squealed the monk. And the crowd exhaled. Men laughed like bad actors, flinging their arms into the air and slapping one another’s thighs; women, falling over their bosoms, clutched and retched. It was like some Bacchic frenzy, and I was not excluded. Never in all my childhood did I laugh so heartily – or so heartlessly. The old Cistercian’s back was broken. It took three days for him to die.


On Sundays, after Mass, my father wanted only to sleep, weighted down by brute animal tiredness and sighing with relief the instant his head touched the pillow. Abandoned, I would sneak into the Giardino della Guastalla where newlyweds strolled, ostentatiously in love, and the chaperoned daughters of aristocrats studied their copybooks. Alas, I could not revive the serene watchfulness of my younger self: that intense scrutiny which I had applied for hours to simple animal life. What was this yearning which distracted me, this hunger which mountains of cheap bread could not assuage? My eyes grew restless: they floated up whenever young girls passed. Black or fair, I scrutinised whatever each possessed of femininity. I became a collector of long-lashed glances, mentally sketching the grace of a careless gesture, the conversational tilt of a head – all that voluntary and incidental witchcraft. It was a passive occupation, however. My only physical proximity to the fairer sex occurred at the washing-troughs beside the canal. The washerwomen rocked on their knees, like damp Mahometans, their pendulous breasts lolling. I admired their strong manly arms and the toughness of their fingers embroiled in the limbs of wet linen. When I knelt among them, they greeted me as a quaint and pitiable child.


‘How’s our little dwarf?’


‘Where’s your mammy, bambino?’


‘Have you washed behind your ears?’


It seems inconceivable, I agree, that I should have found an admirer beneath those echoing rafters. And yet there she was, unquestionably watching me down the line. I felt her grave and enquiring stare: it was a magnetic force of which all my lesser senses were conscious before my eyes. The usual, beggarly ruses for escaping attention failed me. I coughed and scratched my head; I wiped my brow and applied myself to the annihilation of stubborn and imaginary stains. ‘So let her look,’ I told myself. ‘She’s probably just curious. Another gawper with a soft spot for midgets.’ But every Friday, when I went to wash our clothes, she had moved one place closer to where I worked. She was quite old, at least thirty, and bewilderingly knowing. Her eyes were dark and voracious, her mouth was … in fact I have no idea what she looked like, I was terrified, must I describe everything?


At last the day came when she was washing at my side. Whether by accident or design, her black curls fell across her cheek, concealing from the others our mute and exhilarating glances. There was a tempest in my belly: booming hills, groaning rocks, trees exploding. Outwardly, my left knee nodded its imbecile head. I understood, from the animation of her eyebrows, that I was to follow her behind the crumbling wall of a canal-side privy. She picked herself up and left before me; halting briefly to scratch at her heel and assure herself of my courage. None of the others seemed to suspect this earth-shattering conspiracy, and I scampered as fast as I could to our place of assignation. There we stood, face to navel. I had to balance atop a pile of bricks to reach her ample and suddenly naked breast. I must have made, at that sudden unveiling, a retreating gesture, for she clasped my ears in her wet hands and pulled me to her.


Broad-minded reader, she suckled me. Nothing in the world of art had prepared me for the astounding expanse of her aureola; it reminded me of the false eye emblazoned on the wings of certain butterflies. I was afraid of the plump blue veins that fed her breast. A coarse hair stuck between my teeth. I remember the angry nipple, as hard as a knuckle, and the shock of my erection, like a bud nudging towards the light. Eventually, she pulled away and murmured: ‘That’s enough, my pumpkin. You’ve had your lot.’ Now the breast – that glorious white moon – was gone; in its place, a black widow’s shirt and strong fingers tying strings. ‘Take that home and work on it,’ she commented, with a downward glance, as she left.


It took me a long while (humming, yawning, drumming with my fingers on my hips) to settle. Then I returned, with turmoil in my heart, to the company of washerwomen.


‘Bravo, piggy!’


‘Copped an eyeful, did we?’


‘Ah, leave him alone, the poor terror.’


Several women, in on the dare, winked at my seductress and nudged their neighbours. But mockery could not hurt me. I had glimpsed an unimagined future where my oddness – the curse of my childish stature – might work in my favour, to the fulfilment of female perversity and my own insalubrious gain.


Later, at home, I discovered that solitary diversion so despised of Old Testament prophets and practised it with the zeal of a recent convert. I fanned the flames of my lust with lewd and anatomically improbable drawings. Sometimes I towered above my conquests, who shivered with delight in my priapic shadow. Alternately, I was a grinning homunculus, tiny as a mouse, diving into the fragrant and uniform foreshadowing of cunt. You may smile to note that these lascivious imaginings would prove my most original work. For I was unfamiliar with any precedents. Primaticcio’s mutilating nymphs, the lubricious black masses of Hans Baldung Grien (with their fiery wombs and goaty fornications) were unknown to me. Nor had I developed – despite my humiliation at Castello della Quèrcia – that high-minded hatred of the Weaker Sex which insists upon its poisonous properties and laments to see Aristotle, that lofty intellect, ridden on all fours by a pot-bellied Phyllis. I was enflamed, certainly; but I did not blame the object of my desire. Besides, my father also suffered. I could sense the frustration build up within him. I heard his stamping foot at supper and tried not to notice his restive eyes. At last he would jump up, snatch some coins from his money box (the key to which he kept on a chain about his neck) and, without so much as a farewell, escape the building. Crouching at the window, I would watch the top of his head (so baldly innocent) as he marched his appetites to the Brera quarter. Poor man: I was the thorn in his side – a pint-sized chaperone forbidding him erotic pleasure. Late at night he would return, kicking each step on the stairs as though testing for woodworm. He clattered about with his key in the door before penetrating, with a grunt, our stuffy chamber. At last he would discompose himself for bed, sighing like a sick old dog and trying noisily not to wake me, while I pretended to sleep on my uncomfortable couch.


It was after such a brittle night that I met Arcimboldo. Or rather, met him again. He stumbled across me in the piazza – quite literally, since he was admiring the cathedral at the time. Profusely apologising, the aged gentleman offered me a paint-pimpled hand.


‘Well, well,’ he exclaimed as I righted my easel. ‘So our conversation was between experts. Is this your self-portrait?’ It was a clumsy dawdle, executed out of boredom and without the use of a mirror. Arcimboldo glanced from the life to its image. ‘Did you teach yourself?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Really?’


‘Completely self-taught.’


I had no idea who he was, and cast about in my mind for a polite way of enquiring.


‘Permit me to introduce myself. Count Giuseppe Arcimboldo, court painter to his Imperial Majesty and your humble servant.’


If he was a madman, there could be no harm in tempering him. So I bowed as my father had taught me. Arcimboldo flung back his left leg and reverenced, with his palms exposed like Christ before his disciples. ‘It is an honour to meet one so able, so young. Did you … I say, that day in the transept, did you notice the stained glass window depicting St Catherine of Alexandria? Did you like it?’


‘Um …’


‘Did you see it?’


‘Yes,’ I lied. ‘Very nice.’


‘What did you think?’


‘Very nice.’


Like a ruminant horse, Count Arcimboldo chewed the overdroop of his moustache. ‘People rarely pay attention to windows. Because they serve a function, they think the art of secondary value.’


‘Did you make it, sir?’


‘Lord, no. Konrad of Mochis was the master glazier. I designed it. My father, Biagio Arcimboldo, was a painter too. Have you a father?’ The short hairs on my neck bristled. ‘He must be very proud.’


‘It’s my mother who encourages me. My brothers and sisters – none of them can draw – tend to get jealous.’


‘Yes, it is a consequence one may suffer.’


‘But then I give them cartoons and that makes them happy.’


Lying in this fashion to a man of reputation, I felt no shame. He listened so politely that I almost believed my own falsehoods. ‘I am going to be apprenticed to a baker,’ I said. ‘My father says there is no livelihood in painting. I must forget it and learn a proper trade.’


At this last, brazen invention, the Count clucked and shook his head. ‘But I have not asked your name. How can I be of use to you if I do not know your name?’


‘Tommaso Grilli, if it please you.’


‘Grilli? Did you say Grilli?’


My throat tightened. I could only nod, fearing discovery; but Arcimboldo had never heard of my father.


‘I myself am a creator of grilli,’ he said. ‘If by that we can agree that we mean fantastical creatures.’


‘Fantastrical …?’


‘Did you not know the word?’


‘But it’s me.’


‘So I understand.’


That my family name (having lately shed the blooming -o for -i’s barren stem) signified anything so apt was depressing news. Count Giuseppe Arcimboldo, on the other hand, quivered with almost boyish enthusiasm. He invited me to his house, where I would receive such assistance as might serve my unjustly endangered vocation. He seemed kind, for all his strangeness: so I packed up my equipment and followed him.


The guardian of his palazzo greeted us with a silent scream. His beard was a tangle of briars, his hair a coarse thatch braided with corn. He was a forest god – ancient already at the foundation of Rome. His lifeless eyes stared at the leafless stones, at the garish human scene. Horrified by deracination. Count Arcimboldo performed an elaborate knock on the portico’s teeth. Almost at once the grille snapped open, and a young man, trapped inside the divinity’s throat, peeped out. ‘Christ Almighty,’ he said, blinking.


‘Mind your language.’


‘Sorry, sir.’


‘That’s no way to greet your master.’


‘It’s this bloody darkness. I’m turning into a mole.’


‘You are not.’


‘Burrowing about like I was underground.’


‘Fernando, open the door. Can you not see we have a guest?’


No surprise or disgust registered on the servant’s face at the sight of me. Having unlatched and opened the door, he stepped back as he might to let pass his master’s hound. Then the front door crashed behind us and we were plunged into gloom. My hands fluttered out at my sides; I snatched them back when, accidentally, I touched Fernando’s knee. ‘Might our guest, sir, not be glad of a torch to light his way?’ Unheeding, Arcimboldo wafted past the blackly looming staircase. ‘He keeps all the shutters closed,’ Fernando muttered into my scalp. ‘Blooming madness, if you ask me. A fortune wasted on candles.’ I distinguished the pallor of the servant’s hand and followed the direction of its pointing index. Arcimboldo passed noiselessly through a doorway. I pursued the eddies that floated from his gown and found myself inside a high-ceilinged chamber. I knew this from the hush – that way a space holds its breath when people enter. Heavy curtains were draped across the windows. There was a buzzing of flies, and I glimpsed in the rare spots of daylight decaying fruit, a yawning lily, roses on the turn. It was difficult to see where I placed my feet. Grapes burst between my toes. I crushed an apricot and nearly skidded. My host picked his way more carefully through the obscurity. I heard him murmur and fiddle a key in a lock. ‘Ah,’ he gasped, finding whatever it was he sought. There was a bristly noise, then a hiss, and a blinding light.


‘Mind your eyes.’


When I had blinked away my tears, and with an ignis fatuus still flashing on my brain, I saw Arcimboldo lighting candles. There must have been a dozen stands, each hung with spilled wax like a frozen spring. Arcimboldo carried a taper from one to the other, guarding the flame with his hand as a mother shields her child’s eyes from ghouls at a fair.


‘Here he is. The god Vertumnus.’


Arcimboldo lit the lips of an oil-lamp and took it up. There was no tremble in his arm: the long yellow flame barely flickered. Obediently, I stepped through dusty pools of light to stand beside the Count. The long shadow cast by his nose across his cheek denatured his face. He looked like a wax effigy, a depiction of the magus; but his eyes shone with childlike ardour.


‘Very nearly finished,’ he said. ‘Just the nose and the chin. The chestnuts are no good. Half rotten. I’ll improve them from memory.’


Alas, you that know nothing of a neglected painter will have no conception of that wondrous being, Vertumnus, the Etruscan god of bounty. He stared at me with blackcurrant eyes: animate, mythical and faintly malevolent. His cheeks were peaches and his lips red cherries. Marrows, aubergines and a radish constituted his throat and chest, to which a gown of flowers was pinned by an onion clasp. But my words are blind: a feast for the eye cannot be matched by ten volumes of prose. Crowned with fruits of the harvest, with hazelnut husks for a moustache, it was a dazzling conceit and somehow familiar, in the way of masterpieces.


Watching my amazement, Arcimboldo grinned. ‘You cannot disassemble him, can you?’


True enough. The effigy, constructed of disparate flowers and fruits, cohered as one majestic being. Each grape and marrow and ear of corn was carefully rendered as itself; yet each part belonged to the unified whole.


‘Vertumnus was also the god of Metamorphosis. He could assume any form he chose. Be careful where you sit, my boy.’


This was sound advice, as the studio was littered with discandying matter. It was as though Vertumnus himself, having sat for his portrait, had discarded parts of his anatomy on departure. I picked up a spray of cranberries and compared it to its image on the canvas. The copy was perfect, right down to the twin leaves and the number of berries.


‘For the fabulous image to convince the viewer,’ said Arcimboldo, ‘let its parts be copied faithfully from Nature. It is detail which gives life to an object. If you wander too far from Nature, nothing you paint will please. Even monsters are made of flesh.’


As though to prove his point, Arcimboldo fetched from the walls a number of small paintings – copies no doubt of larger originals. These ‘Four Seasons’ represented the ages of Man. A rosy-cheeked youth, composed entirely of Spring flowers, faced his counterpart and destiny in Winter, a gnarled tree with roots for bristles and ugly fungus lips. Summer was Man at full power, a laughing composite of fruit. He stared unfazed at Autumn, whose beard of wheat and Dionysian crown were ripe for harvest and harvest’s only end.


‘Mankind, my boy, is not apart from Nature. And Nature is a part of Man. Do you not replenish your body with fruits? So are you not made up of them?’ Arcimboldo sank his teeth sonorously into an apple. ‘Motif fur humus,’ he said, and swallowed. ‘Notice the humours. Siccus, calidus, humida, frigidia. Unite all four in one figure and what have you? The Universal Man.’


The painter continued in this philosophical vein while I gorged myself on his paintings. I interrupted him, foolishly, to ask why he worked with curtains closed. It should have been apparent that Arcimboldo’s paintings were executed by artificial light: it gave them their hermetic mystery, that dark and dream-like charm.


‘Why the darkness? Because I prefer it. It sharpens my focus.’ Arcimboldo sat chewing his apple, pleased to watch me as I studied his inventions. As for myself, I felt like a man who, having wandered too long in a desert, is suddenly dropped at sea. Craving what surrounded me, I was unable to possess it. ‘The painting is also a portrait of my patron – provider of bounty to his subjects as Vertumnus to Mankind. You have no idea what I’m talking about, have you? Forgive me. I am old, I forget the world is not my invention. Let me tell you about the Emperor …’
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