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PART ONE



THE FEAST OF SAINT LUKE
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Morning, just after dawn. The sky, for once clear of the murk spewed by foundries and manufactories, the rich blue of the very best four-florins-to-the-ounce ultramarine. Men ambling to work along the Street of Dyers, leather-aproned, long gloves slung around their necks, hair brushed back and tucked under leather caps. Clogs clattering on flagstones, cheerful shouts, the rattle of shutters raised as the little workshops opened up and down the street. Apprentices hanging skeins of coloured wool on hooks over workshop doors: reds, blues, yellows, vibrant in the crisp slanting light against flaking sienna walls. Then a hollow rapid panting as someone started up the Hero’s engine which by an intricate system of pulleys and belts turned the paddles of the dyers’ vats and drove the Archimedes’ screw that raised water from the river. A puff, a breath, a little cloud of vapour rising above the buckled terracotta roofs, the panting settling to a slow steady throb.


Pasquale, who had drunk too much the night before, groaned awake as the engine’s steady pounding shuddered through the floor, the truckle bed, his own spine. Last year, when things had been going badly – the scandal over the commission for the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova, and business, never more than a trickle, suddenly drying up – Pasquale’s master, the painter Giovanni Battista Rosso, had rented rooms on the second floor of a tall narrow house at the eastern end of the Street of Dyers. Although one room was only a closet, and the second, where Pasquale slept, was not much more than a passage with a bed in it, the main room was airy and light, and had a pleasant aspect over the gardens of the Franciscan friars of Santa Croce. On winter mornings, Pasquale had lain late in bed and watched the swarming shadows made on the ceiling of the narrow room by the lanterns of the dyers’ workmen as they passed by in the cold dark street below, and in spring he had turned his bed to face the opposite window so that he could watch the trembling dance of light and shadow cast through the leaves of the trees in the garden. But all that summer he had been woken at first light by the Hero’s engine, and now its vibration mingled with the queasy throb of his hangover as he groped for and failed to find his cigarettes.


Too much wine last night, wine and beer, a great swilling indeed, and then he’d taken a turn at watch over the body of Bernardo, he and three others all armed with pistols in case corpsemasters discovered its hiding-place, all of them drinking thick black wine sweet as honey, waving the weapons about and as likely to shoot each other in drunken jest as any corpsemaster. Poor Bernardo, white and still, his face seeming rapt in the light of the forest of candles burning at the head of his coffin, the two silver florins that shut his eyes glinting, more money than he’d ever had in his short life. Twelve years old, the youngest pupil of Jacopo Pontormo, Bernardo had been knocked down by a vaporetto that morning, his chest crushed by its iron-rimmed wheel, and his life with it. Altogether a bad omen, for he was killed on the seventeenth of October, the eve of the feast of Saint Luke, the patron saint of the confraternity of the artists of the city.


Other noises rising, floating through the open window. Automatic cannon signalling the opening of the city gates, their sounds arriving one after the other according to the law of propagation of waves through air, first near and loud, then further and fainter. The clatter of a velocipede’s wooden wheels over cobbles, its rider cheerfully whistling. Women, calling across the narrow street to each other, the small change at the start of the day. Then the bells of the churches, far and near, ringing out for the first mass. The slow heavy tolling of Santa Croce itself mixed with the beat of the dyers’ Hero’s engine and seemed to rise and fall as the two rhythms pulsed in and out of phase.


Pasquale made a last futile swipe for his cigarettes, groaned and sat up, and discovered himself fully clothed. He had a distinct impression that a surgeon had bled him dry in the night. Rosso’s Barbary ape sat on the wide window-sill at the foot of the bed, looking down at him with liquid brown eyes as it idly picked at calcined plaster with its long flexible toes. When it saw that Pasquale was awake it snatched the blanket from his bed and fled through the window, screeching at the fine joke it had played.


A moment later a human cry floated up. Pasquale thrust his head out of the window to see what was going on. The window overlooked the green gardens of Santa Croce, and the young friar who had charge of the gardens was running up and down the wide white gravel path below, shaking an empty sack like a flag. ‘You keep that creature of yours inside!’ the friar shouted.


Pasquale looked either side of the window: the ape had disappeared. He called down, ‘He is inside. You should be inside too, brother. You should be at your devotions, not waking up innocent people.’


The friar said, ‘I tell you, he was after my grapes!’ He was red in the face, a fat young man with greasy black hair that stuck out all around his tonsure. ‘As for innocence, no man is innocent, except in the eyes of God. Especially you: your profane and drunken songs woke me last night.’


‘Well, pray for me then,’ Pasquale said, and withdrew his head. He couldn’t even remember getting home, let alone singing.


The friar was still shouting, his voice breaking in anger the way that fat men’s voices often do. I’ll see to your grapes, Pasquale resolved, as he lit a cigarette with trembling fingers. The first puff was the test: the trick was not to inhale too deeply. Pasquale sipped cool green smoke cautiously, then more deeply when it seemed that he would not lose the contents of his stomach. He sat on his rumpled bed and as he finished the cigarette thought about angels, and Bernardo’s sweet dead face. Bernardo’s family would try and smuggle their son’s body out of the city today, taking it back to Pratolino, beyond the jurisdiction of the corpsemasters.


Pasquale poured water into a basin and splashed his face. Combing his wet springy hair back from his forehead with his fingers, he went into the main room of the studio and found his master already at work.


Rosso and Pasquale had whitewashed the walls and floor of the big airy room just two weeks ago, and even at this early hour it glowed with pure light. The ape was curled up in the brocade chair, the blanket wrapped around itself, snoring contentedly, hardly stirring when Pasquale wandered in and Rosso laughed long and hard at his pupil’s bedraggled state.


Rosso was working by the big window that overlooked the street. Its shutters were flung wide. He was using a feather to brush away charcoal from the lines of the underdrawing on the canvas that, sized, primed with oil, lead white and glue, had been standing against one wall for more than three weeks and was now propped on the work-table. He was barefoot and wore only his green work-apron, girdled loosely at his waist and falling to just above his knees. A tall pale-skinned man, with a shock of red hair stiff as porcupine quills, a sharp-bladed nose, and a pale-lipped mobile mouth. There was a smudge of charcoal on his forehead.


Pasquale picked a big goose-quill from the bundle on the worktable and lent a hand. Rosso said, ‘How are we this morning? Did Ferdinand wake you up as I asked him? And what was the good friar shouting about?’


Ferdinand was the Barbary ape, named for the late unlamented King of Spain.


‘He waited until I was awake before he took the blanket. And he did it because he likes my smell, not because of anything you told him. You couldn’t get him to drink a glass of water by asking if you chained him for a hundred days in the Araby Desert. As for the friar, he has a jealous soul. Do you like grapes, by the way? I’ve an idea to make our friend shout so loud he’ll burst.’


‘You’d have Ferdinand steal those grapes? You persuade him to do it, and I’ll believe you can talk to him with your fingers.’


Pasquale switched away the charcoal dust that had accumulated at the bottom of the canvas. The lines of the underdrawing had to be all but erased, or else they would show through, or, even worse tint the oils.


‘Master, why are you doing this now? Shouldn’t you be dressed?’


‘Why, I only just this minute got undressed.’


‘Out with your bumboy, I suppose.’


‘That,’ Rosso said, ‘is none of your business. Besides, just because you couldn’t sweet-talk Pelashil into giving you more of that poison, there’s no need to take it out on me.’


‘Pelashil? Did I try?’ Pasquale did remember talking to her, never quite an argument, he more and more insistent about wanting to try the híkuri again, and she telling him that a drunken man would only be bewildered by the visions it gave, but she had come up and given him a kiss later, in front of everyone, and told him to come and see her when he was in his senses. Pasquale groaned, half in pleasure, half with guilt. Pelashil was the servant of Piero di Cosimo, a Savage brought back from the friendly shores of the New World and widely held to be his common-law wife. She was twice Pasquale’s age, dark and heavy-haunched, but Pasquale was attracted by the challenge of keeping her attention long enough to make her smile. She had no time for small talk, and if conversation bored her she would turn away. Her silences were long, not so much sulky as self-absorbed; her sudden, flashing smile was all too rare. Strangely, what Pasquale took seriously, the euphoric híkuri dream, the sense of diving deep into the weave of the world, Pelashil maintained was nothing more than entertainment. She wouldn’t even listen when he tried to tell her what he’d seen after he’d chewed the shrivelled, nauseatingly bitter grey-green button she had fed him in her hot, brightly decorated little room.


Rosso, who understood his pupil, laughed and made the sign of a cuckold’s horns on his forehead. ‘For shame, Pasqualino! You take advantage of a poor crazy old man.’


‘Perhaps I want to follow in his footsteps, and see for myself the New World. We could go, master, you and I. We could make a fresh start.’


Rosso said, ‘I’ll not hold you to your contract if you want to leave. God knows you’ve learned all you will from me. Go if you want, but don’t break an old man’s heart and steal his servant. Old men need the warmth of women.’


‘Think of the light, master, and think that a man can live like a king for the rent you pay for this place.’


‘A king of Savages? What kind of honour is that?’


‘I know you will tell me you have your reputation here,’ Pasquale said. ‘I’m sorry to have mentioned it. You should get dressed for the procession.’


‘We have plenty of time before the procession.’ Rosso stepped back and looked critically at the underdrawing. It was the deposition of Christ, looking down the length of His dramatically foreshortened body as He was tenderly cradled by His disciples.


‘Surely this can wait.’


‘I have to finish it in two weeks, or I’ll be fined. That’s what the contract stipulates.’


‘You’ve been fined before. And we have to finish the wall for that light-show.’


Rosso had agreed to paint patterns on a newly plastered wall as part of an artificer’s scheme to amaze and entertain the Pope. Years ago, the spectacles celebrating the visit of a foreign prince would have been entirely provided by artists; now, they were reduced to assisting in the devices and designs of the artificers.


‘We will paint the wall tomorrow. I can’t afford to break that contract, and neither can I afford to break this one. We’re close to asking Saint Mark for half his cloak. Listen, if Signor di Piombino likes the picture, he may offer his private chapel to us. How would you like that, Pasqualino? Perhaps I would be able to engage new pupils.’


‘You’ll have to find a new bed, then. Mine is too narrow for two, and has a groove in it so deep I dream I’m buried alive.’


‘It has to be narrow to fit in the room. Ah,’ Rosso said with sudden exasperation, ‘what’s the point of new pupils anyway!’ His mood had swung around as it so often did these days. Pasquale knew his master was not recovered from the business with the director of the hospital, who had seen devils in the sketch of a commissioned painting where saints should have been, and loudly described how he had been tricked to any who would listen. Rosso said, ‘Maybe I’ll let you do the whole chapel, Pasqualino. But I feel like painting this, at least. It’s time it was finished. And there’s that panel you’ve been working on. When are you going to make a start on it? As for this, don’t worry, it’ll be a piece of piss to do. We’ll start by shading it across, right side brighter than the left. I sold one of your prints, by the way.’


Pasquale had found some of yesterday’s bread. Chewing hard, he said, ‘Which one?’


‘You know, the kind the women buy, the kind for which they never quite dare ask outright. She was a pretty woman, Pasquale, and blushed all over, I swear, as she tried to make me understand what she wanted. Put some oil on that bread, although how you can eat after all you’ve drunk … you won’t spew, I hope.’


Pasquale had made a number of studies for that kind of print – they were called stiffeners, in the trade. He had found a model in one of Mother Lucia’s girls, a compliant whore who would pose for pennies, and hold the same pose for an hour or more without complaint. He said, ‘Which one exactly? How much did you get?’


‘An early one,’ Rosso said carelessly. ‘Very virile, with cocks running rampant through it.’


‘That? It was pirated this spring.’


‘Yes, and the copy has improved on your original – the passage with the arms of the man holding the bladder and cock on a pole is much freer. Still, our blushing customer wanted a print of the original, which is a compliment of kinds, I suppose.’


‘Well, I’ll do another.’ Pasquale wiped oil from his hands on a bit of cloth and picked up the blackened goose-quill. ‘Are you really going to use this underdrawing, or are you going to start over again?’


‘Oh, I think this has promise. Although I don’t like the positioning of the two figures lifting the legs. Maybe I’ll move them back a little.’


‘It will spoil the lines of their arms, surely. Besides, if you lift a heavy weight, your arms are close to your sides, so they must be close to the body.’


‘Here’s my pupil, telling his master what he’s about.’


‘What about my fee for the print?’


‘As for that, it is already spent. Don’t look at me like that, Pasqualino. One must pay rent.’


‘Yesterday you said the rent could wait.’


‘I didn’t mean for the studio,’ Rosso said and winked.


‘Which bumboy was it last night? The Prussian with the scar?’


Rosso shrugged.


‘He’s a thief.’


‘You don’t understand a thing, Pasqualino. Let an old man find love where he can. Is it your hangover making you mean?’


Rosso was twenty-four, only six years older than Pasquale.


Pasquale scratched the ape around the ears. The animal stirred, and sighed happily. Pasquale said, ‘We should get ready for the procession.’


‘We have hours yet.’


‘We have promised to collect the banners from Master Andrea. Master … do you think he’ll be there?’


‘It would be very rude of him not to be.’


Raphael. They didn’t need to name him. His name was on everyone’s lips in the three days since he had arrived from Rome in advance of his master Pope Leo X.


Rosso added, ‘In any case, I must dress appropriately, and I haven’t quite decided …’


‘In that case I think I’ll have plenty of time to try and teach the ape something.’


They arrived late, of course. Rosso was famous for being late. Instead of dressing he lounged about in his work-apron, moodily staring at the cartoon, then started sketching Pasquale in red chalk while Pasquale tried to teach the ape to climb down a rope – not as easy as it seemed, for Barbary apes are not great climbers, and certainly not of ropes. Rosso was still in his odd changeable mood too, reluctant to leave and yet restless. By the time he had thrown on some clothes, he and Pasquale had to run through the streets to reach Andrea del Sarto’s studio, and still they were late.


Master Andrea was in a bate because of some business with his new wife. His pupils hung around the front of the studio, where rolled processional banners leaned against the wall. Their master’s angry voice rose and fell from an open window above. Cheerful with holiday spirit, in their best clothes, the pupils passed a fat marijuana cigarette back and forth and munched on the plump juicy Colombano grapes Pasquale and Rosso had brought with them, and laughed at the story Pasquale had to tell. He had a rope burn to prove it; at one point on its way down the ape had panicked and had nearly jerked the rope from his hands. By and by more painters and pupils drifted along – this street housed a dozen studios, mixed amongst the workshops of goldsmiths and stonemasons. Someone had brought a flask of wine, and it too was passed around.


Master Andrea came out at last, a portly man dressed in black velvet, with a belt of braided gold thread. His face was mottled, and his hands trembling as he smoothed back his long hair: he looked like an angry bee, shot out of its hole to see off intruders. He was in fact a kindly man, and a good teacher – Rosso had been his pupil, so that in a way Pasquale was his pupil, too – but he was prone to rages, and his new wife, young and pretty, provoked him to fantastic jealousies.


Rosso put his arm around his former master, talking with him as the group made their way to the Piazza della Signoria while Pasquale, a banner-pole on his shoulder, followed amongst the other pupils. He felt frumpy, still in the clothes he had worn the day before – he really didn’t have anything better to wear, things being what they were, but if he had not been so drunk, he would have taken off his doublet and hose and tunic and laid them under the mattress before going to bed. At least he had thought to scrub his face and hands, and anoint his palms with a rose-water receipt of Rosso’s. He had brushed his curly hair until it shone, and Rosso had put a circlet in it, and called Pasquale his little prince of Savages, just to annoy.


The party gathered other painters and their assistants and pupils as it went through the streets, and by the time it reached to the Piazza della Signoria there were half a hundred. The same number was already waiting in front of the Loggia, chief amongst them Michelangelo Buonarroti, towering over all by sheer force of personality, clad in a white tunic so long it was almost a robe – to hide his knock-knees, Rosso said, adding that, even so, had he possessed a thunderbolt, he would have made a passable Zeus.


Raphael and his entourage were not there.


The hired band struck up with shawm, sackbut and viole da braccio. Banners were unfurled, bright with gold and ultramarine, like flowers suddenly blooming in one corner of the stony fastness of the piazza. Following the example of the other pupils, Pasquale socketed the pole of his banner in the cusp of the leather harness he had put on; even so, his shoulders soon started to ache as wind tugged the heavy banner to and fro.


Not many of the passers-by took notice. The importance of the confraternity had dwindled, and they seemed a small, insignificant group, dwarfed by the big stage that workmen were hammering together in front of the Palazzo, in preparation for the Pope’s imminent arrival.


The hammering didn’t even stop as the blessing was read from the steps of the Loggia. What with that, and barked orders as companies of city militia drilled across the square’s vast chessboard, and the noise of the signal-tower atop the Palazzo della Signoria as its arms clattered and weaved in a kinetic ballet, the frail voice of the old Secretary to the Ten could scarcely be heard as he pronounced the annual blessing. The priest shook holy water towards the assembled painters even as the Secretary was led off by his attendants at what seemed an undignified speed. The priest muttered a prayer, sketched a cross in the air, and that was that.


The procession set off, gathering itself into a ragged line as people jostled for position. Gradually, they wound out of the piazza, through the shadow of the Great Tower. Square, studded with narrow windows and balconies, and machicolations and platforms clinging to its smooth stone as swallow-nests cling to a barn, the tower reared so high into the sky that it forever seemed to be toppling as clouds moved behind it. It nailed down the northwestern corner of the colleges and laboratories and apothecaria and surgeries and dissecting-rooms and workshops of the new university which had replaced an entire neighbourhood of crooked streets where once goldsmiths had worked, an interlocking complex of red roofs and white colonnades and terraces all overlooked by its architect, the Great Engineer himself, who in his Great Tower brooded hundreds of braccia above the common herd, perhaps even now watching the procession of the Confraternity of Artists creeping like a line of ants at the base of his eyrie as they turned towards the Ponte Vecchio. They had to march in single file, a heavy traffic of carts and carriages and vaporetti thundering past, before they turned to strike out along the wide promenade beside the river.


Pasquale, holding up the pole of a banner painted with the likeness of Saint Luke, benign and white-bearded, and painting one of his portraits of the Blessed Virgin (there were three, now at Rome, Loreto and Bologna), kept an eye on the river as he marched. He loved to watch the ships go by: the small barges which were the work-horses of the river-transport system; the paddle-wheel ferries; the big ocean-going maonas; and, on occasion, a warship on some mission that had taken it far from the naval yards of Livorno, prowling with its screw drive like a sleek leopard amongst domestic cats.


Sunlight fell through a rift in the clouds. The banners glowed; the musicians beat louder and everyone picked up his step. Pasquale’s heart was lifted at last, and he forgot his headache and his uneasy stomach, where bread and oil made an unwelcome weight, forgot the ache in his arms from holding up the heavy banner. Gulls, which followed the Grand Canal inland, were flakes of white skirling above the river-channels. Cries, far cries. He could dream of taking sloe-eyed brown-skinned Pelashil back to her native land: the New World, where white, stepped pyramids gleamed bright as salt amongst palm-trees, and every kind of fruit was there ready to fall into your hand if only you reached out for it, and flocks of parrots flew like arrows from the bows of an army.


The river was divided into channels, and the channel nearest the shore ran with strange colours that mixed and mingled in feathery curls – dye-works and chemical manufactories poured out mingling streams which unlike pigments did not mix to muddy brown but formed strange new combinations, chemical reactions fluttering across the surface in exquisite patterns as if the water had been stirred to life. Along the full flood of the raceway channel, watermills sat in chained lines strung out from the piers of bridges, their water-wheels thumping and churning, their machineries sending up a chattering roar. Most drove looms, trying to compete with the modern automatic machineries of the manufactories on the far bank. At night some went free-martin, cutting the mooring of their rivals, trying to jockey upstream to get advantage of a stronger current. Sometimes you could hear pistol-shots carrying across the water. The journalist and playwright Niccolò Machiavegli had once made a famous remark that war was simply commercial competition carried to extremes: and so here.


At the Ponte alla Grazie the procession turned away from the river, plunging into a warren of narrow streets between tenement buildings faced with soft grey pietra serena, stained with black streaks by polluted rain and crumbling away through the action of the tainted air and smokes poured forth by the manufactories. At street level, workshops and bottegas had opened their shutters for the day’s business, and their workers came out to cheer the procession as it went past. They especially cheered Michelangelo, who marched with steadfast dignity at the head of the procession, his white garments shining amongst the blacks and browns of the other masters. Florentines loved their successful sons, most especially if they were prodigals. Even better, Michelangelo had returned because of a furious argument with the Pope over the tomb of the Pope’s predecessor. He was seen as having upheld the honour of Florence over the wishes of her old enemy: not for nothing was his most famous work the statue of the giant-killer, David.


So at last the procession reached the homely church of Sant’ Ambrogio, in the neighbourhood where most painters worked. In the years before the confraternity had broken with the Company of Saint Luke and its physicians and apothecaries, who in truth had long bankrolled their impoverished artist brothers, the service had been held amongst the marble and bronze of the church of Sant’Egidio, in the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova. No more.


A fine rain had started. The drums beat on as the procession filed through the narrow door into the homely little church, with its plaster walls and shadows up amongst the rafters, and the noise of the reciprocal engines in the manufactory across the street.


Raphael was not there, either.
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The mass was almost over when Raphael finally arrived. He swept in at the head of a gaggle of assistants and pupils, and the bustle at the door of the little church turned everyone’s heads. The idlers at the back, who had talked all through the service in the casual way of Florentines, the church being simply another public place that, except for its altars and chapels, was as secular as any other, stopped talking and gaped and nudged each other. The masters and pupils in the congregation glanced back, every one of them – with the exception of Michelangelo, who sat stiffly at the far end of the front row of seats in exactly the same pose he had held throughout the mass (and in which pose Pasquale had surreptitiously sketched him), not deigning to look back at his rival and yield him the satisfaction of recognition. Even the priest paused for a moment, before continuing with his blessing of the host amidst the ringing of many small bells. As Raphael and his followers doffed their raincapes to reveal fashionably black machine-cut tunics, doublets and leggings, the six-piece orchestra wheezed into the Agnus Dei, the ageing castrato coming in half a beat late, and almost everyone in the congregation began to whisper to everyone else.


Rosso nudged Pasquale and said in a stage whisper, ‘God’s second favourite son blesses us.’


Pasquale couldn’t help looking round to stare at the great painter. Raphael sat at ease amongst his assistants, some of whom would be masters in their own right if they had not chosen to serve Raphael. As who would not? Raphael earned more than any artist in either Rome or the Florentine Republic, and so more than any in all of Europe and the New World. Like Michelangelo, Raphael had taken the New Age to heart. In the age of the individual, he had become his own man. He took commissions as he chose, and his own fame made the rich, both the old money and the new, fiercely contest in bidding for his work, while the poor decorated their houses with shadow-engraved reproductions of his work. No other artist had that kind of cachet. Michelangelo did as he pleased, and usually fell out with his clients as a result, but only Raphael made sure that his clients got what they wanted while painting as he chose.


‘He’s come back to his roots to make sure they’re as bad as he remembers,’ Rosso said.


‘He has paid his florin,’ Pasquale said, meaning that Raphael had the right to celebrate mass with the Florentine Confraternity of Artists on the day of their patron saint because he had signed his name in the Red Book and paid his fee. Because Pasquale had been eager to catch a glimpse of Raphael, now he felt that he must defend him.


‘About the only one here,’ Rosso said, which was almost true. The Red Book of the confraternity recorded more debtors to Saint Luke than creditors, for few bothered to pay a whole florin to become a recognized master in a guild whose best days were gone, while those like Raphael Sanzio of Urbino or Michelangelo Buonarroti didn’t need a confraternity to promote their interests. Pasquale had heard Master Andrea grumble, as the procession had filed through the church door, that they were less than the ratcatchers’ guild now, that once upon a time the whole street on which this little church of Sant’Ambrogio stood had been crowded with a joyful procession, all come out to see a single painting leave the studio of Cimabue, and where now was that ardour?


But the processional banners were still bright, for all that their finery was patched and faded, older than the century. And even in this little church there was evidence aplenty of the Golden Age, when image had sung straight to God. There was a flaking fresco of the Annunciation over the first altar, and, in better condition, a beautiful fresco over the second altar of the Madonna on her heavenly throne, with Saint John the Baptist and Saint Bartholomew. This theme was repeated over the third altar, where this time the Virgin was portrayed in her glory with an array of saints. The gold-leaf of the frescos shimmered in the candle-light, giving the illusion that the church was larger than it really was, as a lake glimmering through trees will seem like a sea.


Pasquale had contrived to sit as close as he could to the best work in the church. It was in a niche between the third and second altars, a little roundel of the Annunciation painted by Lippi in the Golden Age before the rise of the artificers. For most of the mass, which was a full ceremony paid by subscription from every master, debtor and creditor alike (Rosso had grumbled mightily over this imposition), Pasquale had gazed at this little window into another world, a world of clear colours and clean lines. The grave acceptance of the Madonna at her window, her face and demeanour expressing the fourth of the fifth of the Laudable Conditions of the Blessed Virgin, namely Humiliatio; the golden line from the dove of the Holy Spirit to her womb; and the angel Gabriel kneeling in the garden amongst spring flowers. Most of all the angel. Pasquale was collecting angels. Except for his wings (which despite the gold tracery were clearly modelled on the wings of a pigeon; Pasquale had seen another of Fra Lippi’s Annunciations where the angel had the Argus-eyed wings of a peacock), this one could have been any youth from some great house in the time of Lorenzo the Unlucky. He was fourteen or fifteen, pale-skinned, with a long, wondering face and blue long-lashed eyes, and was dressed in the sumptuous costume of those courtly days. Stripped of his superficial exoticism he could have been a deacon or a page-boy. What held Pasquale’s attention, what he had twice tried to fix on a scrap of paper, was the angel’s expression. It was raptly attentive, filled with sorrowing knowledge at the burden which the Holy Child must bear, but also with joy at this compact between Heaven and Earth at last made flesh.


Or that at least was how you were supposed to read it, Pasquale thought. But how could you capture the true feelings of a creature both greater than man (for he stood closer to God than any but the most blessed of the saints) and lesser (for despite his command of legions of lesser angels, Gabriel was in the end no more than a messenger, a go-between who carried the Word from God to man but was not the Word, only its vessel: angels did not choose to serve, for not to serve was to fall)? It was something he had been trying to work out ever since the conception for his masterwork had fallen on him. Piero di Cosimo, who Pasquale liked to think was his secret master, had in a rare moment of lucidity told him to paint truly if he was to paint at all, but how could you paint the truth of something beyond ordinary human comprehension? How could you paint the face of an angel?


Fra Lippi’s solution to this question had been to portray his angel as a beautiful courtier; it was the solution of most painters of the Golden Age. And most painters in Florence, at one time or another, had painted at least one Annunciation, a popular theme because the feast-days of both the Annunciation and the New Year fell on the same day, the twenty-fifth of March. But the Golden Age was gone, as fragmented by the devices of the artificers as reality itself. The New Age had arrived, and demanded genius or nothing. In his youth, Raphael had painted angels as idealizations of idealizations, not the best or most beautiful courtier but the ideal courtier of Castiglione’s imaginary conversations. It was said that when Raphael painted he caught not just the hues of his model’s face, but the very thoughts and personality. But he had not painted an angel since his apprenticeship, except in his depiction of the flight of Saint Peter from prison, and that in shadow. If the greatest painter in the world shied from the task, how could Pasquale meet his self-imposed challenge?


For while Pasquale had his vision and the ruinously expensive little panel he had prepared with great care, he had not made a brush-stroke towards realizing it. He had glimpsed or thought he had glimpsed more than mere beauty or even the ideal of beauty, but did not know how to begin to express what he had been vouchsafed. He only knew that to fail in this was to fail himself, and believed that if he could only talk with Raphael, the great painter would understand.


Poor drug-crazed Piero di Cosimo, with his talk of creatures from worlds that interleaved this, understood more than most, but for all his adventures in the far shores of the New World, his way of seeing was that of the Old World; he had not entirely escaped his training. And as for Rosso, Pasquale had barely mentioned the subject of his painting to his master, let alone his vision. Rosso was a master of the technical problem, of perspective and plastic space, of the swift decisions needed to paint tempera panels and the bold revisions that the new Dutch and Prussian formulae for oil paints made possible, but while he was a good man and a generous master, he was also increasingly bitter with his lot, and more conservative than he liked to admit. Artists were artisans first and last, was his constant motto.


Bells rang for the elevation of the host; following the masters of the confraternity (Rosso, who had forgotten to go to confession, had to stay behind), Pasquale and the other pupils lined up at the rail to take the sip of blood-red wine, the thin coin of the wafer of transubstantiated flesh. As Pasquale rose, with the wafer dissolving on his tongue, sweetening the ferruginous taste of the wine, he saw that Raphael was kneeling humbly at the end of the line, democratic amongst his school, as if he were only an ordinary man.


The communion over, the prayers for the celebrants said and the dismissal intoned, people began to drift towards the back of the church, mixing with the layabouts and with the ordinary citizens who were waiting for the regular midday mass, which would begin as soon as this one was finished. The pupils were gathering up the banners. When he had wound up his own, Pasquale asked one of Master Andrea’s pupils to carry it back for him. He had seen Raphael walking down the aisle, conversing with a few of the masters.


The pupil, a cheerful fellow by the name of Andrea Squazella, said, ‘God sees the sparrow fall, so Raphael might look on you, I suppose. But he’ll only see a sparrow.’


‘I would be more than that, I hope.’


‘I know of your ambition, but as for your talent …’ As Raphael passed by, Andrea grabbed Pasquale and said with mock alarm, ‘Steady, don’t faint. He’s only a man.’


Raphael was of ordinary height, with a mild white face and curly black shoulder-length hair. His black tunic, doublet and hose were of the finest Dutch cloth, cut expensively on the cross. He was gesturing to underline some point. His fingers were as slim as a woman’s, and so long that it seemed that they had an extra joint.


Pasquale breathed out when the little group had passed. ‘Only a man,’ he said.


‘There goes someone with a different opinion,’ Andrea said. ‘Master Michelangelo thinks your Raphael is definitely something lower than a man. A louse perhaps.’


Michelangelo was making his way up the far side of the church, craggy head held high, followed by two of his assistants. He looked like a warship beating out of port ahead of a storm, escorted by a couple of sloops.


‘My master says that Raphael stole his ideas,’ Andrea said to Pasquale. ‘Raphael was secretly shown the Sistine Chapel after Michelangelo quit his work there, and as a result he immediately repainted the prophet Isaiah that he had been working on so that it seemed to be a collaboration, although not one Michelangelo knew about. Your Raphael is something of an improver rather than an improviser.’


‘If you mean that his inspiration begins where that of others ends, then mine begins with his,’ Pasquale said, and Andrea laughed and said he was shameless.


‘I’m desperate. How can I talk with him?’


‘Tell him you like his work,’ Andrea said sensibly. ‘Or better still, let my master introduce you. Go on, Pasquale! If you don’t stand near him you’ll have to shout, and one simply doesn’t do that. Even in a Florentine church.’


Andrea was from Urbino, and considered all Florentines boorish, most especially in the way they chattered openly during mass, even on high days.


By now, the party with Raphael in its centre was almost at the door. Someone stepped inside just as Pasquale hurried up, and it was as if a breeze had blown aside a screen of leaves, for the people around Raphael parted and moved back, leaving him to confront the newcomer.


He was a portly, middle-aged man, dressed in a fashion more suitable to someone twenty years younger: a short grey cape spotted with sooty raindrops, and a white loosely laced shirt; an exaggerated doublet, fantastically puffed and slashed, of the kind favoured by Prussian students; particoloured hose. His hectic face still held more than a trace of the beautiful youth he had once been, in his profile and the sulky downturn of his full mouth. His curly hair was still thick; extravagantly arranged, it fell to his shoulders.


Pasquale knew him at once: Giacomo Caprotti, nicknamed Salai, the Milanese catamite of the Great Engineer. He also saw that the man was drunk. He stepped back, but still Salai shouldered into him.


‘Don’t you know to mind your step,’ Salai said, ‘when your betters pass by?’


Pasquale retorted, ‘I’m sorry, signor, but I fail to recognize the high opinion you have of yourself.’


He would have said more, but one of Raphael’s assistants, Giulio Romano, a burly middle-aged man, caught Salai’s arm. He turned him aside and said in a whisper, ‘Not here. This is not the place.’


Salai shrugged him off and straightened his sleeves. ‘Only too true, but I missed you at the tower and would pay my respects, if I am allowed.’


Romano threw up his hands.


Salai turned back to the others and said with a slurred eloquence, ‘A million apologies for having missed your little party. I went to the wrong place, which is to say where you used to hold your feast-day mass, when you meant something in Florence. How I searched to find this small church – charming in its way, I’m sure, but obscure. Actually, I’m not sorry at all, I’m only here to represent my master. He paid his money long ago, before he took up his real calling and left off daubs.’ Salai faced up to Raphael. He couldn’t quite keep his eyes focused. He said, ‘So, painter. For once the dog goes before its master, eh? I compliment you on your choice of dress, Signor Raphael, and those of your hangers-on. Somehow, in these circumstances, mourning appears appropriate. You funny little artists have had your day, even you, Signor Raphael. We’ll soon outshine you all in capturing the real light of the world.’


Another of the assistants said, ‘If you bring a message from your master, speak it now. Master Raphael is too busy to trifle with the likes of you.’


‘Some love-affair no doubt. An affair of the heart, such as we read of in the broadsheets. Well, I’m not one to stand in the way of love.’


Raphael laughed. He said, ‘You weren’t sent at all, were you?’


Salai grinned broadly, as if enormously enjoying the fact that his bluff had been called. ‘Well, if it comes to it, no.’


The second assistant said, ‘Lorenzo de’ Medici was murdered in a church, I recall.’


‘Be quiet,’ Giulio Romano said.


Salai touched the pommel of the French rapier slung from his silver brocade belt. ‘Signor, I can step outside if it makes you feel easier. I’ll even wait while you arm yourself.’


There was a moment of tense silence, for Salai was well known for his swordswork. The assistant turned red and looked away.


‘Go now,’ Romano said. ‘Go away, Salai. Not here. Not now.’


Raphael said, with a benign smile, ‘You have your audience, Signor Salai. Speak your piece.’


Salai bowed. ‘I hope I need not speak, Signor – no, Master Raphael. That’s the point. We are soon to be blessed by the first of the Medicis to step within the walls of Florence since the Republic was founded. A pity if that dainty footfall were to be lost in the outcry of scandal.’


‘I’m not afraid, Salai. Certainly not of any small mischief you can manage to whip up.’


Salai winked and laid a finger alongside his nose in a coarse parody of intimacy. ‘And the honour of a certain lady … ?’


‘That’s old gossip,’ Raphael said, even as the second assistant pushed forward, hand on the dagger thrust in his belt.


Salai danced back, suddenly not drunk at all, coarse cunning and a kind of eagerness printed on his face. ‘That olive-sticker won’t do you much good, friend. I suggest you use it to clean your fingernails – they really shouldn’t match the rest of your costume.’


Romano laid a hand on his fellow’s shoulder. The others of Raphael’s party, emboldened by this move, started to jeer and stamp. A few of the confraternity, Master Andrea amongst them, were shouting out too, crying shame, shame on the honour of Florence, that one of her citizens should insult one of her guests. Salai looked at them, then bowed, mockingly low, before turning and marching out through the door.


Several of the older masters started to apologize to Raphael; off to the side, Rosso was talking animatedly with Giulio Romano. Pasquale tried to push forward, but Raphael’s followers had closed around their master, and they moved as one body through the high doors of the church into the gloomy, rainy afternoon. When Pasquale dared follow, Master Andrea turned and said, not unkindly, ‘He’s here until the Pope leaves, Pasquale. You’ll have a chance to talk, I’m sure, but not now, eh?’


Pasquale caught his sleeve. ‘What did Salai mean, when he raised up the matter of the honour of a lady?’


‘You know the kind of mischief the Great Engineer’s catamite likes to stir up,’ Master Andrea said vaguely. ‘Women are the root of all evil, some say. Or would say, if they were allowed …’ He set his four-cornered cap squarely on his grizzled head, shook out the wide sleeves of his tunic, and hurried after the receding party. A couple of pigeons detonated into flight from his path: angel-wings.


Pasquale watched the pigeons a while, getting soaked in the gentle, polluted rain, until Rosso came out of the church. Pasquale saw his master’s white, anxious face, and said, ‘Shouldn’t you go with them, master? The dinner in honour of Raphael—’


‘Let the old men go and make pictures with their food,’ Rosso said. ‘I think we both need a drink.’
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The bar which Pasquale and Rosso favoured was a low dive frequented by a sometimes explosive mixture of artist’s pupils, journalists and mercenaries. The landlord, a fat bullet-headed Prussian Swiss, had the habit of taking swigs from the drinks he served, and kept a hound the size of a small horse which, when it wasn’t flopped in front of the fireplace, wandered amongst the crowd trying to cadge titbits. The Swiss scrutinized each person as they came in, and if the new arrival was a passer-by he didn’t like the look of, or a regular he’d argued with, he set up a tremendous volley of oaths and insults until the unfortunate man was driven out. Otherwise he jollied his regulars along, attempted clumsy practical jokes that usually backfired, and created a little world outside the world. Surprisingly, there were few fights. If the Swiss couldn’t handle trouble-makers he set his dog on them, and needed no other weapon.


The scandal of Salai’s confrontation with Raphael was already the talk of the bar. Pasquale regaled two separate audiences with his account, accepting drinks from his eager listeners. He was hoping to see Piero di Cosimo, but the old man wasn’t here. Increasingly, he retreated from noise, living more and more inside his own head. He’d spend hours gazing at patterns rain made on a window, or paint spattered on his filthy floor.


Pasquale had taken him food a few days before, but Piero had refused to let him in, speaking only through the crack in the half-opened door. He was, he told Pasquale, engaged on an important work. He spoke as if asleep, paying attention to something only he could see.


Pasquale said, ‘One day the stuff you take, the híkuri, will kill you. You cannot live entirely in dreams.’


‘There’s more than one world, Pasquale. You’ve glimpsed it once or twice, but you don’t understand it yet. You must, if you’re to be any kind of painter.’


‘I have yet to master this world. Let me in, just for a moment. Look, I have bread and fish.’


Piero ignored this. He said wistfully, ‘If only I’d had you for my pupil. Together – what voyages, eh, Pasquale? Come back in a few days. In a week.’


Pasquale tried not to sound exasperated. ‘If you don’t eat, you’ll die.’


‘You sound like Pelashil,’ Piero said. ‘No. She has the sense not to disturb me. She understands.’


‘I would understand, if you would let me. I need to be able to see …’


‘Your angel. Yes. But you’re not a real person, not yet. Don’t bother me any more, Pasquale. I need to dream now.’


It occurred to Pasquale now, in the crowded noisy bar, that it was because of that conversation he had drunkenly persisted in asking Pelashil for more of the híkuri, the simple which Piero had brought back from the New World. He looked around for Pelashil, who usually worked in the bar every night, but couldn’t see her. He hadn’t seen her all evening, and for a moment wondered, because he was young and self-centred, if she had left in disgust at his behaviour, never to return.


A group of loud and foul-mouthed Swiss cavalrymen had colonized Piero’s usual corner. The condottiere who had hired them was sprawled in the straight-backed chair Piero favoured, elaborating with vivid obscenity why he would never be fucked up the arse or fuck anyone up the arse either, Florence or not, while the rent-boy who sat in his lap pretended to be fascinated. ‘I mean, I like my dick sucked as well as any man, and I don’t care if it’s a woman or a man or a baby who thinks my come is her mother’s milk does the sucking. One of the best fucks I ever had was with an old granny that had lost all her teeth. But only Turks and Florentines fuck each other in the shit-hole, am I right or am I right?’


The condottiere had a lean pock-marked face, with a moustache waxed to elaborate points. His fist twined a handful of the rent-boy’s hair; the boy winced and blew him a kiss, half-mocking, half-placatory. The condottiere glared around the room, little eyes glistening under beetling brows, perhaps hoping that someone would contradict him. No one did, for as the broadsheets never tired of pointing out, the citizens of Florence were intimidated by the foreign soldiers they employed. A little shameful silence hung in the room before the man laughed and called for more wine.


It was Pelashil who served him. Pasquale’s heart turned when he saw her. After she’d refilled the condottiere’s pitcher he called to her, and she sauntered over. Pelashil of the insolent eyes, black as sloe-berries in a face the colour of fall leaves, broad-hipped in a ragged brocade gown, its sleeves ripped away to leave her muscular arms bare. Pasquale had slept with her once, last winter, and ever since had not been able to decide if it had been her choice or his.


‘I was in my cups last night,’ Pasquale said. ‘You’re not still angry, I hope.’


Pelashil stepped back when he tried to embrace her. ‘Why do men always think only about themselves?’


‘You’re angry! What did I say? Don’t I have the right to know?’


Rosso, who had been drinking steadily, stirred and said, ‘You offered to take her away, Pasqualino. Back across the sea to where the sand is white and the sea is blue and the women go naked.’


‘That’s what you’d like to think,’ Pelashil said, ‘but it isn’t anything like my home. Besides, I suppose you’d rather think of naked boys.’ She caught Pasquale’s hand. ‘The old man is ill again. You must go and see him,’ and she went off to fetch more wine, dodging the groping of a drunken soldier.


Pasquale sat back down and drank more wine and thought again of Piero’s vague talk, and then of the way that, after he had eaten híkuri, separate moments had folded into a continuous sheaf, and of the blurring of pigeon-wings in rainy light. Angels and time … was their time the same time that men endured, moment to moment? Some notion, vast yet as fabulously fragile as a frost-flower, seemed to be creeping across his brain, threatening to fade to nought if he stared at it too hard. He thought that perhaps Piero would know what this revelation meant. Perhaps Piero would feed him another dried leaf of híkuri. He should go and see the old man, yes, but not yet. Not just yet. He needed courage to face the dilapidated claustrophobia of Piero’s room.


Giambattista Gellia, a hothead leftist as famous for being a shoemaker turned tract-writer as for anything he wrote, was pushing through the crowd. The journalist, Niccolò Machiavegli, had just come in, and Gellia was pulling him towards Pasquale’s table, saying loudly, ‘Niccolò, you must listen to this. Someone who was there, at the root of the scandal.’


‘Often you need distance for the truth to emerge,’ Niccolò Machiavegli protested with a laugh. ‘Besides, I have already written my piece and left it to be set. In fact, I have to go back soon to check it over. Give me the peace of a drink uninterrupted by business, Gellia. Revolution may be your life, but journalism is only my profession.’


‘This young man saw it all – or so he says.’


‘It’s true,’ Pasquale said.


‘And I see you have profited well from your luck,’ the journalist said, and smiled as the others around the table laughed at Pasquale’s expense.


‘It’s true!’ Pasquale insisted.


Niccolò Machiavegli smiled gently. ‘I don’t need words, my friend.’


Rosso said, ‘He’s right. You don’t need words, Pasqualino.’


Pasquale said, ‘What about a picture?’


‘It is a rich irony that in all of that congregation of artists, no one thought to sketch the confrontation,’ Niccolò Machiavegli said, gaining another laugh.


Rosso stood up, gripping the edge of the table. He had drunk more than Pasquale. ‘It’s a private matter,’ he said.


‘But it happened in a public place,’ Gellia said.


Pasquale dug his elbow into Rosso’s hip and said in a fierce whisper, ‘We need the money, master.’


‘You do what you will, Pasqualino,’ Rosso said wearily. One of his black moods had suddenly descended upon him. ‘Do it with my blessing. I suppose it will all come out soon enough.’


Gellia stepped out of the way as Rosso plunged into the crowd, moving towards the door. Pasquale said, because they really did need the money, ‘I will show you that I was there. You must forgive my master. What happened was a … shameful thing.’ He drew out the scrap of paper on which he had been scribbling during the first part of the mass, dipped the corner of his tunic in wine and would have wiped away the drawing he’d already made when Niccolò Machiavegli caught his hand.


The journalist said, ‘Allow me to look,’ and held the paper to his eyes, moving his gaze back and forth across it as if it were a text. He was slight yet straight-backed, with the clever, boyish face of a monastery librarian. His prominent cheek-bones were shadowed with stubble, and his hair, receding around a widow’s peak above a high forehead, was clipped short. He said, ‘I see Michelangelo Buonarroti brooding on which mortal to dispatch with a well-chosen thunderbolt. You did this?’


‘He’s the best of us,’ Pasquale said.


‘If you will, come with me – no, don’t drink up, you’ll need a steady hand and eye, and certainly not an inflamed memory.’


It had stopped raining, and a yellow vapour was thickening the air. It smelt of wood-smoke and sulphur, and burned in Pasquale’s nose, made his eyes itch. Although the six o’clock cannonade that signalled the closing of the city’s gates had not yet sounded, the vapour had already brought on the night. People stumbled through it with their faces muffled; two artificers passed arm in arm, faces masked with pig-snouted leather hoods.


‘The artificers poison the air, and then must invent themselves a means to breathe it,’ Niccolò Machiavegli said. ‘A pity only a few can afford their cure.’


It was one of the smogs that plagued Florence when the wind didn’t blow and the smokes of the artificers settled like a heavy blanket along the course of the Arno. The journalist coughed heavily, covering his mouth with his fist, and then apologized. He had once been locked up in the dungeons of the Bargello, he said, and had suffered fluxions of the lungs ever since.


‘But that was before I had taken up the pen in the cause of truth instead of the cause of the state. As for truth, now you are away from your fellows you can tell me truly whether you saw all.’


‘I was as close to Raphael as I am to you,’ Pasquale said, which was not accurate enough to satisfy an artificer, but would serve as commonplace truth.


‘And you can remember it well enough to draw it?’


‘I train my memory, Signor Machiavegli, especially for faces and gestures. If I can’t draw it I can at least remember it.’


‘Good enough. And please, I am Niccolò. Signor Machiavegli was another person, in another time.’


A dozen years ago, Machiavegli had been one of the most powerful men in Florence: as Secretary to the Ten he had been privy to most of the secrets of the Republic, and had been a prime mover in much of its foreign policy. But then the old government had been overthrown after the surprise attack by the Spanish navy on the dockyards at Livorno. Half the Florentine fleet had been burnt at its moorings, and a regiment of the Spanish army had burnt and sacked its way to the walls of Florence before the Florentines had rallied and overwhelmed it. Gonfalonter-for-life Piero Soderini had committed suicide, and Machiavegli had fallen into disgrace. Despite his frequent republican proclamations, and despite the fact that his own family had been killed and his property destroyed by the Spanish raiders, his enemies put it about that he had always been a Medici sympathizer. In the chaos following the attack it was rumoured that he might form the nucleus of a movement to bring the Medicis back into power for the first time since the short but cruel and disastrous reign of Giuliano de’ Medici, who thirty years earlier had prosecuted a campaign of terror that had gone far beyond the summary execution of the assassins and their immediate families after the murder of his elder brother and his own lucky escape from a papal-inspired conspiracy. Even while Rome waged war on Florence, and after Rome’s defeat by the devices of the Great Engineer, Giuliano had purged every great family as God had purged the Egyptians to secure the escape of the Israelites. It was a brutal time that was still not forgiven.
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