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A Prince should understand how to use well both the man and the
beast.

  
Niccolò Machiavelli, 

  The Prince
.

 



  


  
I.
  
At the end of 1496 Beatrice d'Este, Duchess of Milan, wrote the
following letter to her sister Isabella, wife of the Marquis
Francesco Gonzaga, Lord of Mantua:

«
Most Excellent Lady and beloved sister. Messire Ludovico my
husband and I wish you and Messire Francis, your Illustrious
Consort, good health. As you asked me, I send you a portrait of my
little Maximilian. However, I do not want you to think he is as
tiny as you see. We wanted to measure him, but we were worried
about because the doctor says that it may be detrimental to his
growth. Instead, he makes progresses in a wonderful way. When I
contemplate him, after a few days of absence, I think he has grown
up, and I feel joy and satisfaction flooding into my very
soul. 

«
Here at court we are experiencing sadness and sorrow: Nanino,
the little fool, died. You have known and loved him too. Therefore,
you will easily understand that I cannot get over the loss. I am
not able to fill the void left by Nanino, a child of the powerful
Nature, because that human being, created just to satisfy the fun
of lords, was a perfect phenomenal nonsense in a fascinating
ugliness. Bellincioni has composed an epitaph in his honour in
which he says that if he is in heaven, the whole paradise will
laugh at him. If he is in hell, Cerberus itself is silent and
rejoices. Weeping, we buried him in Santa Maria delle Grazie, in
our family tomb, next to my beloved falcon and to Puttina, the
unforgettable bitch because I do not want either death could divide
me from such an enjoyable person. 


  
«I have been weeping for two whole nights. In order to console
me, Messire Ludovico promised me a gift for Christmas holidays: a
magnificent silver chair to "lay down the unnecessary weight of the
belly," adorned with a bas-relief that represents the battle
between Lapiths and Centaurs. There will be his vessel of solid
gold and a canopy of crimson velvet embroidered in gold with the
ducal coats of arms, just as that of the Grand Duchess of Lorraine.
No one else has a similar chair, neither the Pope nor the Emperor
nor the Sovereign in Turkey. It will be more beautiful than the
famous one sang by Marziale in his epigrams. For the occasion,
Merula has composed some hexameters, which start like this
  
: 


Quis cameram hanc supero dignam neget esse tonante Principe
…
  

«Messire Ludovico would have liked that Leonardo da Vinci had
inserted to the chair a striking mechanism, but the Florentine
painter apologized because, he says, he is dealing with the Last
Supper and the Colossus. 


«My dear sister, you pray me to send you this master for a
while. I would acquiesce with the greatest pleasure to your
prayers, and, for my part, I would be willing to send him forever.
However, Messire Ludovico, I do not know why, took him to his heart
and he would not give him up for all the gold in the world.
However, do not worry, because first: this Leonardo is more
concerned with chemistry, mechanics, magic and other nonsenses,
than with painting; second: he works so slowly that even an angel
would lose his temper; third: what is more, he is an impious and a
heretic. 


  
«Some time ago, we went hunting wolves. They do not allow me to
go horseback riding, because I am five months pregnant, but I
observed the various moments from a balcony looking like a church
pulpit, built in a wagon for the occasion. But I can assure you
that for me it was not fun, but it was a pain. When the wolf fled
into the forest, I began to cry with rage. Oh, if I could have
ridden a horse, I would not have let it escape! Even if it meant
breaking my neck, I would have grabbed it!



  
«Do you remember, my little sister, how we jumped together? And
when Pentesilea fell into a ditch and almost smashed her head? And
our boar-hunting in Cusnago? And when we played ball? And fishing?
Those were good times! However, now we do what we can! We play
cards, we go skating, a pleasant entertainment introduced in our
court by a young Flemish gentleman, because winter is frigid and
not only the lakes, but also the rivers are completely frozen. On
the ice, in the park of the Castle, Leonardo has created with snow
the swan embracing the beautiful Leda. It is a shame that it will
melt with spring approaching. 



  
«And you, my dear sister, how are you? And what about your
long-haired cats breed? If you have a cat with tawny fur and blue
eyes, send it to me along with the little Arab you  promised, I
will send you in return the puppies of my dog.



  
«Do not forget the model of your blue satin bustier fur-trimmed
with the collar laced on the shoulder that I asked in my last
letter. Send it to me, soon, maybe tomorrow, at dawn. And send me a
jar of your miraculous ointment for scrofula and some special wood
to reinforce nails. And what about the monument to Virgil, that
swan of pleasing call of our Mantua lakes? If you do not have
enough bronze, we want to send you two old bombards.


«
Messire Ludovico and I entrust to your good will, dear sister,
and to that of Messire Marquis Francesco, your illustrious
consort». 
  
Beatrice Sforza

 



II.
  
Despite the playful and light tone, in this letter there was the
art of a real deceiver: Beatrice pretended with her sister and hid
her anxieties and sorrows. That good agreement and domestic peace
perceived through the duchess’s words were far between the
spouses.

She hated Leonardo, but not for heresy and impiety, but because,
as The Moor requested, he had painted the abhorrent appearance of
Cecilia Bergamini, mistress of the Duke and her bitter rival. Then,
in recent times, she has suspected that her husband was having an
affair with one of her bridesmaids, Madonna Lucrezia Crivelli.

Just in those days, Ludovico Sforza came at the height of his
power. Son of Francesco Sforza, mercenary from Romagna, half
warrior and half bandit, had the ambitious project to unite the
whole countries of Italy under his scepter and become its
undisputed master.

“The Pope” he boasted "is my confessor and the Emperor is my
captain, Venice is my treasurer and the king of France is my
messenger”. 

He signed letters and decrees as 
Ludovícus Maria Sfortia AngIus Dux Mediolani, tracing his
lineage up to Anglo, the ancient Trojan hero and brother-in-arms of
Aeneas. Even the Horse, the great work with the superb inscription 
Ecce Deus, had to testify the divine origin of the
Sforza.

However, despite the outward prosperity, a secret fear tormented
the duke: deep down, he knew well that the people of Milan did not
love him, and they considered him nothing but the usurper of the
throne.

Once, in fact, at the Piazza of Arrengo, the multitude, after
have seen from a distance the widow of Gian Galeazzo with her
firstborn, gave a unanimous shout: "Long live Francesco, our
rightful Duke". The young and handsome little boy, who was just
eight years old, was growing up loved by his people, who, as the
Venetian Marin Sanuto wrote, «recognized in him their prince, their
God». Beatrice and The Moor knew that the death of Gian Galeazzo
was not enough to make them lords of Milan because the shadow of
the dead Duke rose again from the grave in that child.

There was a matter of rumors in Milan of ominous forebodings: at
night, bloody blazes similar to the effects of a fire, lit up the
tower of the Castle, and harrowing moans echoed through the castle
itself. People remembered that when Gian Galeazzo had been placed
in the coffin, it was not possible to close his left eye, which was
prediction of the imminent death of some of his closest relatives.
At the same time, the Virgin of Albore blinked and out of Porta
Ticinese the cow of a poor old woman had given birth to a calf with
two heads.

Beatrice herself, once again, in the Rocchetta room, terrified
by an apparition, had fallen to the ground fainted and, regained
consciousness, she did not mention it to anyone, even to her
husband. Now she had lost that seductive grace and natural vivacity
and, with her soul full of sad forebodings, she expected the date
of delivery.

   



III.

A sad and quiet evening of December, while snowflakes slowly
descended on the streets of Milan, The Moor was sitting in a room
of the palace, which had been a gift to Madonna Lucrezia Crivelli,
his new love. The crackling flame on the fireplace lit with its
reddish light the doors lacquered and inlaid of mosaics that
depicted ancient Roman buildings, the decorated ceiling, the
upholstery of the walls etched in gold, the high-backed chairs, the
ebony stools.

The table, round, was covered with a dark green carpet on which
were scattered in bulk an open volume of Boiardo, a mother-of-pearl
mandolin, some music parchments and a crystal jug full of 
balnea aponetana, salutary water very much in vogue among
elegant ladies.

On one wall there was the portrait of Lucrezia made by Leonardo.
Within the marble high reliefs, of which Caradosso had adorned the
fireplace, the birds flitting pecked grapes. Some naked and winged
cherubs and some Christian or pagan angels danced and joked with
the instruments of the Lord's passion, nails, spear, whips and
crown of thorns: at the rosy reflection of the flame, they seemed
alive. Outside the wind, dragged into the chimney throat, howled.
The elegant little study inspired pleasure and peace.

Looking sad, Madonna Lucrezia sat on a pillow at the foot of The
Moor, who was gently scolding her because she did not spend time
with Beatrice anymore.

"Your Excellency", the girl explained, looking down, "do not
force me, I beg you! I’m not a good liar!"

"Lying!" said The Moor surprised. "This is hiding, not lying.
And didn’t Zeus hide his escapades to the jealousy of his wife? And
Theseus? And Phaedra? And Medea? All the gods, all the heroes of
ancient times! Is it possible for us, mere mortals, to resist the
power of the God of love? After all, perhaps is it not preferable
to conceal the evil rather than revealing it? In fact, when we
conceal our sin, we preserve others from surrendering to the
seduction of the sin itself, just as we have learned in Christian
mercy. And when there is no seduction, there is no evil, or
nearly". 

He smiled his usual smirk, but Lucrezia shook her head and
stared at him, with her big innocent and pensive eyes like a
child.

 "You know sir that I am glad of your love, but you see,
sometimes it takes me a remorse of deceiving Madonna Beatrice, who
loves me like a sister, that I would rather die..."

"Calm down, calm down, my child" said the Moor, and let her sit
on his knees. Then he put his arm round her, while, with the other
hand, he brushed her black hair which fall out over her ears, held
together by a golden thread joint to the forehead by a diamond that
sparkled like a tear.

With her eyelashes coyly bent down, without pleasure, cold and
pure, she gave herself to his caresses.

"Oh, if you could see", he murmured, breathing greedily her
perfume of violet and musk, "if you could know how I love
you!...You, so humble! So sweet! Only you..."

At that moment, the door was flung open and, before the Duke
could free himself from the embrace of the girl, the maid burst
into the room. She was scared.

"Madonna! Madonna!" Exclaimed out of breath. "Over there...at
the door...Oh, Lord, have mercy on us sinners!"

"Speak!" the Duke ordered. "What’s at the door?"

"The duchess Beatrice!"

The Moor turned pale.

"The key! Hurry up, the key of the door. I will go through the
yard! Give me the key, quickly!"

“There are the knights of madonna Beatrice" the servant replied,
desperately clasping her hands. "Your Excellency, they have
surrounded the house!"

"A trap, then!" the Duke exclaimed throwing up his hands. "But
how has she known it? Who has told her?"

"Certainly no one except Monna Sidonia! That damned witch who
always annoys us with her ointments and her medications. I even
told you, madonna, you had to be careful!"

"What to do, my God? What to do?” the duke stammered, more and
more pale.

Down in the street there was a violent knocking at the door. The
maid rushed to the staircase.

"Hide me! Hide me, Lucrezia!" Begged the Moor.

"But, Your Excellency, if madonna suspects, she will ransack the
whole house. Isn’t it better for you to show up?"

"No, no, please! What are you talking about, Lucrezia? Don’t you
know what kind of woman she is? My God, my God! It is terrifying to
think about the consequences! And she is pregnant! Hide me, soon,
hide me!"

Pale, trembling, at that time the Duke was more like a thief
caught in a trap than a descendant of Anglo, the magnificent Trojan
hero and brother-in-arms of Aeneas.

Lucrezia took him to her dressing room, and hid him in a large
built-in closet of ancient taste, with white shutters and golden
inlays, which served as a wardrobe. The Moor, crouch down amid a
pile of clothes, held his breath.

"It’s ridiculous," he thought. "It’s ridiculous! I feel like the
hero of one of the foolish tales of Boccaccio or Sacchetti". 

After all, that was no laughing matter.

He drew from his breast a little purse containing a relic of St.
Christopher, together with another one, identical, but instead
containing a fragment of an Egyptian mummy, a talisman very
fashionable at that time. At that moment, in the dark and in a
hurry, he could not distinguish which of the two contained the
relic. However, he began to kiss devoutly the one and the other,
making the sign of the cross and reciting his prayers.

Suddenly, as he heard his wife's voice entering in the dressing
room together with his mistress, he shivered with terror. The two
women were talking amicably. The Moor knew that Lucrezia, yielding
to the insistence of the Duchess, was showing her the new
apartment, and Beatrice, without an iota of proof, could not reveal
her suspects. It was a struggle of feminine wiles.

"Here, indeed. Do you have clothes?" Beatrice asked with an
indifferent voice, approaching the closet, where there was The
Moor, more dead than alive.

"Yes, old stuff! Home clothes. Do you want to see them, Your
Excellency?" 

Then, she opened it.

"Look, dear", the duchess continued without looking inside it,
“where do you keep that dress that I liked so much? Do you
remember? You put it last summer at the party of Pallavicini: there
were little golden worms on a dark violet background sparkling like
fireflies at night". 

 "I do not remember…” Lucrezia said, "ah yes, yes ... this is
it" and she walked away from the closet that hid the Moor without
closing the shutters, approaching then another wardrobe together
with the duchess.

«And she said she was not a good liar!». the Moor thought
admiringly, despite his fear. «What a quick wit! Women, women! From
them, you rulers should learn diplomacy!»

Beatrice and Lucrezia went out the dressing room. The Moor
breathed a big sigh of relief, while he was still clutching in his
hand the two purses with the relic of the saint and the fragment of
the mummy.

«Two hundred imperial ducats to the monastery of Santa Maria
delle Grazie for oil and candles to my patron saint, if it ends
well», he murmured in a passionate momentum of faith.

Shortly after, the maid came running and opened the closet. She
let the Duke go out and she announced, with a smile full of
mischief cunning, that all danger had disappeared and that the
excellent Madonna Beatrice had left, after greeting affectionately
Lucrezia.

The Moor devoutly made the sign of the cross, then drank a glass
of 
balnea aponetana to regain his strength, and looked at
Lucrezia, who was sitting in front of the fireplace as before, with
her head bent down, hiding her face in the palms. He smiled. Then,
in cautious steps, he went closer and put his arm round her. 

The girl winced.

"Leave me, leave me, please! Go away! How can you...after what
has happened?"

Without listening to her, the Duke covered her face, neck and
hair with a flood of kisses: she was so graceful, as if the ability
to lie he had discovered had given her the charm of a new kind of
seduction. Despite Lucrezia struggling, from moment to moment she
lost her strength. Eventually she closed her eyes and, with sad
smile, she abandoned herself to the embrace.

     



IV.

In the Castle of Milan for three months under the guidance of
Bramante, Caradosso and Leonardo da Vinci, there have been the
preparations for a big ball decreed by the Duke in order to
solemnize the first day of 1497, and at least two thousand guests
were expected. 

On the appointed day, as evening falls, the guests began to
flock numerous. The blizzard had heaped a snowstorm on the streets
and on the surrounding houses. The towers, the embattled walls and
the stone ledges support the opening of bombards, buried under a
thick white layer, looked white against the backdrop of the gloomy
sky.

In the large courtyard, around the crackling fires, grooms,
runners, poachers and litter-bearers warmed up and chatted happily.
At the entrance of the ducal court and even more forward, at the
shod main door to the inner courtyard of Rocchetta, whose stained
glass covered by icicles sparkled with a thousand festive lights,
there was a bustle of golden chariots, pulled by three pairs of
horses and of carriages of all types and of all times. They put
down ladies and knights enveloped in precious furs from the distant
Muscovy.

Entering the anteroom, the guests passed through two long wings
of soldiers of the ducal guard: Turkish mamluks, Greek Stradiotes,
Scottish archers, Swiss pikemen wearing sparkling armors and heavy
halberds. In the front row there were the pages courteous and
graceful as children, all dressed the same, adorned with swan
feathers, pink and velvet at the right side, blue and satin at the
left. On their chest, they had the coats of arms of the house of
Sforza-Visconti, embroidered in silver threads. They held red and
yellow torches, similar to holy candles. Their clothes were so
tight, that clearly drew the soft and sinuous shapes of the body:
only all down the front, below the belt, they fell in round
pleats.

When new guests arrived, the herald, together with two
trumpeters, cried out in a loud voice their names. Immediately,
through the open door, they saw warmly lit rooms: there was the
"room of the doves, white on a red field", the "golden room" with
the trophies of the royal hunts, the "purple room" all plastered in
satin from the ceiling to the floor, with superb embroideries in
gold. There was also the small and elegant "black salon" intended
to serve as a rest room for the ladies, realized by Bramante, with
the vaults and the walls painted by Leonardo, but still
incomplete.

In the rooms, the elegant multitude swarmed like a swarm of
bees. They stood out for the contrast of lavish colors, diverse and
perhaps too lively, the clothes of an excessive splendor and a good
taste sometimes questionable. The fabrics of women's garments
formed hard and heavy pleats, and the bodice in gold and precious
gems impeded their movements. They resembled the priestly chasubles
and they were so massive, that the girls could boast of having
received them by inheritance from their mothers or their
ancestors.

The deep neckline of bodices showed the bare shoulders and
breasts. According to the Lombard style, both in married than in
young women, the mane was protected at the front by a golden wire
and tied up in a rigid braid that, through ribbons and false hair,
extended to touch the ground.

Then the fashion demanded that the eyebrows were just visible,
so that the ladies, who unfortunately for them possessed thick
lashes, pulled them out with special tiny tweezers, called "
pelatoio". In the same manner, it was improper not to use
rouge and lipstick, or scents different from moss, amber of strong
and penetrating smell.

This mania of dazzling colours, this unsightly jumble of exotic
fashions sometimes ridiculous was disrespectful towards the simple
costumes of their ancestors so that a writer of that period
predicted "an invasion of other people and the forthcoming
enslavement of Italy. 
  
Here and there in the crowd, you could see young girls and
beautiful ladies of that special beauty typical of Lombard women,
that beauty full of vaporous shadows that disappear like mist on
the opaque pallor of the skin, oval faces of soft-edge, that
Leonardo loved to portray in his paintings.

By unanimous consent, Violante Borromeo, with her shining black
eyes, with her black hair and with her beauty so intelligible to
all, was proclaimed Queen of the celebration. The butterflies that
were burning their wings at the flame of a candle, embroidered in
gold on her garnet velvet dress, gave warning to the ardent
lovers.

But the one who most attracted the glances of the most
passionate lovers of beauty was not Madonna Violante, but Diana
Palavicino. Her eyes were cold and clear like ice, ash blond hair,
a calm smile and a slow, melodious voice equal to the trill of a
viola. She wore a simple white damask dress of wavy stripes,
trimmed with pale green silk ribbons. Amid the splendor of the
party, she appeared extraneous to all, sad and lonely, like a pale
water flower, sleeping in the swamp, under the gentle
moonlight.

Suddenly trumpets and horns blared, and the guests went to the
big "room to play with the ball". Here, under the light blue vault
of sparkling gold stars, similar to flaming bunches, some candles
burned in beautiful chandeliers, and all around, silk carpets
adorned with laurel, ivy and juniper hung from the gods.

At the exact hour, minute and second set by astrologers, -
because the Duke did not take a step or did not change his shirt or
kissed his wife without first consulting the will of the stars, -
the Moor and Beatrice solemnly entered into the room. They wore
sumptuous brocade coats woven in gold and lined with ermine. Pages,
chamberlains and waiters followed them holding their trains.

On the duke's chest, in the middle of the buckle that fastened
the mantle, a ruby of extraordinary size glittered, taken from the
treasure of Gian Galeazzo. As for Beatrice, in those last days had
lost weight, and grew very ugly.

In that young woman, who seemed still a child because of her
small chest and her brat-movements, the signs of late pregnancy
aroused pity.

The Moor gave the signal. As soon as the first seneschal raised
his stick, the music began and the guests sat at the lavishly table
with princely pomp.

   



V.

At that moment, a problem raised. Danilo Mamiroff, ambassador of
the grand prince of Muscovy, refused to sit because his chair was
lower than that of the ambassador of the Most Serene Republic of
San Marco. Everyone tried to persuade Mamiroff not to disturb the
party for such an irrelevant problem, but the old man was stubborn
and repeated: "It’s needless! I do not sit! I do not sit! It is an
outrage!" Defying the eyes full of curiosity and ironic smiles
turning towards him from all around. 

"What is happening? Problems because of the Muscovites? God,
God, what wild people! They always demand the first places and
there’s no way to talk some sense into them. It’s impossible to
invite them! What a barbaric nation! And what language! Listen,
listen! They seem many Turks! What a beastly people!"

Messire Boccalino from Mantua, interpreter, a man still lively,
rushed to the ambassador.

"But, messire Daniele, messire Daniele" he began to stammer in a
very mistaken Russian, accompanying his words with grimaces and
servile bowing, "Messire Daniele...You cannot...you have to sit!
This is how we use in Milan! Sit down, that could insulte the
Duke". 

Nikita Karaciaroff, the young companion and secretary of
Mamiroff, approached the old stubborn.

"Danilo Kusmitc, you are wrong to be angry! Never expect to
enter into other people's monasteries with your own rules. that’s
it! Foreigners, ignorant about our customs! Beware they do not
bring us out of the hall! How embarrassing!"

"Shut up Nikita! You're still too young to give lessons to a man
of my age! I know what I do! I will never yield, you know! Never! I
will never sit on a seat lower than that of the ambassador of
Venice. It would be too discredit for our embassy, because you know
well that every ambassador represents his sovereign and speaks on
his behalf ... our sovereign is the autocrat of all the Russias".


"Messire Danilo…But ...Messire Danilo..." Boccalino continued
stammering. 

"Do not bother me, muzzy monkey! What do you scream? Go away! I
said that I will not sit and I won’t!"

Under the thick furrowed brows, the little eyes of the old man
flashed in anger, pride, and indomitable stubbornness, while his
fist, clutching the stick whose knob had emeralds in it, was
trembling. Evidently, there was no human force that could induce
him to surrender. Then the Moor called to the ambassador of Venice,
apologized for the incident with his usual irresistible politeness,
and asked him as a personal favor, to sit in another place to avoid
disputes and troubles, promising his benevolence, and assuring him
that no one could take seriously the foolish ambition of those
barbarians.
  
However, Ludovico really cared about the agreement with "the
Grand Duke of Rosia", because through his support he hoped to
conclude an advantageous treaty with the Sultan of Turkey. The
Venetian looked at Mamiroff with a wry smile, shrugged his
shoulders, and said that His Excellency was right, and that
insisting obstinately for a seat was unworthy of men enlightened by
a radius of humanity and took a different seat. 

Without taking care of the hostile glances, Danilo Kusmitc
smoothed with pleasure the long gray flowing beard, adjusted his
belt on the enormous belly, tidied up the marten fur, and heavily
and solemnly sat. His mood was jubilant of joy and satisfaction,
while Nikita and Messire Boccalino went to the lower dining hall,
next to Leonardo da Vinci.

The boastful man from Mantua told of the miracles he himself had
witnessed in Muscovy, confusing real facts with the product of his
heated imagination. Therefore, the artist, who hoped to get more
information from Karaciaroff, through the interpreter, turned to
the young secretary. He questioned him about those distant regions
that stimulated his greed for knowledge, the endless plains, rivers
and extraordinary forests, the freezing cold, and the hyperborean
tides of the Ircanio ocean. Moreover, about the northern lights as
well as on his companions who had moved to Moscow: The Lombard
painter Pietro Antonio Solari, who was working on the decoration of
the Kremlin, and the architect Aristotle Fioravanti from Bologna,
author of magnificent buildings in the same square.

To all those questions, Nikita answered the best he knew.

"Messire" asked the interpreter, the curious, smart and jaunty
madonna Ermellina who was sitting beside him, “I was told that this
wonderful country owes the name of Rosia to the many roses that
grow there. Is it true?"

Boccalino laughed, assuring her that it was all nonsense and
that in Rosia bloomed less roses than in any other country in the
world. As proof of his claims, he cited the story of an Italian
author, who narrated the great cold of those regions.
  
"Once," the interpreter told, "some merchants from Florence who
had to go to Rosia arrived in Poland, but there, as the king of
that country was at war with the Grand Duke of Muscovy, they were
not allowed to proceed. Then the Florentines, who wanted to buy
some fur martens, invited the Russian merchants on the banks of
Borysthenes, which then marked the border between the two
countries. To avoid the danger to be taken prisoners, the
Muscovites stood on their side and from there they began to parley
with the Florentines through the river”. 
  
"However, the cold was so intense that, without reaching the
other shore, the words froze halfway. Then the Russians had a good
idea: they lit a fire in the middle of the river, where, according
to their evaluations, the words could arrive, not yet frozen. The
ice, hard and compact as marble, could withstand any heat.
Therefore, lit the fire, the words, which had remained suspended in
the atmosphere for one hour, began to thaw, to gush into drops. The
Florentines distinctly heard them, despite the Muscovites had
already gone away from the shore". 

Everyone praised the novel. All the ladies observed with
compassionate curiosity Nikita Karaciaroff, the inhabitant of those
desolated lands cursed by God.

But Nikita, speechless with amazement, contemplated a sight he
had never seen: a huge plate with an Andromeda made of capon
breasts, naked clasping rock of cheese close to her liberator, a
winged Perseus made of veal. Then, when fish came, they changed the
gold crockery used to consume meat. The silver one replaced it.
Then, they served in capable cups, bread and lemons. Finally, on a
large plate, Amphitrite laid down, the goddess of the ocean, made
of meat of eel, placed in a pearl chariot towed by dolphins and
surrounded by a retinue of sturgeon, lamprey and trout. After
Amphitrite, there were numerous desserts, marzipan, almonds,
walnuts and burnt sugar, shaped like works of art according to the
drawings of Leonardo, Bramante and Caradosso: A Hercules picking
the apples of the Hesperides, Ippolito and Phaedra, Bacchus and
Ariadne, Jupiter and Juno, the whole Olympus of the Gods recalled
to life.

Nikita admired those wonders, with the naive curiosity of a
child.

Danilo Kusmitc, on viewing these naked and provocative bodies
lost the appetite, and muttered between his teeth: "Rubbish of the
Antichrist! Pagan filths!"

  


  
VI.

They starting dancing: "
Venus", “
Cruel fate", "
Cupid 21", slow dances, typical of that period, because
the long and heavy trains of the clothes did not allow rapid
movements. Ladies and knights got close and moved away with
ceremonious seriousness, quick bowing, languid sighs and sugary
smiles. The ladies had the delicate movements of the swan, because
their pretty feet crawled slowly. And the insinuating music,
sweetly sad, quivered of that passionate voluptuousness of the
sonnets of Petrarch. 

Messire Galeazzo Sanseverino, the young captain of the militia
of the Moor, always elegant and refined, in a white dress with the
sleeve cuffs lined in pink, and with two buckles of diamonds on the
shoes of satin, attracted attention of the ladies with his face,
still handsome but already faded.

But every time he danced "
Cruel fate", apparently without realizing it, but actually
aware of his movements, he let the shoe slip away from the foot or
the cloak dropped from the humerus, with that dismissive tone that
was an expression of refined elegance, a long murmur of approval
ran through the crowd.

Danilo Mamiroff looked at him and spitting contemptuously
exclaimed: "Oh, what a jester!"

The duchess did not dance. She loved dancing, but that night a
distressing uneasiness, as an unspeakable weight, oppressed her
heart. Only the art of hiding her emotions helped her to do the
honors, to respond with the usual vapid and vulgar phrases to the
greetings for New Year ’s Eve and to the mushy compliments of the
knights.

Sometimes it seemed she could no longer handle that comedy. She
needed to run away, far away, without being seen, to vent freely
the tears stuck in her throat. So wandering through the crowded
halls without finding a seat, she entered in a small lounge, where
next to the fireplace in which the fire crackled merrily. There,
there was a group of young ladies and gentlemen who were talking
happily.

Beatrice asked what they were talking about.

"Platonic Love, Your Excellency!" said a young man. "Messire
Antoniotto Fregoso claims that a woman does not violate chastity
even she kisses a man on the lips, provided that he loves her of
perfect love". 

"How will you prove it?" The duchess asked distractedly,
squinting.
  
"With your permission, Your Excellency, I say that lips, the
instrument of words, are like the doors of the soul and, therefore,
when they join in a platonic kiss, the souls of the two lovers
converge to their natural exit. That's why Plato does not forbid
the kiss and King Solomon in his «
Song of Songs», talking about the mystical union of the
human soul with God, says: «
Kiss me with the kiss of your lips». 

"Excuse me, sir", one of the listeners interrupted him, an old
country gentleman of grouch but honest face. "Excuse me, sir ...
maybe I do not understand all these subtleties, but do you believe
that a husband who finds his wife in her lover's arms should
tolerate it?"

"Of course" said the court philosopher. "According to the wisdom
of spiritual love…"

"Then you allow me to observe that in this case marriage..."

"Oh my God! We are talking of love! Try to understand it once
and for all, love not marriage", said the beautiful lady
Fiordiligi, shrugging her bare shoulders.

"But even marriage, madonna, according to all the human laws…"
tried to reply the old man.

Madonna Fiordiligi tightened the purplish lips with
contempt.

"Laws! Laws! How can you, sir, in a discussion as high as ours,
come and talk about human laws? Of these miserable works of common
people, that to the holy names of lover and in love prefer those
vile, rude and prosaic of husband and wife?"

Baffled, the old gentleman made a vague gesture with his hand,
while Fregoso, without regard for him, continued his talking about
the mysteries of the heavenly love.

Soon the duchess, bored, slipped away slowly and went into an
adjoining room, where messire Serafino d'Aquila, nicknamed
“L’Unico” (The One), a famous poet who has recently arrived from
Rome, was reading his poems to a group of ladies. He was a little
man, thin, clean-shaved and always well dressed up, his face
childishly rosy, his teeth ugly and irregular, sharp eyes, tearful,
full of enthusiasm and sometimes sparkling with mischief.
  
When Beatrice saw Lucrezia among the ladies who surrounded the
poet, a slight pallor spread to her face. Soon she composed
herself, and self-confident, approached her. With her usual
politeness, she kissed her forehead. Meanwhile, on the threshold
appeared a fat woman neither young nor beautiful, who had clearly
put make up on, wearing a colorful dress, who held a handkerchief
to her nose.

"Oh madonna Dionisia, did you get hurt?" Ermellina said with
malicious eagerness. Dionisia explained that at the at the most
awkward moment of the dance, perhaps because of fatigue or
excessive heat, she had a nosebleed.

"Here it is a case when even Messire Unico could not improvise
verses of love," one of the courtiers observed.

Feeling called upon, Messire Unico stood up with a leap, stuck
out a foot, passed a hand through his curly hair, threw back his
head and looked up at the ceiling. Around him, there was a silence
full of expectations.

"Shut up! Shut up! Messire Unico is composing! Come closer Your
Excellency.

Ermellina took the lute and played some chords. At the moment,
the poet recited his improvised verses with a majestic throaty
voice like a ventriloquist: Love, moved by the prayers of a
faithful lover, pointed an arrow toward the heart of the cruel, but
since he had his eyes covered by a blindfold, rather than the
heart, the arrow struck the delicate nose, and blood had flowed to
the white handkerchief like a rosy dew.

A chorus of cheers greeted the poet.

"Beautiful! Gorgeous! Unreachable! What a fragrance! How easy!
Forget Bellincioni, he has a great deal of trouble to create a
sonnet! "

"Messire Unico" one of his admirers said "do you like a glass of
Rhine wine? '"

"Some cooling mint sweet?" another one urged.

There were those who reclined his chair and fanned him, while
the poet, languid, closed his eyes like a replete cat under the
warmth of the sun. Then he composed another sonnet in honor of the
Duchess, in which he said that snow, indignant because the Duchess
surpassed it in whiteness, for revenge had turned into ice, so that
the noblewoman going the courtyard had taken a false step and she
had nearly fallen. And he improvised another one, dedicated to a
graceful woman, without a tooth: this was certainly a joke of love,
who living in her mouth threw the darts from there, as from the
loopholes of a fortress.

"This is a genius!" A woman shrieked. "Your name, Messire Unico,
will go down in history next to the name of Dante!"
  
 "Higher" another one urged. "Maybe in Dante we could find these
amorous subtleties?"
  
"But, my ladies, I think these are quite excessive praises" the
poet replied, feigning modesty. “Even Dante is of some merit!"  To
each his own! As for me, for your applauses I would give all the
glory of Dante". 
  
“Unico! Unico!" his admirers sighed, with wild enthusiasm.
  
Beatrice was silent, bored. When messire Serafino declaimed the
other verses in which, speaking of a fire occurred in the house of
his girlfriend, he said there was nothing that could be done,
because the rescuers had to pour water on their heart to put out
the flames provoked by her looks, the duchess didn't have the
strength to resist, and left.
  
She went back to the great hall. There, she ordered
Ricciardetto, her favourite page, young and very devout and
apparently in love with her, to wait in the upper rooms, at the
door of the bedroom, with the torch lighted. Therefore, passing
through the crowded and shining rooms, she entered into a solitary
gallery, where the guard was dozing. 
  
She opened a reinforced door, climbed the dark steps of a spiral
staircase and reached the vast hall of the northern square tower,
which was the bedroom of the Duke. Holding a candle, she approached
an old oak coffer inserted in the wall, where Ludovico usually kept
with jealous care the most important papers and his secret letters.
She introduced into the keyhole of the lock, a key stolen from her
husband, and turned it. But she immediately realized that someone
had pulled out the lock. She flung open the door and saw the
shelves empty. It was evident that the Moor, realizing that the key
had been stolen, had transported elsewhere letters and papers.
 

Puzzled, Beatrice remained motionless. Behind the grey
stained-glass windows, the snowflakes were whirling, similar to
visions of pale ghosts. The wind, beating against the walls of the
castle, was whistling, shouting and moaning. Those mysterious
voices of that nocturnal storm woke up again in her heart a remote
and forgotten echo, like the memory of something terrible, well
known, that she could never forget.
  
By chance her gaze fell upon the iron nozzle which closed the
entrance of the ear of Dionysus, the curious mechanism conceived by
Leonardo, which from the lower rooms got into the bedroom of Duke.
She got closer and took off the heavy lid, and started listening:
she heard and indistinct swarming, similar to the braking of the
waves, that indistinct noise that you hear when you bring your ears
to a shell. In that case, the cries of the guests, the laughters,
and the impassioned quiver of music joined the howling and
whistling of the wind. Suddenly, it seemed to her that in the dance
hall, around people, someone had whispered, “Bellincioni!
Bellincioni!" 
  
She cried, and turned pale.
  
"Bellincioni! Bellincioni!" Why didn't I put that together
before? He is the one who can tell me everything!  I must go to
him!  Absolutely...They must not notice my absence, they can't come
looking for me...and that's it! Let them notice it! I can't stand
it! I can no longer live in the midst of this lie that suffocates
me”.  
  
Then she remembered that, making the excuse he was ill,
Bellincioni was not at the ball: of course, by that time, he should
be at home. Without thinking further, she called Ricciardetto the
Page, who was waiting at the door.
  
"Tell two servants to wait for me with the litter at the secret
door of the Castle. But, if you want to please me, be careful not
to let anybody see! Do you understand? No one!”
  
Saying this, she gave him her hand to kiss it and, while the
youth hastened to execute the order, she came back into the room,
threw on her shoulders a marten fur and put on a mask of black
silk. A few minutes later, she was on the soft cushions of a
litter, going to Porta Ticinese, where the court poet lived.

   



VII.
  
Bernardo Bellincioni used to call his house half ruined a nest
of frog. He frequently received generous gifts, but, since he led a
disorderly life, drank, and lost money gambling, he lived in
straitened circumstances, which, to use his words, “followed him as
a faithful but not loved wife”. 
  
At that time, lying on an old bed worm-eaten that laid on three
legs and a piece of wood instead of the fourth, on a thin mattress,
riddled like a sieve, he had just drained the third cup of a wine
more acidic than vinegar, while composing an epitaph for the
beloved dog of Lady Cecilia. 
  
He kept his eyes on the last hot coals that were inexorably
reducing to ashes. To get warm, he has wrapped himself in a
worn-out fur moth-eaten. He strained his ears to the rage of the
storm melancholy thinking about the cold of the imminent night.

  
He refrained from going to the court ballet, during which it had
to be represented his Paradise, an allegory composed in honour of
the Duchess, but not because of a disease. Even if he has been
suffering for a long time, and now he lived in such a bad state
which, as he himself said, «on his body it was possible to study
the anatomy of veins, muscles and bones», he would have dragged
himself there, even if he had breathed his last. 
  
The true reason for his absence was envy: he preferred to freeze
in his lair rather than taking part to the triumph of his rival,
that shameless courtier sycophant of messire Unico, who through his
silly and vacuous verses made dizzy the simpering ladies of the
ducal court. At the thought of messire Unico the bile stifled his
heart. 
  
He clenched his fists, ground his teeth and leapt furiously from
the bed, but the biting cold of the room made him go back to wise
advice. Trembling and coughing, he crouched in the miserable bed,
and, lacking blankets, he enveloped himself in the fur up to the
tip of the nose.
  
"Rascals" he grumbled. “And too think I wrote four sonnets, to
beg for wood, and how wonderful verses! And yet here I am without a
twig! Here I am reduced to burn the handrail of the stair! After
all, respectable people do not come to see me, and if the evil
brings me a filthy, Jewish loan, no harm done if he breaks his
neck”.
  
However, he couldn't bring himself to burn the handrail. 
Instead, he looked greedily at the big piece of wood used instead
of the fourth leg of the bed. He hesitated for a moment: it was
preferable to shiver with cold, or to sleep on a shaky bed? 
  
Through the cracks of the unhinged shutters, the wind screamed,
hissed, he roared like a witch climbing up the cowl of the chimney.
Then, with desperate resolution, messire Bernardo tore the wood,
broke it, cut it into pieces, and threw it on the hearth.
  
The flame gave a wriggle and lit up again, filling up the sad
poky room of black shadows. Nestling against the side of the
fireplace, he stretched out his hands numbed at that revitalizing
fire, last friend of solitary poets.
  
«What a dog's life» he thought.  "Perhaps am I worse than the
others? My ancestor was that famous Florentine, who lived when the
Sforza house was still at the height of its power, and of whom the
divine poet said:
  

  
Bellincioni Berti I saw tied

  

  
With leather and bone

  
«And yet, when I came to Milan, this courtesan crowd of crawling
animals did not distinguish a strambotto from a sonnet. Therefore,
who educated them to the elegancies of new poetry? Isn't it thanks
to me if the pure springs of Hippocrene spread to the plains of
Lombardy, and if even in the waters of the Grand Canal flows
Castalia the limpid spring? And this how human ingratitude rewards
me.  My destiny is to die like a dog, abandoned by all in my filthy
lair like a leper on the straw. No one wants to help the poor poet
fallen into poverty, as if the face was covered by a mask or
deformed by smallpox”.
  
He read, more than once, a few lines of a letter addressed to
the Moor:
  

  
I am asking for help; and he answers

  

  
Wherever I go an only cry: Go away!

  

  
What remains, then, to the wretched poet?

  

  
Generous lord, to thee I do not ask

  

  
The gift of a cap of a coxcomb,

  

  
But only to work with the beasts of burden

  
Then with a bitter smile, he bowed down his bald head. Seen like
this, skinny, with a long and red nose, crouched in front of the
fire, he seemed a poor small sick bird feeling the cold. 
  
Suddenly, a hasty knocking at the door, the curses of a furious
hydropic old woman who was his only servant and a pattern of clogs
of wood on the brick pavement, startled him.  
  
"Who the heck is that?" Bernardo wondered, surprised. “Perhaps
the Jewish Solomon, who requests his interests? The devil takes
him! Is it possible that not even the night you leave me in
peace?”
  
But, as the stairs creaked and the door opened, he saw a woman
wrapped in a marten fur and with her face hidden by a black silk
mask. Astonished, Bernard got up with a jump and stared at her
eyes, while, without a word, the stranger approached a chair.
  
“Be careful, madonna, that the backrest is broken” the attentive
poet told her, then, with that ceremonious tone usual to courtiers
he continued: “What good genius, I must attribute the good fortune
to see a fine lady among the poor walls of my poor house?”
  
«Of course a client who comes to order me a madrigal of love»,
he said to himself. «Very well! This is money too, and it will be
used for the firewood. It is strange that she is alone and by this
time! This gives me proof that my name is not unknown. And, like
this one, who knows how many other admirers!»
  
And all cheered up, he rushed toward the fireplace, generously
throwing the last piece of wood to the flame that has already begun
to languish.
  
The unknown, meanwhile, took off the mask.
  
Bellincioni shouted a loud cry, he recoiled, and had to lean
against the jamb of the door not to fall.
  
"My Jesus! Blessed virgin!” he exclaimed, opening wide his eyes.
“How? Your excellency, illustrious lady...”
  
“Bernardo, you can do me a great favour...” then looking around:
“Does anyone listen to us?”
  
"Do not worry, madonna...no one except for rats and mice”.
  
“Listen,” continued Beatrice, slowly, and looking at him with a
searching look, “I know you've composed the verses for madonna
Lucrezia...no doubt you still have the letters of the duke...”
 

The poet became pale, then, without answering a word, turned on
her his eyes wide open.
  
“Do not worry” she continued, “nobody will ever know. I give you
my word. If you agree to my request, I will adorn you in gold,
Bernardo". 
  
“Your Excellency,” the unlucky stammered, whose jammed tongue
refused the customary use. “Do not believe it...slanders...no
letter...I swear to God...”
  
The duchess frowned, while her sparkled with anger. Slowly,
without averting from her heavy and scrutinizing gaze, she stood up
and he went to him.
  
“Useless for you to lie! I know everything! If you value your
life, sell me the letters of the Duke! I want them, do you
understand? I want them! Be careful because down at the door there
are my men waiting! I'm not here to joke with you!"
  
At hearing this threat, he threw himself at her feet.
  
"Your will be done, madonna.  But I have no letter!” 
  
"You don't" she repeated, bending over him and staring into his
eyes. “You say that you don't?”
  
“No!”
  
An insane burst of anger invaded the duchess.
  
“Wait, so, vile procure, that I will tear from your lips the
truth! I know well how to force you to confess! I want to choke you
with my hands, charlatan, scoundrel! "And with her soft and
delicate feminine fingers she seized him by the throat so that his
veins swelled on his forehead.
  
The poet felt stifled. So, without making a stand, his hands
loosen and blinking, he looked even more to a poor sick bird.
  
«She strangles me» Bernardo thought. «God is my witness, she
strangles me! That's it! Not for this I will betray my lord!»
  
In his stormy life he had been immoral, a tramp similar to a
stray dog, a mercenary versifier, but never a traitor. In his veins
flowed the blood of a noble lineage, a hundred times purer than
that of the Sforza, and at that time he was ready to prove it. Once
more, he remembered the verses of Alighieri, his divine
ancestor:
  

  
Bellincioni Berti I saw tied 

  

  
With leather and bone

  
But the duchess regained consciousness with a gesture of disgust
she pushed out the poet, and, grabbing a small bronze lamp, walked
to the adjacent room that had already observed when she entered.
Bernardo was ready to jump up and place himself in front of the
door to prevent her the access, but Beatrice, without saying a
word, looked at him in a way that he became weeny and shrunk.
  
In the poor shelter of the begging Muse, everything smelled of
musty books. Here and there, on the bare walls of cracked plaster,
the stains of moisture formed fantastic drawings. A rag barely
restrained air from passing through the windows, and right in the
middle, on a small table covered with ink spots and crumbly quill
pens, from which the poet had torn the feathers in an attempt to
try the rhymes, there were some sheets scattered helter-skelter.
They were, evidently, rough copies of poems. 
  
Beatrice, put down the lamp, with no regard to the landlord, and
began to rummage through the papers. There were sonnets addressed
to the treasurer, to bestowers, to seneschals, and to cupbearers,
in which, with buffoonish pleas, the poet asked for firewood, wine,
food, clothes for winter, and more. In one, he prayed messire
Palavicino, to give him as a gift a roasted goose stuffed with
quinces on the occasion of the feast of all saints... 
  
In another, whose title was: “About the Moor and Cecilia”, he
compared the Duke to Jupiter and the duchess to Juno, and he
narrated that while Ludovico was going to his lover, he was
surprised by a furious hurricane and was forced to return home,
because the jealous Juno, who had guessed the treachery of her
husband, had torn away her diadem, and from the top of the heaven
she dropped on earth the pearls in the form of large drops and
hails.
  
Suddenly, under the pile of documents, Beatrice saw a small
trunk. She opened it and took out a pack of letters carefully tied.
Bernard, who from the threshold followed the movements of the
woman, clasped his hands terrified. At that gesture the duchess
stared at the poet, then looked at the letters, she read the name
of Lucrezia, and suddenly understood that those were the letters
and poems of Duke to Lucrezia, the ones she was seeking. She
grabbed the pack and hid it in her bosom, then threw a bag of
ducats to Bellincioni, the same way one throws a bone to a dog, and
went out without saying a word.
  
He remained motionless. He heard her going down the stairs and
closing the door heavily. As if struck by a lightning, he remained
petrified for long time: it seemed to him that the soil was
tottering under his feet, like the deck of a ship on the waves.
Finally, he let himself heavily fall on the bed with three legs,
and slept a deep sleep.
  
  


  
VIII.
  
The duchess returned to the Castle, where the guests, noticed
her absence, had started asking each other where she was. Ludovico
himself, worried, didn't know what to think. Pale, she approached
him, and explained that, oppressed by an unusual fatigue, she
needed to rest for a moment in her rooms.
  
“Bice” the duke said, holding her cold hand, which winced
slightly in his, “you feel bad! Tell me, please! Take care of you!
Do you want to put off the second part of the party? I prepared
just to please you, my dear. Do you want to?”
  
“No! It is needless!” replied the duchess. “Do not worry, Vico,
please...it has been a long time since I felt so happy as today...
I want to see 

  Paradise
. I want to dance too...”
  
The Moor cheered up. 
  
"Thank God, my dear.  Thank God" and with respectful tenderness
kissed the hand of his wife.
  
The guests, meanwhile, paraded in the great "room to play with
the ball” where Leonardo da Vinci had arranged everything for the
representation of 

  Paradise
. When everyone took a seat and the lights were turned off,
Leonardo said: "ready!" In a flash, the fuse caught fire, and
crystal globes appeared similar to the planets, arranged in a
circle, filled with water and lit up by a myriad of bright fires,
which glittered as the rainbow.
  
“Look at that face!” madonna Ermellina cried, pointing to his
neighbour, Leonardo. "Look at that face! A true magician! He is
capable to lift up the entire castle, as it is told in a fairy
tale”. 
  
"Woe to play with fire!" said the neighbour. “Enough! Heaven
forbid that a fire breaks out". 
  
Meanwhile, from a black bonnet, hidden behind the globes of
crystal, appeared an angel with white wings, who recited the
prologue. When he recited the verse:
  

  
And the Great Monarch moves his spheres,

  
He pointed to the Moor, as to indicate that the Duke governed
his subjects with wisdom as the Great Monarch governs the celestial
spheres. At the same time, the globes began to move, rotating
around the axis of the machine, accompanied by a strange and soft
music. It was as if the crystalline spheres touching one another
produced that arcane and celestial melody, well known to the
Pythagorean philosophers: these were bells of glass expressly
manufactured by Leonardo and tapped the keys, they produced these
sounds.
  
Suddenly, the planets halted, and above each of them appeared
its related god, Jupiter, Apollo, Mercury, Mars, Diana, Venus,
Saturn, who all addressed hymns of praise to Beatrice.
  
Mercury said:
  

  
Oh mirror, oh light, oh lightning, oh the divine Sun

  

  
Oh greatest miracle of nature,

  

  
Glory, fame, et the honour of your offspring;

  

  
Oh beautiful, oh divine, angelic figure,

  

  
True secret of the supernal realm 

  

  
Your lovely face resembles the heaven 

  
In turn, Venus knelt before the
duchess, saying:
  

  
Oh Jupiter, your judgment is never wrong;

  

  
You created the world heir to all the best;

  

  
Gives thanks to you for being on earth,

  

  
Because we admire how much you can give

  

  
In Beatrice, who hides and closes

  

  
Fruit, granted for the good of Esperia;

  

  
My beauty, she reduces to ashes,

  

  
So much so that I do not recognize me as Venus.

  
Also the Moon begged Jupiter:
  

  
If such a grace, you did to blind common people,

  

  
Grant me this favour, because death will be offended,

  

  
Because I will gladden the unhealthy bodies

  

  
If you give me the beautiful Beatrice,

  

  
Since I have never seen in heaven a star like that. 

  
In the epilogue, Jupiter introduced the three Hellenic Graces
and the seven Christian Virtues. This Olympus and 

  Paradise
, in the shadow of large angel wings and of a cross, adorned
with green lights, symbol of hope, began to turn, while the gods
and goddesses sang the hymn in honour of Beatrice, in the midst of
the heavenly music, and of the thunderous applauses of the
spectators.
  
"And why" the duchess asked to messire Gasparo Visconti, who was
sitting next to her, "isn't there the jealous Juno who tears away
her diadem, and from the top of the heaven she drops on earth the
pearls in the form of large drops and hails?".
  
On hearing these words, the Moor turned quickly and looked at
her. Beatrice had a strange and forced smile that the Duke
shuddered. But Beatrice recovered her composure and changed the
subject. She only tightened the letters on her breast, because the
thought of revenge, which she was looking forward to, made her feel
strong, calm, and almost satisfied.
  
After the performance, the guests went into another room, where
a new amusement awaited them: a parade of the triumphal chariots of
Numa, Cesare, Augustus and Trajano pulled by black men, leopards,
griffons, centaurs and dragons, adorned with allegorical paintings
and inscriptions narrating that those heroes have been nothing but
the precursors of the Moor. 
  
Finally, a great chariot dragged by unicorns appeared, with a
huge globe representing the Earth, on which there was a warrior
with a rusty iron armour. A child, all naked and painted with gold,
holding in his hand a twig of mulberry, thrust out from a crack in
the armour, as to signify the death of the old Iron Age and the
birth of the new golden age thanks to the wise work of Ludovico.
Amid the general wonder, the guests noticed that the child was
alive.  
  
And, in fact, he was really alive, but the layer of gold that
covered his body made him suffer, so much that his eyes sparkled
with tears. With a sad and trembling voice, the child sang a song
to praise the Moor, and the refrain was monotonous and almost
gloomy:
  

  
The golden age will return, 

  

  
Let's sing together: Long live the Moor!

  
Then, around the chariot of the golden age, jubilations and
dances began. But, in the long run, that endless praise bored
everyone, so, in the end, no one was listening to the poor child
anymore, who, through the desperate and humble babbling of his
golden lips barely moved and repeated:
  

  
The golden age will return, 

  

  
Let's sing together: Long live the Moor!

  
Beatrice was dancing with Gaspare Visconti. The blood violently
throbbed at her temples. Her eyes were growing dim while,
sometimes, a spasmodic convulsion- laughter or hiccup- formed a
lump in her throat.  However, her face still had the light-hearted
gaiety of the feast. Then, after the dance, she wriggled out of the
crowd and, unnoticed, she left again.
  
  


  
IX.
  
The duchess entered the tower of the Treasury, where, except for
her and the duke, no one never set foot. Taken the candle
Ricciardetto gave her, she ordered the page to wait at the exit. 
Then, she went into a large gloomy room, cold and dark like a
cellar, she took out from the breast the letters and placed them on
the table, she opened the parcel and, with her heart tightened with
anguish, she started to read them. But suddenly, a gust of wind
dragged into the chimney throat, broke into the room with a great
noise, shaking all things with such a violence, that nearly
extinguished the lamp. 
  
In that howling of the wind Beatrice believed to hear the echo
of music, and the distant noise of the party together with the dark
sound of the chains that bound the afflicted prisoners who
languished in the dungeons and a dim and mysterious voice, barely
intelligible.
  
There was a moment of frightful calm. At the same time, she had
the impression that there, in the dark corner, someone was staring
at her, and a terror full of anxiety invaded her mind. She felt she
had to remain motionless and not to have a look around, but she
could not resist.  
  
Standing in the dark corner, more black than darkness, with his
head bowed, covered by a large monastic hood that hid his face,
there was a man that she had already seen before. Pale, trembling,
she wanted to shout, to call Ricciardetto, but the voice died in
her throat. She tried to run away and leapt to her feet, but her
legs buckled. She fell on her knees, and muttered dismayed: “You?
You again? And why?”.
  
She saw the shadow slowly lifting the head; he dropped the hood,
and showed his appearance. He was Gian Galeazzo Sforza, the dead
Duke, but he had no cadaverous or scary appearance.  She distinctly
heard his voice: “Poor! Poor! Forgive me!”
  
Saying so, the shadow moved towards her. A freezing and arcane
breath lightly touched her face.  She uttered an acute and
excruciating cry and fainted. 
  
To that cry, Ricciardetto rushed to the room and, as he saw his
beloved lady fainted, unconscious, run through the dark tunnels,
here and there illuminated by the dull glow of the lanterns used as
lights, and entered into the crowded rooms, looking for the Duke,
and crying out of terror.
  
"Help! Help!”
  
It was midnight. The party has just reached the maximum of its
splendor. Just then, the dance of the “Faithful Lovers” has begun,
much in use in those times, in which ladies and knights passed
under an arch, called the "Arch of the Faithful Lovers”, on top of
which there was the “Genius of Love” with a long trumpet. At the
entrance, there were the "judges". 
  
When a couple of faithful lovers got closer, the Genius greeted
them with tender and passionate sounds, while the judges fondled
them, but if the couple was of unfaithful lovers, in vain they
strove to pass under the magic arch, because the trumpet of the
Genius sent shrill and deafening cries. The judges, in their turn,
repulsed them with a hail of sugared almonds, in such a way that,
in the midst of a general laughter, with jokes and ironic comments,
the unfortunates had to go away.
  
The Duke had just passed under the arch, as the most faithful
among the faithful lovers. He was accompanied by the sweetest and
most melodious notes, similar to the velvety trill of the pastoral
flute, or the tender cooing of turtle doves. Suddenly, the crowd
parted to let Ricciardetto pass, shouting: “Help! Help!”
  
Ludovico rushed to him.  
  
“What's wrong?  What's happening? Speak!”
  
“The duchess, Excellence... the duchess feels bad... soon...
help!”
  
“Again! Where? Speak, for heaven's sake!” the Moor exclaimed
tearing his hair. 
  
"In the Tower of the Treasury..."
  
The Moor run away as quick as lightening and the gold chain on
his chest tinkled plaintively, while his hairstyle that looked like
a wig bounced in the head. Meanwhile, on the top of the arch of the
"Faithful Lovers”, the "Genius of love” continued to blow in his
trumpet.
  
Some of the guests followed the Duke.  The others remained for a
moment at their seats. They were baffled. Suddenly, the elegant
crowd poured very quickly into the exit, as a flock of sheep
invaded by the terror. In the press, the arch was toppled and
trampled. The genius, leaping into the ground, sprained a foot. 
Here and there rose up cries of fear: “Fire! Fire!”
  
“Behold!” immediately exclaimed the lady who had disapproved the
globes of crystal created by Leonardo, “I told you that you can't
play with fire!” 
  
Another one uttered a cry, ready to faint. 
  
“But no! Calm! Calm! There is no sign of fire!” someone
affirmed. 
  
“And what is happening then?” someone else asked. 
  
"The duchess feels bad"!
  
"She is up to die! She has been poisoned!” declared someone in
the crowd of courtiers, as if a sudden flash had enlightened his
mind. And immediately he gave credit to his own invention.
  
“That's impossible! She was here a few minutes ago! I saw her
dancing..."
  
“But don't you know anything, then? Isabella of Aragon, widow of
Gian Galeazzo, to avenge her husband... with a slow poison...”
 

“Oh God, God”.
  
From the halls nearby, where people were still unaware of the
sad news, some music came. There, they danced the “Venus” in which
the ladies drew their knights towards them with gold chains like
prisoners, and when these, sighing languidly, faced downwards to
their knees, the ladies placed their foot on the back, as winners.
However, as a waiter arrived and through great gestures of the
hands forced the musicians to cease, saying that the duchess felt
bad, the music stopped.  In the sudden silence, only the viola of
an old man, half blind and half deaf resounded for a long time of a
sad harmony.
  
At that moment, the servants rushed carrying a long and narrow
bed, with a firm mattress, two vertical rafters in the place of the
head, two armrests instead of arms, and another rafter down to the
feet. It was the bed which has been preserved since ancient times
in the wardrobe of the Castle and on which all the princes of the
House of Sforza were born.  Amid the splendor of the dancing, the
shimmering of thousand fires, the swirling of people wearing
dazzling dresses, that bed threw a mournful note, strange. All
looked at each other and understood.
  
“If it is because of a fright or a fall,” an old lady gravely
said, “she should swallow immediately an egg white mixed with tiny
scraps of red silk”.
  
Another retorted that the scraps of red silk were useless, and
that, instead, it was necessary to eat seven embryos of eggs of
different hens, dissolved in the yolk of an eight egg.
  
In the upper rooms, in the meantime, Ricciardetto, was worried
in the room next to that of the duchess, he heard a scream so acute
and racking that he was terrified. He addressed to a woman loaded
down with cloths, bed warmers and bottles of hot water, who was
passing at that time and he asked, “What happens?”
  
The questioned didn't answer. An old midwife looked at him with
a stern look.
  
“Go away” she said, “what are you doing out here? Can't you see
you’re bothering us? This is not the place for bad guys”.
  
For a moment the door half-closed and, through the small
opening, amid an indescribable confusion of linen thrown
helter-skelter and torn garments, Ricciardetto could see the face
of the woman he desperately loved with a naive and childlike love.
The face red, bathed in sweat, his hair stuck to the forehead and
the mouth half-open from which came an unceasingly groan, the guy
buried his face in the hands.
  
Beside him there was a whispering of the midwives, gossips and
old ladies who proposed infallible remedies: those who suggested to
wrap the right foot of the woman in the skin of a serpent, who
adviced to let her sit over a bath tub filled with boiling water,
who proposed to tie her belly to the cap of her husband, who to
give her to drink the tips of the horns of a deer, just born, and
grains of cochineal dipped in brandy. 
  
“An eagle-stone under the right armpit and a magnet below the
left” an old woman, stooped and toothless, repeated, who more than
any other, was worried and mumbled the words. “Believe me, there is
no better remedy: or the eagle-stone or the emerald”.
  
The door of the room opened again, and the duke run out, and he
sat on a chair, holding his head in his hands and sobbing like a
child.
  
“My God, what torment! What agony! I can't go on like this!
Bice...and all because of me!”
  
And he seemed to hear again her cry of rage when he rushed at
her.
  
“Go away! Go away! Go back to your Lucrezia!”
  
The old and toothless lady, in the meantime, approached him,
holding in her hand a saucer of tin.
  
“Your Excellency, take a little of this!”
  
“What is this?”
  
“Wolf meat. A prediction that when the husband eats wolf meat,
the woman who is about to give birth feels better”.
  
Without replying, with humble and dreamy mood, the Duke ate a
piece of it. For a long time, he chewed that blackish and hard
meat, which he could not swallow, while, bent over him, the old
lady mumbled:
  

  
Our father, who art in heaven,

  

  
Seven wolves and a she-wolf

  

  
The wind blows and melts the frost;

  

  
Be hallowed!

  

  
The storm blows murky!

  
As soon as from the room of the sick, messire Luigi Marliani,
the first court physician, and other physicians came out, Ludovico
rushed towards them.
  
“Well?”
  
No one replied.
  
At the end, messire Luigi broke the silence.
  
“Your Excellency, we have done our best. We hope that in His
infinite mercy, the Lord...”
  
“No... No...” begged the Moor, seizing his hand. “There must be
a way... it is impossible... Please do, do something”.
  
The doctors gave each other a knowing look. Somehow, they had to
calm down the Duke. Marliani frowned, turned to a young doctor of
ruddy cheeks and brazen-faced told him in Latin: "decoction of
freshwater snails with nutmeg and ground red coral, three
ounces".
  
“A bleeding perhaps?” ventured a shy old man.
  
“Bleeding?” Marliani said, “I thought about it too, but
unfortunately Mars is in Cancer, and in the fourth solar box. And
then the influence of an odd day...”
  
The old man sighed weakly and calmed. 
  
“What if, we added in the decoction of freshwater snails some
cow-pat? What do you think, master?” another doctor, who had rosy
face and indifferent eyes, suggested to Marliani.
  
“Yes”, messire Luigi agreed thoughtful, scratching his nose. "Of
course, cow-pat is healthy!" 
  
“Oh my god, my God, my God”, the duke groaned.
  
“Your Excellency, calm down”, Marliani urged him. “All that
science requires...”
  
But Ludwig could not contain himself and clenching his fists,
leaping up from the chair, flung through the doctor.
  
“Blow the science! She dies, understand, she dies! And you
propose me silly poultices of snails and cow-pat! We should hang
you all together at the same gallows, scoundrels, and charlatans”.

  
Gripped with distress, he began to walk the room rapidly,
straining his ears to the incessant groaning of his bride.
Suddenly, he saw Leonardo.  Took him aside.
  
“Listen”, he mumbled becoming delirious, and of course, without
thinking about his own words, “hey, Leonardo, you're worth a
hundred times more than all of them taken together... You know the
most important secret mysteries of nature...don't deny it. I know
it! Oh my god, my God... this groan tears my heart!...What was I
saying?... Ah, here it is. Help me, friend! Save her, for pity's
sake...I will sacrifice my life in order to bring her relief, even
if it was only for a short time, anything not to hear this
excruciating groaning...”
  
Leonardo was about to answer, but the Duke forgot about him and
rushed to meet a group of monks, preceded by the chaplain, who were
coming in at that moment.
  
“Ah, finally! God be praised! What do you bring with you? A
particle of the relics of St. Ambrose, the belt of Saint Margaret,
of special virtue to women in labour, the precious tooth of St.
Christopher, and a hair of the Blessed Virgin! Oh, thank you, thank
you! If your prayers...”
  
Following the monks, he entered again in his wife's room.  In
that moment, the moan became a scream so acute and so filled with
pain that the Moor stopped his ears with his hands, and run away
like a madman through the dark rooms. He only stopped in front of a
sacred image, faintly illuminated by a dim light.
  
“Holy mother of God”, he pleaded with his hands joined, throwing
himself on his knees, “I have sinned, I have greatly sinned! I took
away the life of a young innocent, to my legitimate sovereign! But
Thou, Clement Mediatrix, Thou Only at your Celestial son, have
mercy on me! Take my life, my soul, but save Beatrice, save her for
pity's sake!”
  
Broken and senseless thoughts, disconnected images, strange
visions passed through his mind: they prevented him from praying. 
Suddenly, he remembered a story that in other times had made him
laugh a lot. It was about two sailors who were about to drown.  One
of them made a vow to the Virgin Mary of a church candle as big as
the mainmast, and to the companion who asked him where he would
take such a lot of wax, he answered: «shut up! For now, it is
important to save us, there will be time to keep the vow...and
then, I hope the Virgin Mary will accept a smaller candle...» 
 

“But what I am thinking about, My God!”, he exclaimed aghast. 
“Maybe, am I losing my mind?”
  
With a superhuman effort he collected his thoughts and begin to
pray with greater fervor. However, little by little, he saw again
the globes of crystal, transparent as ice, similar to the planets;
he heard the heavenly music of the spheres confused with the
monotonous singsong of the golden child:
  

  
The golden age will return, 

  

  
Let's sing together: Long live the Moor!

  
Then everything disappeared and he fell deeply asleep.
  
When he woke up, he had the impression that only three or four
minutes had elapsed, but going out from the chapel, through the
stained-glass windows, he saw the dim light of a grey winter
morning.
  
  


  
X.
  
He went back to the hall of the Rocchetta, where there was a
gloomy silence; the Moor came across a woman with a basket laden of
bands and diapers. She approached him.
  
“Her Excellency has happily given birth,” she said.
  
“Alive?” whispered the Duke paling.
  
“Yes, but the child is dead. Now she is exhausted, and she wants
to see you”.
  
The Moor entered the room. He saw a slender face of a child
rested on the white pillow.  She was pale and calm. She had rings
round her livid eyes, clouded by invisible webs. 
  
He approached the bed.
  
“Get them call Isabell! Soon! Soon!” ordered Beatrice with a
feeble voice.
  
The Duke hastened to satisfy the desire. 
  
A few moments later, a young woman, tall and slender, her face
sad and proud, Isabella of Aragon, the widow of Gian Galeazzo,
brought near the dying, while the others but Ludovico and the
confessor went away. 
  
For some minutes, the two women whispered softly, then Isabella,
uttering the last words of forgiveness, kissed Beatrice’s face, and
then she threw herself on her knees, and covering her face with the
hands, began to pray.
  
The duchess even once called her husband.
  
“Vico... she forgives us! Don't cry! And remember... I'll always
be with you... I know that only me...only me..,” she couldn't
finish the sentence, but the Duke understood her thinking. 
  
She slowly turned her eyes already dimmed, and looking at him,
she murmured: “A kiss...”
  
The Moor laid his lips on the forehead of the young woman.
Beatrice opened her mouth as if to speak, but she lost strength. He
only was able to whisper with a breath of voice: “On the
lips...”
  
The monk, meanwhile, was saying the extreme prayers for the
dying, and the courtiers, just came back into the room, answered
with a low voice in chorus. Bent over her, the Moor could not tear
his mouth from those lips that were becoming rigid under his
kiss.
  
In that kiss, long and desperate, he picked up the last breath
of his young bride.
  
“She's dead!” Marliani exclaimed.
  
Those present made the sign of the cross and knelt.  Only the
Moor, his face motionless, in which, more than pain, a frightening
tension could be read, lifted slowly. From his mouth, the breath
came out heavy and exhausting, as if, dragging a weight, it was
climbing up the steep slope of a mountain.
  
Suddenly, he held out his arms and burst into a cry that was not
human, “Bice! Bice!” And fell as lifeless.
  
Leonardo, who was among those present, had not look away from
the Duke, without losing his usual serenity.  In similar
circumstances, in the artist, the curiosity was stronger than any
other feeling. He was studying the effect of pain in the expression
of the face and in the movements of the duke, as we study a
phenomenon of nature, without missing a wrinkle of the face or the
contraction of a muscle. Driven by an irresistible impulse to
portray the aspect of the Duke destroyed by despair, he ran down
the rooms below to take his notebook.
  
Amid the dregs of wax and the blackish smoke, the torches of the
feast were sadly extinguishing. In the grey light of the morning,
the chariots set up to celebrate the triumphs of Numa, Cesare,
Augustus and all those pompous allegories designed to glorify the
Moor and Beatrice had something infinitely gloomy. 
  
In one of the rooms, he had to climb over the triumphal arch of
Love, which had been overthrown.
  
He approached the fireplace, where the fire was almost
extinguished, and looked around him. Since no one was looking at
him, he took from his pocket the pencil and his usual notebook, and
he was ready to draw, when, suddenly, he saw in a corner of the
room, the boy who had represented the golden age on the last
triumphal chariot. The head bent on his knees and his hands under
the head like a pillow, crouched, numb with the cold of the
morning, he was sleeping and the last breath of those ashes could
not warm up his poor little body naked and golden. 
  
Leonardo approached him, and gently put a hand on his humerus.
Since the child did not wake up, and his moaning was dull and
plaintive, the artist hoisted him onto his arms.
  
Then, the child, scared, opened his dark violet eyes, and
started crying: “I want to go home! I want to go home”. 
  
“What's you name?” Leonardo asked. 
  
“Lippi! I want to go home”.  I want to go home”.  I'm feeling
bad! I'm cold!” And his eyelids closed heavily, while, as if was
delirious, his small lips repeated: 
  

  
The golden age will return;

  

  
Let's sing together: Long live the Moor!

  
Leonardo took off his cloak, wrapped the child, and put him on a
chair. Then, he came out in the antechamber and awoke several
servants, who had got drunk in the disarray, and were lying on the
bare ground and snoring. He learned from one of them that Lippi was
the son of a poor old widower, a baker in Broletto Novo, who had
given the child for the performance for twenty crowns, even if some
warm-hearted people had warned him that the the gilding could be
fatal. 
  
Then he put on his heavy winter coat, he took up the baby in his
arms, and went out with the intent to buy some ointment to clean up
the child from the gilding and then bring him back home.
  
Suddenly, he remembered the drawing just sketched and the
strange note of pain that desolation had imprinted on the face of
the Moor.
  
“It doesn't matter,” he said. “I'll always have time to
reconstruct it. First of all, the wrinkles of the forehead, above
the lashes raised, then the strange smile full of serenity and, one
might say, almost of enthusiasm. It was that same smile that in the
faces of human being, joins the expression of immense joy with the
expression of immense pain, which, according to Plato, start from
different bases, but converge in the vertex”.
  
The child was shivering with cold in his arms. 
  
«Here is our golden age», he thought with a smile full of
sadness. «Poor little bird wounded». Wrapping him in the fur, he
hugged him to his chest with such a tender sweetness, that the sick
child seemed to enjoy again the caresses of his dead mother.
  
  


  
XI.
  
Beatrice Sforza d'Este died on Tuesday January 2 1497 at six in
the morning.
  
Ludovico remained twenty-four hours at the corpse without
accepting words of sympathy, refusing stubbornly to take food and
to have a rest. The courtiers, lost, took fright the Duke had lost
the reason. 
  
On the morning of Thursday, January 4, he seemed to rouse
himself. Therefore, he ordered his servants to bring papers, and
ink, and wrote to Isabella d'Este, sister of his dead bride. He
wrote a long letter, in which, pouring out his grief, he said among
other things: 

  «Well, death would be more bearable. Please refrain from
  sending us words of sympathy, not to exacerbate our sorrow».
  

  
On the same day, yielding to the repeated entreaties of the
courtiers, he consented to break the fast. However, he did not to
sit at the table, but took the food from a board that Ricciardetto
held in front of him. As regards the funeral, at first he had given
the task to messire Bartolomeo Calco, his main secretary, but then
having to make arrangements to organize the funeral procession,
little by little he started dealing with it, with the same ardour
with which he had prepared the celebration of the golden age,
without missing anything, and getting involved even in the smallest
details. 
  
Therefore, he determined the weight of the large torches of
white and yellow wax, the precise measurement of the individual
hangings made of alternating strips of black brocade and gold
velvet crimson, the quantity of small coins, bacon, and peas to be
distributed among the poor in order to make them pray for the soul
of the deceased. He chose the cloth for the garments of the
servants, touching and crumpling it backlit to verify its quality. 
For himself, he ordered a gown of a rough and coarse cloth, crossed
by cross cuts, because it might appear torn in the impetus of
despair.
  
The funeral was celebrated on Friday, on the fifth, as evening
falls. The riders preceded the solemn procession, together with the
heralds who sounded the long tubes of silver, from which hung
gloomy drapes of black silk, and the drummers, with the marked
rolling of drums, beat the rhythm of the funeral march. 
  
They were followed by the knights, with the visors lowered, the
mourning flags, the horses covered with long black velvet
saddle-cloths embroidered with white crosses, the monks of all the
convents and the canons of Milan, with long torches of the weight
of six pounds, the archbishop of the cathedral and the clergy of
all the parishes. 
  
Then, there was the hearse with the sumptuous catafalque covered
with brocade of silver, four angels in the corners, of silver as
well, and the ducal crown. The Duke was accompanied by his brother,
the cardinal Ascanio Sforza, and by the spokesperson of His
Cesarean Majesty, of the Pope, of Spain, of Venice, of Naples and
Florence. At a proper distance, there were the members of the
magnificent Ducal Council, the courtiers, the conference of the
doctors and teachers of the University of Pavia, the most
well-known merchants, twelve chosen for each gate of Milan and
finally, a crowd of people. The procession was so long that the
final group was still coming out of the Castle, when the head
entered in the Santa Maria delle Grazie.
  
A few days later, Ludovico ordered to engrave on the tomb of his
son born dead, a pompous inscription, which he himself had composed
and that Merula had translated into Latin:
  

  
«Unhappy child, I have lost my life before seeing the light;
and what is unhappier is that while dying, I have kidnapped to the
mother the life, to the father the bride. And, in such an adverse
fate, this only is my comfort, that I was born of parents equal to
the gods». 

  
The Moor spent a long time contemplating those golden letters.
They stood out in the black marble that closed the small tomb of
the baby Sforza, located in that same convent of Santa Maria delle
Grazie where Beatrice had the eternal rest. He shared the
enthusiasm of a mason, who finished the monument; he lingered to
see the effect from far away. He admired it so long, that half open
one eye, he bowed his head on a shoulder.  Finally, clicking his
tongue of satisfaction, he exclaimed: “it is not a tomb, but a
gem...”
  
***
  
It was a sunny morning. At the kiss of the blue sky, the snow
sparkled with an exquisite whiteness on the roofs of houses. In the
air clear as crystal, floated a balmy coolness that reminded the
scent of lilies.
  
By this harmonious mixture of sun and frost, Leonardo went to a
dark and sultry room, with the walls covered in black taffeta, the
shutters hermetically closed, and the candles lighted: it was the
room of the Duke Ludovico, who, in the first days after the
funeral, refused to come out from that dark cell.
  
There, he discussed together with the Moor about the 

  The Last Supper
, which had to bring immortal glory to the sacred area where
Beatrice slept the eternal sleep of death. 
  
The Duke said: “I have been told that you have taken under your
wing the child who in the unfortunate feast represented the golden
age. How is it, then?”
  
“He died on the day of the funeral of Her Excellency, the late
duchess”.
  
Ludovico seemed surprise but gladden at the same time.
  
“He is dead! Strange!”
  
Then he bowed his head, sighed painfully, and he remained
thoughtful. Suddenly, he embraced Leonardo.
  
“Yes, yes,” exclaimed the Moor “It had to happen inevitably! Our
golden age died! Died together with my beloved spouse because it
could not outlive her. Is it not true, my friend, that this is a
very strange coincidence, a wonderful theme for an allegory?”
  
  


  
XII.
  
The year passed in the most rigorous grief. The Duke still wore
mourning and during the meals he did not sit at the table, but took
the food from a plank that the courtiers held in front of him.
Marin Sanuto wrote in his diary: 
“

  And after the death of his wife, the Duke became truly
  pious; he prayed; fasted and was chaste, and his court was not
  the same as before, and he seemed to be very frightened of
  God”.

  
During the day, he tried to forget his pain dealing with the
problems of the State, though, even in the midst of the most
intricate problems he suffered from the absence of Beatrice. At
night, sadness overcame him. 
  
He often saw her in a dream, sixteen-year-old girl, as the day
he married her, quite slim, a brown complexion, lively movements,
capricious as a schoolgirl, so wild that sometimes she hid herself
in the cabinets of the wardrobe to escape the boredom of appearing
in the great feasts of the court, so naively chaste, that even
three months after the wedding, she protected herself with teeth
and nails, from the loving caresses of her husband.
  
Five days before the first anniversary of her death, at night,
Beatrice appeared to him in a dream. She was identical to how he
had seen her once, during a fishing on the calm shores of a quiet
lake, in his small house in Cusnago, that she really loved. The
haul was copious, the buckets filled with fish, and she rolled up
her sleeves and dipped her hands in the nets, taking out all the
minnows, and throwing them in the water, laughing and joking as
playing a new game, and admiring the joy of those poor animals that
continued to live. The fish darted in her bare hands. Like clear
diamonds, the white sprays of water sparkled in the rays of the
sun. Even more than diamonds, her eyes shone with joy...
  
Waking up from his dream, Ludovico notice that the pillow was
wet of tears.
  
Next morning, he went to the convent of Santa Maria delle
Grazie, and he prayed for a long time at the tomb of his wife,
dined with the prior, and stayed there for a while to talk about
the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary, a theme which at that
time really fascinated the minds of the theologians of Italy. Then,
by nightfall, he went to the house of madonna Lucrezia.
  
Despite his grief for the loss of the bride, and though "very
frightened of God”, the Moor not only had not broken the
relationships with his lovers, but, instead, was even more fond of
them. In those last times, the countess Cecilia, and madonna
Lucrezia had tight bonds of friendship. Considered a "scholarly
heroine” as they used to say or the “new Sappho”, deep down Cecilia
Bergamini was good and simple, even if she easily got carried away
by enthusiasm. 
  
Now, the death of Beatrice gave her the right to put into
practice the heroic “virtue of love” of which she had read in the
old romances, of which she had dreamed in her long reveries: she
was resolute to unite her love together with the love of Lucrezia
to comfort the Moor.
  
And this, at first, was jealous of the ascendant that her rival
exerted on the Moor, and she had decided to avoid her, but with her
generosity the "scholarly heroine" disarmed her, so Lucrezia opened
her soul to this strange female friendship. In the summer of 1497,
seven months after the death of Beatrice, Lucrezia had a child from
the Moor. Cecilia wanted to be the godmother at the baptismal font;
and though she had children from the duke, she took an exaggerate
care of the child, calling him “her grandson”. 
  
In this way, the dream of Moro had turned into reality: his
lovers were friends, he couldn't ask for more. To celebrate the
event, had commissioned the court poet to compose a sonnet in which
Lucrezia and Cecilia were compared to morning and evening, and he
himself, inconsolable widower between the two shining goddesses,
deprived forever of his Sun, of his Beatrice.
  
Entering in the elegant living room of Palazzo Crivelli, he saw
the two women who, as all the ladies of the court, dressed in full
mourning, sitting by the fireplace talking.
  
"How's your health, your Excellency?" Cecilia asked thoughtful,
"dusk of evening" who, unlike the “morning twilight”, was not less
graceful, with her skin of on opaque paleness, her hair of a
flaming red, her eyes greenish and voluptuous, transparent as the
water of the mountain lakes.
  
Ludovico did not feel bad at all, but as in that period he used
to complain about his health, he sighed deeply, affected sadness
and replied, “You know well, madonna, how my health is! I only
think about putting myself into the coffin, next to my dove”. 
 

“No, No, your Excellency” Cecilia said, clapping her hands. “You
don't have to talk like this. Think if madonna Beatrice could hear
you! Every pain comes us from God, and we must accept it, be
grateful for it”.
  
“Of course!” the Moor agreed, “I won't be that who complains,
God forbid! I know well, that the Lord takes care of us more than
ourselves, and that it was said, «Blessed are those who cry for
they will be comforted». Saying these words, he clasped the hands
of his mistresses, raised his eyes to the ceiling and went on:
"therefore God will grant you a reward my dear ladies, because you
haven't abandoned the poor widower".
  
Then, he wiped away his eyes several time, he took out of his
pocket two papers. The first, was the deed of gift of the
magnificent estate called Villa Sforzesca, at the Monastery of the
Graces.
  
“But, Your Excellency”, the countess Bergamini marvelled, “if I
am not wrong, in this villa you have brought a lot of love!”
  
The Moor had a bitter smile.
  
"My love for earthly things has finished.  And then, madonna,
does a man need so much land?”
  
Since the Duke was so stubborn to talk about death, Cecilia put
her lips on his hand as a sweet rebuke. Then, curious, she asked,
“And what about the other paper, what's in it?”
  
To this question, the face of the Duke cheered up and a smile of
past times appeared on his lips. He read aloud the parchment, in
which were listed the lands, the meadows, the fields, the woods,
the game preserves and the houses, which he gave to madonna
Lucrezia Crivelli and his natural son, Giampaolo. 
  
There was also the villa of Cusnago, so renowned for its hauls,
the favourite of his wife. And the act ended with these words,
which, Ludovico pronounced with a tremor in his voice: «In the rare
and pleasing bond of love, this woman has shown towards us so full
devotion, so noble senses, that very frequently in her pleasant
company we have found a comfort to our serious sorrow».
  
Cecilia clapped her hands with joy, and throwing the arms around
her friend's neck, her eyes wet with tears and maternal tenderness,
exclaimed: "See, my little sister, I have told you that he has a
heart of gold. Now my grandson Paul is the richest heir of the
whole Milan!”
  
“What day is it today?” the Moor asked. 
  
“The twenty-eight of December” Cecilia replied.
  
“Twenty-eight!” he repeated, thoughtfully.
  
It was the day and the same time in which, a year before, the
duchess arrived suddenly to palazzo Crivelli, and she was about to
surprise the husband together with his mistress.
  
The Duke turned a look in the room: everything had the same
arrangement of that time. As then, the small ling room was clear
and elegant, as then the wind howled dragged into the chimney
throat, as then the flame was crackling and pagan angels danced and
joked with the instruments of the Lord's passion. 
  
As then, on the small round table, covered with a green carpet,
was a jug of 

  balnea aponetana
, and here and there the pages of music and mandolins. Through
the doors open in the bedroom and in the wardrobe, you could see
the closet that had offered the Duke a safe shelter against the
anger of the bride deceived. 
  
Oh, in that moment he would have given up everything to hear
again that terrible knock on the door, to see the servant rushing,
frightened, and hear her cry: “Lady Beatrice!”
  
He would have liked to stay hidden in the closet, trembling with
apprehension like a thief caught in the act, and to hear from far
away the threatening voice of his adored little girl! Alas, all
this was in the past, the irreparable past. He bent his head on the
chest, he felt his face tear-stained of scorching pain.
  
“Oh, for God's sake, he's crying again!” Cecilia said turning to
her friend: “Come on, stroke him, embrace him, tell him words of
sympathy. Aren't you ashamed to be so hard on him?” as she slowly
pushed her rival into the arms of the Duke.
  
Lucrezia, who felt nauseous because of that unnatural
friendship, as when you breathe pungent perfumes, she wanted to go
out from the room. Bowing her head, she blushed.  However, he took
the hand of the Duke, who in tears, smiled at her, and placed her
hand on his heart.
  
Cecilia, meanwhile, took the lute, and posing as when, twelve
years before, Leonardo in his famous painting, had depicted her as
the new Sappho, she started singing a lyric of Petrarch on the
death of Madonna Laura:
  

  
My thought raised me to a place in which

  

  
She was whom I seek, and cannot find on earth:

  

  
there, among those who are in the third circle,

  

  
I saw her once more, more beautiful and less proud. 

  

  
She took my hand, and said: If my desire

  

  
is not in error, you will be with me again:

  

  
I am she who made such war on you,

  

  
and finished my day before the evening.

  
Moved, the Duke wiped the tears and, with the arms outstretched
to a vision that was about to dissolve in mist, with his voice
broken by sobs, he repeated the last verse many times:
  

  
and finished my day before the evening.

  
“Yes, my dove, you've accomplished your day before the evening.
You know, ladies, sometimes it seems to me that Beatrice smiles us
from heaven blesses the three of us! Oh Bice, Bice, my
beloved!”
  
Slowly, he bent down towards Lucrezia, and put his arm around
her waist, wanted to kiss her, but since the young woman chastely
resisted, he gave her a furtive kiss on the neck. 
  
Then Cecilia rose from the seat and pointed to Lucrezia, with
the gesture of a loving sister who entrusts to the care of a friend
the sick brother, and she went out on tiptoe from the opposite side
of the bedroom, closing behind locking the door behind her. 
  
The “evening twilight” wasn't jealous of “morning twilight”
because soon it will be her time and that, after black hair, the
Duke would love even more graceful reddish hair.
  
Left alone, the Moor looked around. Then he roughly hugged
Lucrezia and forced her to sit on his knees. The tears for his dead
bride weren't dry yet, but on his lips there was a smile, open and
sensual.
  
“You're a nun!” laughed him giving kisses on her neck. “All in
black! Here you are! A modest dress makes you so beautiful!
Certainly it is the black of your dress that gives prominence to
your ivory neck”.
  
So saying, he unlaced the buttons of agate that shut her breast.
Suddenly, the bare skin even more candid shined in the severe folds
of the dark dress, while the girl was hiding her burning face in
the palms.
  
On the fireplace, where the flame cracked cheerfully, in the
decorations of clay, the naked angels of Caradosso - angels or
cupids- continued their eternal dance, laughing, joking with the
instruments of the passion of the Lord, the nails, the hammer, the
spear and the crown of thorns. In the reflection of the flame, they
seemed to look at Lucrezia and the Moor exchanging malicious
glances, and whispering in low voice. It seemed that, under the
festive vine leaves of Bacchus, their fleshy chubby cheeks were
about to burst out laughing.
  
From the other room, it came the tweeting of the mandolin and
the languorous singing of Countess Cecilia:
  

  
There, among those who are in the third circle,

  

  
I saw her once more, more beautiful and less proud. 

  
Listening to the song of Petrarch, that canticle of a new
heavenly love, even the ancient Gods were laughing.
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