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  PREFACE




  As I write this, the great bell of the Duomo, once the Pieve, is sounding in my ears, and the magnificent frescoes of Fra Filippo seem still before my eyes. Across the Piazza I see the house which Filippo bought, and in which the baby Filippino was born.




  With all the known facts before me, I have woven my story; supplying the motives and details through much reading of contemporary writings, some experience of human life, an intimate knowledge of Catholics, and a close study of Fra Filippo’s paintings.




  A J. Anderson.




  Prato,




  April 10, 1908.




  





  CHAPTER I - IN VINO VERITAS




  IN the year of Our Lord 1456, when men had come to appreciate the learning and art of ancient Greece at their true value, and were trying to restore the old culture, there stood an unassuming house in the Piazza del Mercatale of the town of Prato.




  The night was cold : a bright fire of pine logs blazed on the hearth, and before it sat two friars resting.




  There were certain touches of refinement in the room—a strip of embroidered silk here, an antique bronze there, a finely modelled terracotta bust of the Madonna above the mantel-




  piece, all of which showed that these men did not belong to the ordinary ranks of their fraternity ; several half-finished pictures, as well as a litter of brushes, pigments, and the like, announced that they were painters by profession.




  Presently the elder of the two rose, and walking across the apartment, somewhat painfully, reached down a flask of Chianti and a couple of glasses decorated with a narrow strip of gilt foliage round the lip and base. He removed the straw stopper from the bottle, and throwing off the floating oil, which protected the wine from the atmosphere, with a rapid turn of the wrist, filled his own and his companion’s glass.




  “ Diavolo ! ” he grumbled, “ this cold finds out my rupture.”




  “ Filippo,” the younger friar paused to sip his wine, “ if you attempt the same originality in your business transactions that you achieve in your paintings, you must expect to suffer.”




  Fra Filippo laughed : “ The Vicar-General has twice measured swords with me, but I have won in the end.”




  “ My dearest friend, that may be true ; but consider the cost of your victories : an abdominal lesion, as the leeches term it, and the distinction of a special Papal Bull.”




  Again Filippo Lippi laughed. He was a man of fifty, moderately tall, irregularly featured, and stamped with that uncommon charm which marks great creative genius : also his face had earned him the name of “ the Glad Friar.”




  “ I cannot confess that he won, even in the first contest.”




  “ Tut, man ! Consider the case ! Here we see the leading artist of the age racked by the Vicar-General of Florence until he confessed that he had forged a receipt in order to defraud a poor journeyman painter of his just wages.” The friar settled himself comfortably, drawing up his habit so that his legs might feel the full warmth of the fire : “ I wish I had you on the rack, Diamante.”




  “Why, Padre?”




  “I would turn the rack so” (he moved his arms), “ I would again turn it, and long before you were drawn like a rabbit (as I was) I would make you confess that you yourself hanged Judas Iscariot.” “ Probably ! But still the Vicar carried his point.”




  “ In what manner, Diamante ? He never succeeded in making me pay that rat Giovanni da Rovezzano a second time ; and he now finds himself in ill-favour with the Medici.”




  “ You should retain all receipts, and write up your accounts, Filippo.”




  “ I own that I am careless about money matters, but after all one is an artist, and not a merchant.”




  Friar Diamante was in a teasing mood : “ How about your second contest with the Vicar-General ? ” he asked.




  Once again Fra Filippo laughed : “ I was appointed rector of San Quirico as a sinecure, and I still retain the stipend.”




  “You forget that you were removed from all active work in your parish by a special Bull, accusing you of ‘ many and base crimes.’ ” “You forget, Diamante, that I appealed for a special court of inquiry to be held by the pious Bishop of Fiesole and Messer Ugolino Giugni, who knew my manner of living.”




  “ In days to come, Padre, men will forget this appeal and remember the Pope’s Bull.”




  “ Bah ! Men will know that if one is guilty of many and base crimes one does not appeal for an inquiry by a local bishop and a man of good name, who live in the same city.”




  Diamante sighed sadly : “I trust it may be so, Filippo, but mud sticks.”




  “Is it conceivable that I should be held in




  good repute by my order, appointed chaplain to the nuns of Santa Margherita, and above all be accepted as a familiar friend by one so refined, so particular, as Cosimo de’ Medici, if I were a base criminal who had forged a quittance to avoid paying the wages of a poor journeyman-painter ? ” “ Men will overlook the evidence in your favour and remember the accusations.”




  The friar pondered for some moments. “ I do not care about the judgments of the future,” he said. “ But after all the Vicar-General has the best of me—here am I, a vigorous man in the prime of life, almost a cripple. The devil fly away with the Vicar-General! ”




  Diamante laid his hand gently on his friend’s shoulder, for he loved him much : and of a truth this glad and merry friar seemed to have inspired love on all sides, in spite of his somewhat uncertain morals.




  They sat and sipped their wine, exchanging a word now and again, until the flask was empty ; then Diamante rose quietly and fetched a fresh bottle.




  “ Not another drop, Diamante ! I must keep my eyes keen and my hand steady for to-morrow. Well, since you have opened another flask of the old Chianti, one more glass will do no harm.”




  Filippo raised the glass to the light. “ Here’s a toast!” he cried. “To my new model! Evviva!” “ So you have discovered a new model ? We needed one badly ; this place is not like Florence.” “ This one is a model for the Madonna—the model I have been searching for all my life. You know my ideas of Our Lady, Diamante ? ”




  “ I know that you have painted a new type of face, different from all that have gone before ; but I do not know what ideas inspired you.”




  “ The old craftsmen all painted the same type of face, a long face with broad forehead and pointed chin, with slanting eyes and tiny mouth— a lifeless face, a grotesque face, an absurd face. Fra Angelico was the first to paint the Madonna beautiful.”




  “ That is so, Filippo.”




  “ But Angelico’s Madonnas were not human, since they had the calm, passionless beauty of the angels ; you have only to add a pair of wings to one of Angelico’s Madonnas to transform her into an angel.”




  “ This is true,” said Diamante, frowning. “ But I confess this beautiful passionless type of Madonna appeals to my intellect. However, what type of face do you picture ? ”




  My Madonna must have a woman’s face,




  and not that of an angel; it must be the purest and most beautiful face ever created, but it must have sex. You understand ? ”




  “ Of course, naturally : it must be of the feminine gender, it must neither be the face of a dressed-up boy, nor that of a carved statue.”




  Fra Filippo stamped his foot. “ 0 dull one ! Cannot you comprehend ? The face must be one of flesh and blood, with the possibilities of passion, and yet pure and innocent.”




  “ This is a novel doctrine ! ”




  “ I am no theologian, yet I have learnt much of human nature ; also, though I am no scholar, I have mingled with Cosimo de’ Medici and his circle, and acquired something of ancient learning. Is there any merit if a deaf-and-dumb man keeps holy silence ? Is there any merit if a pauper practises holy poverty ? Is there any merit if an angel follows the rule of chastity ? Answer this.” Diamante knit his brows. “ You have learnt from Cosimo to some purpose,” he said.




  “ Therefore, when I picture Our Lady I picture a face that is pure and innocent because God desired her to remain semper Virgo, and she obeyed His will, and yet I picture the face of one who would have made a loving wife if God had so planned.”




  “ I mislike the idea, Filippo. But this model ? ” “ I have hunted through Tuscany for a model : one girl has a face that is pure and beautiful, but cold and phlegmatic ; another has a face that is full of life and intelligence, but lacking the suggestion of perfect chastity ; a third displays life, intelligence, and purity, but is deficient in comeliness.”




  “ If you were not in orders, Filippo, and were free to wed, which of these three would you choose for your wife ? ”




  Fra Filippo was too much in earnest to see the trap that had been laid for him : “ The homely maid, who combined purity, passion, and intelligence.”




  “ And if you found one who possessed these qualities, and added the gift of perfect beauty ? ” “ She would be the ideal wife ! ”




  “ Exactly ! So this Madonna of yours is merely the picturing of your ideal wife, and not the image of the Madonna. One does not seek traces of passion in one’s mother’s face.”




  If Fra Filippo had lived thirty years later, when the Renaissance had succeeded in blending Christianity and paganism together, he could have met this argument ; but having the germs of faith still latent in his soul, he was check-




  mated : it is one thing to generalise, and assert that the Blessed Virgin would have made a perfect wife if Providence had so ordained ; it is quite another thing to say that she is one’s ideal of one’s own perfect wife. So this artist of the Early Renaissance, this disciple of the Early Humanists, had met with a counter-argument that he could not answer ; and since this argument came from Diamante, the painter of elaborately jewelled details, and nothing else, he fumed.




  It would be fruitless to relate the quarrel, but it suffices to say that Diamante remained calm, whilst Filippo became both abusive and personal. After a short period of excessive heat, followed by a few quick strides up and down the room to allow the fumes of the argument to evaporate, Fra Filippo turned to his comrade : “ Friend, art is long, but life is short, and there is no space to waste in quarrelling ; come, pledge me in a glass of wine.”




  Diamante filled the glasses, and raising his, said: “ To your model, Filippo ! Come, tell me of her.”




  Filippo crossed over to an easel and uncovered a panel. “ ’Tis from memory,” he said.




  The face that he had painted was full of beauty. It was the face of a young maid, win




  some, spirituelle, refined, but withal showing an undeveloped, latent trace of passion.




  '“That is not my dream of the Madonna, Filippo.” Diamante gazed hard at the painting : “ And yet I have seen that face painted as the Madonna. Ah ! I have it—that tondo which you painted for Leonado Bartolini when we first came to Prato ? The face is the same.”




  “ It is, Diamante. Three years ago, when I first received the commission to paint the frescoes in the choir of the Pieve, here, I had much work on hand. Amongst other pictures, Messer Bartolini, of Florence, had bid me paint a tondo, depicting incidents from the life of Our Lady, and paid me two-and-twenty florins in advance. I painted this picture, all save the face of the Madonna, and that defied my imagination. I made one drawing, it was the face of a statue ; I made another, and it was the face of a wanton. Leonado threatened the law if the picture were not delivered early in December, and I was in despair.”




  “ I remember, Filippo.”




  “ On Advent Sunday I assisted at the Mass in the convent chapel of Santa Margherita, and amongst the parlour-boarders I saw the face that I had dreamed of, and came home and




  finished the picture. This tondo was my first real picture of the Madonna ; all that had gone before depicted statues.”




  Fra Filippo covered the panel reverently, and stepping to the window, drew back the curtain. “ There,” he said, “ across the Piazza, is the Convent of Santa Margherita, and within its walls sleeps a little nun who will go down through all ages as the true model of Our Lady.”




  “ Then you propose to discard the model, and paint from memory ? It is not like you, Filippo.”




  The Friar chuckled gleefully : “ I propose to discard memory, and paint from the model.”




  “ A nun as model ! Impossible, Padre ! ”




  “ Last week, Diamante, I was appointed chaplain to the Community.”




  “ So you told me.”




  “ This noontime, Diamante, the Abbess gave me a commission for a panel of ‘ The Madonna of the Girdle.' ”




  “ That is news—welcome news. You will paint Our Lady’s Girdle from the relic at the Pieve ? ”




  “ Certainly ! And I shall paint the Madonna herself from Sister Lucrezia Buti.”




  “ Does the Lady Abbess consent ? ”




  “ There was some difficulty at first, for though the Abbess deems this nun sweet and good, she considers her a trifle over-worldly. Finally I suggested that some staid sister should act as duenna, which righted matters.”




  Diamante rose and inspected the drawing on the panel. “ It is a beautiful face,” he said, “ but it is not the face of the Madonna ; it is even unlike the face of one who has a vocation. Filippo, with all this talk of ‘ sex ’ and such things, you will be cautious.”




  “ Diamante, whatever my past life may have been, in this matter at least my thoughts are as pure as those of Fra Angelico.”




  “ I have often wondered, Filippo, how it is that you, who are often self-indulgent and somewhat sensual in your pleasures, should have such beautiful ideas, and paint such worthy pictures, whilst I, who practise my religion and strive to obey the rules of our order, should be so lifeless in my work. How is it, for instance, that you should have conceived the idea of Our Lady of Mercy, and painted the Refugium Pec-catorum, sheltering all the repentant sinners beneath her mantle, whilst I can neither conceive nor execute such a subject ? ”




  “ My friend, you are no artist !
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    THE “ REFUGIUM PECCATORUM,” SHELTERING ALL THE REPENTANT SINNERS.


  




  “ Stay ! ” he continued, as Diamante commenced to protest. “ I love you, my friend, and I own that you are a clever craftsman, wielding your brush skilfully. But you are always calm and collected. You never pour out your soul in your picture.”




  “ You speak in riddles, Filippo.”




  “ Here am I, a butcher’s son, with but little inherited refinement ; yet when I paint I pour out all that is good in me, all that is noble—and I paint on, never heeding time or weariness, until I am exhausted. You !—you break off when noontime comes, and go to your dinner with the regularity of a sundial.”




  “ It is fitting to do so, if one would preserve one’s health.”




  “ Cospito ! One’s health ! When does an artist regard his health ? He paints with his soul, and his flesh is forgotten. He has no flesh, no desires, no appetite left. He ceases to be a creature : he becomes a creator. His one desire is to express the thoughts that are in his mind : his only craving is to depict the image which he has conceived.”




  “ But is the artist’s life, Filippo, in accordance with this noble ideal ? ”




  “ Alas, no ! Diamante ; for this failing is




  also part of the artist’s nature—he paints until his soul is weary, and lays down his brushes. His soul is tired out, weary, numb ; and then his flesh craves enjoyment, and too often has enjoyment. If I were to be judged by man —say the Vicar-General ”—Filippo smiled drily —“ he would be deeply shocked at some of my past life ; but since I shall be judged by the All-Merciful, He will take my pictures into account.” “ A convenient doctrine, but strange-sounding from the lips of a friar.”




  “ If God has given me the desire to create and the power to create, and I work worthily to the best of my ability, is He to judge me too severely for the frailties I may commit in the reaction which follows this work ? ”




  “ Oh, Filippo ! Filippo ! These are novel sentiments for a Brother of Mt. Carmel ! ”




  “ Shall I tell you how I became a Brother of Mt. Carmel ? Have you ever suffered hunger, Diamante ? ”




  “ On fast-days, I--”




  “ Bah ! my friend. You call missing your breakfast, hunger ! Why, last fast-day you were so faint with hunger that a couple of hours before the noonday meal you had to refresh yourself with a glass of wine, adding a crust of bread,




  so that the wine should not hurt you. No ! you cannot imagine a little boy of seven living from week to week with a wolf gnawing inside him, and only a bit of dry black bread now and again to ease the pangs. Do you wonder that this little boy thought he had entered heaven when the Brothers of Mt. Carmel took him into the Carmine ? ”




  “ Indeed, no ! ”




  “ I became a novice when I was fourteen, Diamante ; I was a friar at fifteen. All the time I was living in a world of pictures. There was Masolino painting in our chapel; Fra Angelico was painting close by at Fiesole; Lorenzo Monaco gave me lessons in painting. Not only did these artists encourage me, but our brethren also petted me because I could paint. You see, the Dominicans had Fra Angelico in their order, the Camaldolese had Lorenzo Monaco, and the Carmelites desired a painter also.”




  “ I understand all this, Filippo ; but why did you become a priest as well as a friar ? ”




  “ It was the Prior’s doing. He urged me to seek orders, so that the Pope might present me with a sinecure : ‘ Then you will be free from temporal cares, and enabled to paint solely for the honour of God,’ he said.”    .




  “ A noble thought, truly.”




  “ In theory, yes; in practice, here am I a friar without a vocation, a priest without learning. Why, soon after my ordination I painted a scroll, Gloria in Excelsis Deo, spelling excelsis without an x. Do you wonder that when I was allowed to leave the Carmine, and spend my life with the painters and scholars at the court of the Medici, I fell into their mode of life, loving pleasure more than religion?”




  “ Poor Filippo ! amicus metis” and Diamante threw his arm round his friend’s shoulders.




  “ And yet, Diamante, if Filippo Lippi can arise from the slough in which he has learnt men and women and life, and can sanctify his heart so that he may paint a Madonna who is the perfection of beauty, and yet human, will he have lived in vain ? ”




  Then with a sigh the friar-artist retired to his couch to dream of his ideal.




  CHAPTER II - LUCREZIA




  IN reconstructing the character of Lucrezia Buti, we have a good foundation to work on—her portrait, for the Pitti tondo of the Madonna and Child undoubtedly contains the portrait of Lucrezia.




  In the first place, Lucrezia must have been very sweet and gentle in her disposition—not, perhaps, very intellectual, but intelligent, refined and delightfully piquant : the picture shows us a serious face, and yet one that is not in the least sad, and the mouth is ever ready for laughter.




  In the second place, we find amongst really nice women those who are naturally fitted for the single life and those who are naturally fitted for matrimony : the former make amiable comrades, admirable nuns, but chilling and disheartening wives; the latter become adored wives and devoted mothers. Lucrezia has the face of one who belonged to the latter category— the face of one who would love once and for all,




  the face of one who would win a man’s heart, and hold a man’s heart until the end of his life : but I anticipate.




  Society in Florence in the middle of the fifteenth century was not unlike English society at the present time. The smart set under Cosimo de’ Medici had the morals of our “ smart set,” together with more culture and learning; the gay set, to which Filippo Lippi belonged, would have subscribed and contributed to the “ Pink ’Un ” if they had lived now ; as for the ordinary citizens, we are told by a contemporary scribe that Florence was “ abounding with excellent men in every faculty, and full of admirable citizens.” To credit Florence of 1456 with the vices of the later Renaissance is contrary to the true spirit of history. In the town of Prato, some ten miles distant, life was probably quieter and order strictly maintained.




  There was, however, one marked difference between society in the fifteenth century and society in the twentieth century : unmarried girls could not go out into the world and earn their living as clerks or typists; unless a girl had relations who would shelter her or arrange her marriage, she had to take refuge in a convent. This does not mean that all lonely orphans were




  forced to become nuns, but that they had to become parlour-boarders in a convent, as many maids do now of their own free choice.




  Lucrezia and Spinetta Buti, daughters of an honest and excellent silk-merchant of Prato, were left orphans at the respective ages of seventeen and sixteen, and since their half-brother refused to offer them a home or provide a reasonable marriage dowry, they retired to the Convent of Santa Margherita, in the Piazza del Mercatale, as parlour-boarders.




  Neither Lucrezia nor Spinetta seem to have been unhappy in the convent life ; they had been accustomed to the quiet life of fifteenth -century maidens of the middle class, living in a quiet town, and the life in Santa Margherita would not have been much more quiet; also their halfbrother could have been none too kind. At any rate, after a few years’ residence they left the freedom of the boarders’ parlour and became professed nuns.




  Now, the admission of Lucrezia into the boarders’ parlour was right enough, but her admission into the order was a sad mistake. One glance at her face shows that those eyes were made to melt with the light of human love, and not with the supernatural light of spiritual ecstasy. One glance




  at her face will tell us that Lucrezia had a vocation which is different from the vocation to the religious life—the vocation of marriage.




  As I say, Lucrezia appears to have been moderately happy at Santa Margherita, but it must have been a negative kind of happiness. She was neither contented nor discontented ; she was not dissatisfied with her lot—only unsatisfied. We find exactly the same feeling of unsatisfaction in those who are bound by an uncongenial marriage; in those who are tied to an uncongenial profession ; in girls who are forced to live in quiet country parsonages, when they want to be out in the world, taking their share in the struggle and game of life. When such a state of things exists, these victims of circumstances are apt to take bold and startling steps.




  It was possibly this feeling of ennui that induced Lucrezia to take the veil : after the aimless life of the boarders’ parlour, with its wearisome and monotonous conversation, real active life in the order, with definite occupations from morning till night, would come as a relief. Or, possibly, the kindness of the nuns, and their evident contentment, inspired a desire to share their life in the hope of sharing their content-




  ment also. Probably Lucrezia was actuated by a combination of the two motives.




  The action of the Abbess, in allowing her to be professed, is, however, quite intelligible ; for the sweet and tractable disposition clearly visible in Lucrezia’s portrait must have won the affection of the virtuous and well-born Abbess Bartolommea de’ Bovacchiesi. If Lucrezia had lived in our time, when parents test their daughters’ vocations by sending them into society before they enter the religious life, the coming tragedy would have been averted. If Lucrezia had lived now, the lack of marriage dowry would not have mattered, for she had the alluring combination of gracefulness, piquancy, and sex which goes straight to the heart of all true men : unfortunately Lucrezia lived in the wrong century.




  If one would understand Lucrezia’s character, it is interesting to compare her face with that of Mile, de La Valliere. At first sight the two faces appear equally sweet and equally yielding, and possibly the regular beauty of La Valliere may appear the more attractive ; but after a while the sweet face of the little nun grows on one, for underneath Lucrezia’s gentle expression there is an underlying strength of character which is absent from that of the Frenchwoman.




  Both faces are good faces, both faces show an impressionable and hero-worshipping disposition, but there the likeness ends ; for La Valliere’s face is that of one who sacrificed both conscience and honour to her royal lover, and immediately repented; sacrificed herself again and again repented, and so on until the king became weary of her eternal complaisance and scruples ; whereas Lucrezia has the face of one who might sacrifice herself to her lover, but it is also the face of one who if she repented would close her little mouth firmly and carry out her repentance at all costs.




  To carry the comparison a step farther : all the world pities La Valliere, since she loved Louis with a perfect self-sacrifice and an utter absence of self-seeking ; but there is a certain contempt mingled with this pity, inasmuch as La Valliere could only have loved the king for his attractive person, and not for his vain and selfish mind. If she had loved a man with inverse qualities—the poet Francis Villon, with his unattractive body and beautiful mind, for instance—the affair would have been a true romance.




  And to conclude : if the piquant little Lucrezia were substituted for the insipid La Valliere, and the virile Filippo, with his headstrong nature




  and his artist’s mind, were substituted for the effete Francois Villon, the elements of romance would be infinitely greater.




  When people live very quiet lives small events assume undue proportions, and Lucrezia was feeling much excited at the prospect of sitting as model. In the first place she was about to remove her habit and robe herself in fine apparel with a royal crown on her head ; in the second place she was going to pose to a very great artist, whose personality attracted her strangely.




  But stay ! If one would win a woman’s heart, how would one proceed ? Tell her that she is virtuous, amiable, and homely ? She would be insulted beyond repair. No ! If one would win a woman’s heart, tell her that she is attractive and fascinating, tell her that she is winsome and graceful, tell her that she is interesting and distinguished. Then, although one might not actually succeed in winning the woman’s love, one would have obtained an individuality in her eyes, a place in her. thoughts, a niche in her esteem, that would separate one from the common herd.




  It is not to be imagined for a moment that Fra Filippo had been actuated by other than artistic motives when he singled out Lucrezia




  as his model for the Perfect Woman ; nor had he intended, in all probability, to pay her a compliment. It is not to be assumed that Lucrezia was conscious of the flattery, nor that she realised the place that Filippo was taking in her thoughts. But the fact remains that he had paid her the greatest of all compliments, and that, in her sub-conscious thoughts, he must have ceased to be an artist, and become her artist.




  And again, when Filippo had asked the Abbess to summon Lucrezia on the matter of the picture he had showed such evidently sincere admiration, combined with such evidently sincere respect, that the heart of the sweet little nun had glowed with an answering kindliness.




  Therefore, on account of all these reasons, Lucrezia was excited at the thought of the sitting.




  There was a tap at the door of Lucrezia’s cell, and Spinetta entered :




  “ Is it not kind, Lucrezia mia ! The Lady Abbess has sent me to help you robe yourself, and she has relaxed the rule and permitted us to talk. Ah ! How I should love to wear this ! ” and she fingered the rich blue robe longingly.




  “ Go into the corner, little one, whilst I disrobe.”




  The proprieties are observed strictly in convents, so Spinetta went into the corner and covered her eyes.




  Removing her coarse habit and her undergarment of roughly woven white wool, Lucrezia donned the dainty garments of the finest linen that were necessary for the proper falling of the drapery.




  “ You may look now, Spinetta; for I want your assistance with this strange garment.”




  “ Oh ! Lucrezia, my queen ! ” and Spinetta threw her arm round her sister’s waist. “ Was there ever one so lovely ? ”




  “ Hush ! hush ! little one. This is not nun’s talk. But come help me on with this,” and she held up a long rich garment of deep blue.




  There was a struggle, and a laughing face emerged from the gown. Another struggle, accompanied by quick breathing : “ The sleeves are over-tight, even for thy little hands, Lucrezia. Ah ! there, it is accomplished.”
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