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The
beast comes out of the sea
  
St. John, 

  The Apocalypse, XI,7.

  
     



I.
  
At the end of March 1503, Leonardo, who was in Romagna, called
Giovanni Boltraffio who was in Rome. He wanted to charge him with a
certain argument risen by a peasant, because of a vineyard that
Leonardo possessed in the hills of Fiesole near Florence.

During the trip, Giovanni stopped in Orvieto to see the famous
frescoes that Luca Signorelli had recently completed in the New
Chapel of the Cathedral. One of these was the coming of the
Antichrist on earth: Giovanni was especially struck by the face
that, at first, seemed to shine with a sinister and malignant
light, but as he looked closer, it was not an expression of
malignancy but of an infinite sadness. In the eyes there was the
supreme despair of the wisdom that has denied his God. He had hairy
ears as a satyr, fingers hooked like the claws of a wild beast, but
neither the one nor the other were enough to remove from his body
the charm of an irresistible beauty. And as once before in the
visions of his delusions, Giovanni could see through those
appearances others similar but divine, a face that he did not want
to recognize and did not dare to recognize.

On the left, on the same wall, the artist painted the death of
the Antichrist. Soared toward the clear skies with the help of
invisible wings, the proud enemy of God, the one who wanted to
prove to people that he was the Son of Man, who one day will come
to judge the living and the dead, was hit by the angel of the Lord
and, stripped of the diabolical virtue, fell into the abyss. The
terrible fall of the one who had presumed to rise by means of the
wings, awoke in the heart of the young the ancient and painful
doubts on behalf of Leonardo.

Next to Boltraffio, there was a fifty-years-old fat monk,
completely absorbed in the contemplation of the frescoes. He was
accompanied by a man who did not show his age: he was tall, lanky,
with a cheerful face full of hungry, dressed in the guise of the
ancient university student or wandering scholars of the Middle
Ages. They greeted and exchanged a few words with Giovanni, since
they were going to the same place, all three resumed the journey
together.

The monk was a very erudite German from Nuremberg named Tomaso
Schweinitz, a theologian at the monastery of St. Augustine, and he
was going to Rome for certain intricate disputes of sinecures and
favours. The other, German too, native of Salzburg and named Hans
Platter, followed him as a secretary, as a servant, and as a
jester.

During the journey, the conversation turned on the sad condition
of the Church. With the calm and serene objectivity of the
philosopher who argues from the chair, Schweinitz demonstrated the
absurdity of the dogma of the papal infallibility, and asserted
that in twenty years, the whole of Germany would have revolted
against the unbearable yoke of the Roman Church.

«Here there is one that does not sacrifice his life for the
faith,» Giovanni thought, staring at the round face and well-fed of
the fat monk of Nuremberg. This man certainly will not end at the
stake as Savonarola...and yet, who knows? Perhaps, for the Church
he is a thousand times more dangerous».

A few evenings later, in Rome, in front of St. Peter, Boltraffio
came across Hans Platter. He took him down to the alleyway near
Sinibaldi, full of German inns full of foreign pilgrims, to the
little inn of the «Silver Shaving». Here the owner, a Czecho
Hussite nicknamed Gianni the Lame, gave hospitality and willingly
offered his best wine to people of his same religion sworn enemies
of the Pope, which day by day were more and more increasing within
the very walls of Rome and were preparing to the great rejuvenation
of the Church.

Crossed the first room, open to all patrons, the two companions
passed in a second, secret, which Gianni forbade the entrance to
the profane and where normally you could find a whole crowd of
ecclesiastics. At the head of the table, at the place of honour,
there was Tomaso Schweinitz. Had the huge back leaning against a
barrel, the round head abandoned on the fat belly, the round face
that ended in a great double chin stupidly motionless, and the eyes
dazed, which seemed unable to sustain the weight of the eyelids.
From time to time, he raised his glass to the height of the flame
of the candle, contemplating with enthusiasm, through the pure
crystal, the wine from Rhine, blond like pale gold.

Evidently, he had drunk more than he should. Beside him, a poor
wandering little monk, a certain Brother Martin, vented his anger
in melancholy reflections against the greed of the Roman Curia.

"Once, twice, patience! But too much is too much, I say, and
everything must have a limit! A hundred times better to fall into
the hands of robbers than into that of the prelates of Holy Mother
Church! It is a continuous looting! You have to give to the
penitentiary, the prothonotary, to groom of the bedchamber, to the
ostiary and even to the lackeys, to the cook and to the kitchen boy
of His Excellency the concubine of the Cardinal, God forgive me! «
The new Pharisees have sold Christ» as the song
says..."

Then Hans Platter came, he composed his face to seriousness, got
up the arm solemnly, and turning the gaze upon the presents, began
with a voice that was slow and rhythmic, in imitation of the
deacons when in the church read the sacred scriptures:

And the cardinal disciples approached the Pope and asked: «What
shall we do to save our souls?» And Alessandro said: «You ask, what
do you need? It is written in the law, and I repeat: love gold and
silver above all things, and the rich man as yourself». And the
Pope sat down on his precious throne, and said: «Blessed are those
who are glad, because they will see my face; blessed are those that
offer, for they will be called sons of mine; blessed are those who
come in the name of gold and silver, because they will be the curia
of the Pope! But if someone should come with empty hands, anathema!
It would be better for him not to be born, it would better if he
clung a boulder to his neck and fell into the depths of the seas!»
And the cardinal disciples, replied: «There it be!» And the Pope
said: «I will give you a clear example, so that you may strip all
people, just as I have stripped the living and the dead!»

There followed a general burst of laughter. Then, the master of
the pipe organ, Otto Marpurgh, an old man with white hair and an
ingenuous childish smile, that since then had been silent in his
corner, took from his pocket several sheets folded and began to
distribute them. It was a satire full of invective against
Alexander VI. Even if it has as just arrived from Germany, it was
going around Rome in many copies. The anonymous writer addressed in
the form of a letter to Paolo Savelli, a rich patrician who, in
order to escape from the persecution of the Pope, had to seek
refuge at the court of the Emperor Maximilian, and enumerates a
long line of filths, of abominable crimes and atrocities that
marred the home of the Roman Pontiff, starting with simony, right
down to the fratricide of Cesare and the incestuous love of
Alexander with his daughter Lucrezia. He concluded with an urgent
call to all the Christian princes and powers of Europe, urging them
to weed out from the earth that race of murderers, those «
unclean reptiles hidden beneath a human figure». He also
stated that it has begun on earth the kingdom of the Antichrist,
because the Church had never had enemies worse than Alexander VI
and his son Cesare.

As the German ended his reading, it sparked off a dispute on the
possibility that the Antichrist was embodied in the Pope. The
opinions were varied and disparate. Otto Marpurgh himself explained
how for a long time this doubt had not given him a moment of peace,
and how by now he was convinced that the Antichrist was not the
Pope Alexander, but his son, Cesare, who, according to the
universal belief, after the death of his father, had put on his
tiara.

Brother Martino, however, on the bases of a passage from the
Bible, claimed that the Antichrist, while having human form, was
not to a man, but an incorporeal vision, because, as St. Cyril of
Alexandria wrote, «
the son of the ruin that comes up from the darkness and men
will call the Antichrist, will be nothing but Satan, the great
serpent, the rebel angel».

At these words, Tomaso Schweinitz shook from his stupor,
shrugged his head and said: “You are wrong, brother
Martino...Instead, you should hear what St. John Chrysostom says of
the Antichrist: «
Who is he? Perhaps he will be Satan? Probably not, but a man
who has all his force, because he has two natures, the diabolical
and the human». Therefore, neither the Pope, nor Cesare may be
the Antichrist. He will be born of a virgin and...”

The audience did not let him finish, because they arose all
together, surrounding Schweinitz and bombarding him with questions
and objections. The monk imposed silence with a gesture, and
continued to argue of the coming of the Antichrist, citing passages
of St. Gerolamo, St. Cyprian, St. Irenaeus, and other fathers of
the Church.

"There are those who argue that, in the likeness of Christ, he
will be born in Galilee, others claim in the blasphemous Babylon,
others in Sodom or Gomorrah. He will have a terrible face as the
ugly face of the werewolf and yet to many it will seem like the
face of Christ. His power will provide unprecedented and
frightening evidence: he will talk to the sea and into the sea he
will rest the fury of the storm; He will speak to the sun and the
sun will grow dim; The mountains will walk and the snakes will
transmute into bread, to satiate those hungry. And he will heal the
sick, the blind, the dumb, the lame. It is unknown whether he will
have the virtue to raise the dead. It is true that in the third
book of the prophecies you read that he will rise the dead, but the
holy fathers doubt it, indeed they say that he has no power over
the spirits: 
Non Habet potestatem in spiritus. And people and nations
will flock from the four corners of the sky, from Gog and Magog, so
that all the earth will tingle of white tents, and the sea of
sails. Therefore, he will gather around him the nations, and he
will sit on the throne of the Lord God in Jerusalem, and he will
affirm proudly, «I am the One, the True, I am the Father and the
Son».

"Ah, damned dog," Brother Martino cried unable to control
himself, banging his fist on the table. "But who will believe him?
Brother Tomaso, I believe that even the kids will fall for his
deceptions".

Again, Schweinitz shook his head.

"They will believe him, Brother Martin. Many will believe him,
seduced by hypocritical holiness events of his life. He will kill
in himself in the matter, he will live chaste, without eating meat,
without staining the purity of his body in the love with the woman
and he will have mercy not only on human beings, but on everything
that has life, on the more tender sigh. And as the quails in the
forest attract other birds with deceptive voice, so will cry, «Come
unto me, all of you who suffer, and I will comfort your
sorrows».

“And then," Giovanni shyly asked, "who will be able to recognize
him and enlightens his perfidy?"

The German monk stared at the young man with a scrutinizing
glance, then, in a grave voice continued:

"It will be impossible for man, not for God. Even the saints,
who are also saints, will not then distinguish darkness from light.
On earth, sadness and confusion will reign among people, as never
before. And men will say to the mountains, «Fall on us, and hide us
from the wrath of the Lord!» And their hearts will beat of anguish,
waiting for the terrible evil that will come on the universe, when
the vaults of heaven will collapse. Then, the one who sits on the
high throne in the temple of the Lord will say: «The sheep did not
recognize the voice of the shepherd. What else do you ask, or evil
and unfaithful people? You asked for miracles, and here are some
miracles. Here is the Son of Man coming from the clouds to judge
the living and the dead!» Surrounded by his ministers, under the
semblance of angels, he will go up to heaven in the midst of the
roar of thunder and in the brightness of lightening, and he will
fly with vast wings of fire, prepared with infernal art..."

Pale as a corpse, with big wide eyes, feverish and full of
terror, Giovanni hung upon the lips of the monk. In front of his
imagination there was the figure of the Antichrist as it was
painted in fresco by Signorelli, and the avenger angel who threw
him into the abyss without end, with the robe fluttering in wide
folds. Another figure rose again, even with the wide robe blowing
in the wind behind him, like giant wings, the figure of his master,
Leonardo, standing at the edge of the abyss without end, on the
lonely peak of Mount Albano.

Suddenly, from the first room where Hans Platter, not very fond
of long theological disquisitions, had sought a better company,
came a burst of screams mixed with feminine silvery laughter, the
sound of overturned chairs, and a tinkle of breaking glass: the
wandering scholar, who had drunk a little more than usual,
cheerfully joked with the beautiful maid of the tavern. Then,
everything calmed down as if by magic, evidently Hans had reached
the girl, she sat on his lap, and he kissed her again and
again.

Suddenly, accompanied by a shrill trill of strings, echoed an
ancient song:
  

  
No food

  

  
No word; 

  

  
 I loved the tavern

  

  
I'll die on a cask

  

  
I like singing

  

  
and wine,

  

  
and the grace of Latin too;

  

  
And if I'm full of Falerno,

  

  
I'll do better than Horatius.

  

  
The joy of gods

  

  
whirls through my heart;

  

  
Dum, vinum potamus,

  

  
Lads, to Bacchus let us sing!

  

  
Te Deum laudamus

  
Tomaso Schweinitz listened. His face fat and round, rounded even
better in a beatific smile. He raised his glass in which sparkled
wine from Rhine and the tremulous thin voice repeated the last
words of the university boys chant:


  
To Bacchus let us sing!

    

  
Te Deum Laudamus




   



  


  
II.
  
Meanwhile, in Rome, Leonardo had resumed his anatomical studies
in the hospital of the Holy Spirit, and Giovanni helped him.

Once, he noticed that the disciple had become deeply sad and
since he wanted to amuse him, he asked to go together to the
Vatican. Just at that time, Spanish and Portuguese, after long
disputes over the ownership of the lands discovered by Christopher
Columbus, had remitted to the judgment of the Pope, and with his
blessing, he had to confirm that the boundary line between the old
and the new hemisphere, he had virtually drawn ten years before, at
the first sign of the new discoveries in America.

To this end, Alexander VI had summoned to court several erudite
to get advice. Among them there was Leonardo who invited
Giovanni.

At first Boltraffio refused, then he had the curiosity to see
that person whom people had discussed in his presence.

The next morning, therefore, master and disciple went to the
Vatican and crossed the great hall of the Popes, the same one in
which Pope Alexander decorated the son with the golden rose, they
entered into the innermost rooms, before the «hall of Christ and of
the Mother of God», intended for receptions, and then in the Pope's
study. Here vaults and arches were adorned with frescoes by
Pinturicchio. These represented scenes from the New Testament and
the lives of the Saints. Beside these, on those same arches, the
artist had figured the ancient pagan myth of Osiris, son of Jupiter
and god of the sun, which descended from Olympus and gave his hand
as bridegroom to the beautiful Isis, goddess of the Earth. Then,
the same Osiris, taught men to cultivate the fields, harvest the
fruits and sow the screws, but ungrateful men killed him. Thus, the
god resuscitated to new life and reappeared on earth as the white
bull Apis.

In those sacred and profane scenes, in which, under the image of
the bull Apis, there was the bull of the Borgias, there was
something strange but, the joy of life reconciled these two
manifestations of two equally sacred cults however different: the
cult of the children of Jehovah and that of the sons of
Jupiter.

All around, the hills resembling the hills of Umbria, young
cypress with slender trunks bent down their foliage because of the
wind, while the birds were flying in the serene air, joking the
spring jokes of love.

Next to St. Elizabeth, who greeted the Virgin with the biblical
words: «
Blessed be the fruit of thy womb», a very young page was
teaching a dog to stand upright on its hind legs. At the same
manner in the betrothal of Osiris with Isis, a cheerful and
dishevelled urchin naked rode a goose destined for sacrifice.
Everything was blowing thrills of joy. However, in all the
ornaments of the hall, in the festoons, in the angels bearing the
crosses, in fauns protruding thyrsus and fruit baskets hopping on
goat feet, the bull of the Borgias loomed over, the bloody Beast,
from which, as from sunlight, it seemed to spread the joy of
life.

«What is all this?» Giovanni asked himself, «the mocking
derision of a wicked man, or the naive joke of a child? But is
there not the same gentleness on St. Elisabeth's face, or on the
face of Isis who moans on the shredded body of the bridegroom? Is
there not the same ascetic fervour on the face of Pope Alexander
praying on his knees before Christ, rose from the grave, and in the
faces of the Egyptian priests who receive the body of the sun god
killed by the mob that rises as the bull Apis?»

In fact, this god, before whom people worshiped, and rose up
hymns of glory and burnt incense, it was none other than the bull
of the Borgia turned into the golden calf, it was none other than
the Pope himself, that servile poets had raised to divine honours
through their epigrams.


  
«Caesare magna fuit, nunc Roma est maxima: Sextus Regnat
Alexander, ille vir, iste Deus»

  

  
Under Caesar Rome was great, now that Alexander VI reigns, it
is very great; that was a man, this is a god.


And this absurd reconciliation between God and the Beast
appeared to Giovanni, more than any contradiction, ridiculous and
jarring.

While he was admiring the magnificent paintings which adorned
the walls, Giovanni listened to the speeches of prelates and
nobles, that while waiting for the Pope crowded the room.

“Where do you come from, Messire Bertrando?” the cardinal of
Arborea asked to the spokesman of the court of Ferrara.

“From the Cathedral, monsignor”.

“And His Holiness, perhaps is tired?”

“Far from it! He sang Mass so well, that it would not be
possible to wish for more. There was in his voice something so
holy, so solemn, so angelic, that seemed to be not in church, but
in heaven, between the choirs of angels and saints. When he raised
the chalice with the host, I assure you that the bystanders have
struggled to hold back the tears...”

“And why did Cardinal Miquiele die?” the French ambassador asked
shortly after.

“Food and drink harmful to his stomach” the datary Messire Juan
Lopez replied in a low voice. He was Spaniard by birth, as were the
majority of the dignitaries of which Alexander VI had filled his
court.

“It is said” Messire Bertrand added, “that the day following the
death of Cardinal Miquiele a Friday in fact, His Holiness has
refused to receive the Ambassador of Spain who had insistently
asked for an interview, citing as excuse the pain and the serious
attention that caused him the death of the cardinal”.

Bystanders looked at one another and were silent. Besides the
clear meaning, there was in those words another more hidden
meaning, but not less evident. And actually, if Pope Alexander had
not consented to receive the Ambassador of Spain, it was not
because of pain or because of the serious attention caused by the
death of the cardinal, but because he had spent all day counting
the money inherited by the dead.

As regards drinks or harmful foods, they were to be found in the
famous poison of the Borgias: a sweet white powder that acted
slowly but it was infallible, leading the victim to death in the
time set before, or a potion containing cantharides powder.

With that system, quick and safe, Alexander VI enriched rapidly.
He kept notes of the pensions of the cardinal and then, when it was
necessary, he sent the richest to another world, taking possession
his substances as the vicar of the Holy Church.

People said that, before he put them to death, the Pope had care
of enriching them very well. The German Giovanni Burchardt, master
of ceremonies at the papal court, often had to record some sudden
death of a cardinal in his daily reports on the sacred ceremonies,
something he performed with admirable and serene concision: 
liberat calicem. The victim had emptied the cup.

“Is it true,” the chamberlain Messire Pedro Carranca, Spanish
too, “that this night the Cardinal of Monreale has fallen ill?”

“Sure!” the Cardinal of Arborea exclaimed terrified, “and what
illness?”

“Nothing certain, from what they say: nausea, vomiting
cramps...”

“Oh my God! My God! He is already the fourth!” the poor cardinal
sighed, and counting on his fingers, made the list: “Orsini,
Ferrari, Miquiele and Monreale”.

“Perhaps it is this unhealthy air, perhaps even the water of the
Tiber, which exert such a deleterious action on the health of the
Excellence” Messire Bertrand maliciously insinuated.

“One after another, one after another!" Arborea continued to
mutter, pale. "Today, healthy and strong, tomorrow...”

All were silent. In the adjacent rooms there was a crowd of
nobles, bound, knights, guards, cubicles, chamberlains and other
dignitaries of the Apostolic Curia, under the guidance of Don
Rodriguez Borgia the Pope's nephew.

A reverent murmur passed like a flash.

“The Holy Father! The Holy Father!”

Immediately the crowd parted into two wings. A door flung open
and, in the large reception room, Alexander VI appeared. 

   



  


  
III.
  
Alexander VI was very handsome when he was young. It was said
about him that if he simply looked at women, these would fall in
love with him, as if his eyes possessed a hidden and fascinating
power, which had the virtue to attract them like a magnet attracts
iron. And even in old age, even if the features of his face were
somewhat distorted by the excessive fatness, he retained a certain
grace.

He had a brown complexion, bald head with a few remnants of grey
hair plastered to his head, his chin sloping, two small eyes filled
with an extraordinary vivacity, the big aquiline nose, the soft,
fleshy lips, bulging, in which shone sensuality, subtlety, and at
the same time something still childish.

Even if Giovanni inquired his face, he could not find traces of
cruelty and ferocity because, in his dealing, Alexander Borgia
possessed the highest exquisite courtesy of manners and, whatever
was his word and his gesture it always seemed appropriate and could
not be otherwise.

«
The Pope is already seventy» an ambassador wrote from Rome
to his government, «
but every day he seems to rejuvenate. For him, the most serious
troubles do not last more than twenty-four hours. He has a cheerful
character and whatever he undertakes, he knows how to turn it into
profit. He does not care about anything but the glory and the
prosperity of his children».

The Borgias stemmed from the Moors of Castile, branch of the
Arabs of Africa, who came to Spain about eight hundred years
before. And indeed, those who well observed the complexion of the
skin, the thick lips, and the flaming of the gaze, easily
recognized the traces of African blood boiling in Pope
Alexander.

«It's impossible,» Giovanni thought, «to imagine a background
better than these paintings, where there are the joys and the
triumphs of the ancient Egyptian ox».

Actually, in spite of his seventy years, for his vigour, the
Pope seemed to descend from the ancient bull emblem of his family,
a golden-bloody ox, god of the sun, of gaiety, fertility and
pleasure.

Entering the room, Alexander VI was talking to the master
Solomon from Sessa, courageous, Jewish engraver, the same man who
had engraved the triumph of Julius Caesar on Valentino’s sword. He
had won the special benevolence of the Pope for a Venus Callipygian
reproduced on an emerald large plate in imitation of the ancient
stones. The work raised the satisfaction of the Pope, so that he
decided to munt it at the centre of the cross with which, in the
solemn functions, he blessed his people in St. Peter. In this way,
kissing the crucifix, he kissed the image of the beautiful
goddess.

With all this, and in spite of his crimes, Pope Alexander was
not wicked. Not only he celebrated all ceremonies imposed by the
rites, but in his heart he was also a devotee. He was especially
devoted to the Virgin Mary, whom he considered a merciful mediatrix
before the Most High. When he entered the large room, he was
talking with the Jewish engraver of a lamp promised as a vow to the
Virgin of People, for the healing of his daughter Lucrezia.

Alexander VI sat and ordered to bring him from the treasury the
casket of pearls. Every time he opened the box, he remembered the
image of his daughter Lucrezia, his favourite, of delicate beauty,
like a pale pearl.

So, sitting at the window, the Pope admired the blaze of those
precious gems, that he loved with enthusiastic ardour. With the
long and slender fingers of the beautiful hand he counted the
pearls, stroking and arranging them in a harmonious order, while
protruding his thick and round lips with an expression of
voluptuous greed. However, most of all, he was attracted by a large
chrysolite, green and darker than emerald, with purple and gold
iridescences.

Eventually, he shook himself and turned his gaze on the crowd of
courtiers, and as he saw the spokesman of the court of Ferrara,
nodded him to approach.

“Be careful Bertrando, do not leave for Ferrara before I give
you a gift for madonna Lucrezia. You cannot go back to her with
empty hands”.

He used to call himself “uncle” of Lucrezia because in public
documents the daughter was «the niece of Alexander». The Vicar of
Christ, in fact, could not confess publicly to be father.

The Pope fumbled in the box, then took a superb Indian pearl, as
big as a walnut, oblong, coloured in soft pink and of inestimable
value, lifted up to his eyes, and observed it at the transparency
of light. And he tried to imagine it at the beautiful breast of
madonna Lucrezia.

A sudden painful doubt arose in his mind: to whom he should
offer it? The Duchess of Ferrara, or the Queen of Heaven? But he
said it would be too grave to break, for the sake of his daughter,
a solemn promise made to the Virgin Mary, therefore, he handed the
precious pearl to Jewish jeweller, ordering him to put it in plain
sight in the lamp, between chrysolite and carbuncle, a gift of
Sultan of Turkey.

"Bertrando" then he turned back to the ambassador of the Duke
Alfonso, "when you will see the Duchess, and tell her from Us to be
healthy, and pray fervently the Queen of Heaven. We, as well you
see, thanks to divine mercy and the favour of the Blessed Virgin
Mary, our gracious Mediatrix, we are in good health, and through
you we send our apostolic blessing. Later this evening, we will
send you a gift for her".

At that moment, the spokesman of Spain approached the casket,
exclaiming in wonder respectful: "In truth I have never seen such a
wealth of pearls!"

"Yes," the Pope confirmed with pride, "I can boast of owning a
wonderful collection.

More than twenty years that I have been picking them! I have a
daughter who loves pearls..."And, winking with his left eye,
laughed a subtle and strange laugh. "The mischievous knows that
they stand out against the grace of her face," he continued. Then,
after a short pause, he added solemnly: "And I want that, after my
death, Lucrezia accounts between her best jewels the best pearls I
found in Italy!"

Finally, dipping both hands in the casket, he picked up some
pearls and let them fall through his fingers, contemplating the
spectacle with arcane pleasure, while those pale and delicate
gushed with a slight hiss.

"All for her! All for our beloved daughter!" He repeated, once
again, his hoarse because of emotion.

Suddenly, in the depths of his eyes there was an ominous
lightning. Giovanni Boltraffio noticed him. Immediately, he
remembered what it was whispered about the incestuous passion of
the old Borgia for his daughter and felt his heart freezing with
fear.

 



IV. 
  
At that moment, a page announced that Cesare was waiting for His
Holiness in the adjoining room.

The cause that has induced the Pope to call his son was of
serious importance: through the French spokesman resident at the
papal court, Louis XII had shown his dissatisfaction to Alexander
VI for the designs of the Duke Valentino hostile to the Florentine
Republic that was under the high protection of the French king. The
French monarch accused the Pope of being an accomplice.

At the announcement of the coming of the son, Alexander looked
briefly at the French spokesman, approached him, whispered
something in his ear and took him by the hand, as if, by chance, he
brought with him to the door behind which Cesare was waiting. So,
going into the next room, he left, by chance as well, the door
ajar, so that his conversation could be heard by those who were at
the door, including the French spokesman.

In fact, almost immediately they heard the Pope shouting
furiously and insulting Cesare. He replied calmly and reverently,
but the Pope stamped his feet screaming like a banshee.

“Get out of my presence! May the devil smother you, son of a
dog, born of a wicked woman!”

“My God! My God! Do you hear him?” The French spokesman said to
messire Antonio Giustiniani, ambassador of the Most Serene Republic
of Venice, which was near there. “Now he slaps him!”

Giustiniani shrugged, knowing that if one of the two had to slap
the other, it would have been easier the son than the father. He
remembered, in fact, that after the assassination of the Duke of
Candia, the brother of the Duke Valentino, Alexander trembled in
front of the son, although later he loved him with greater
affection, an affection in which paternal pride mingled to a
certain superstitious fear.

He also remembered that Cesare had stabbed the young chamberlain
Perotto on the chest of his father, while he was trying in vain to
save himself by hiding in the folds of the papal mantle. The
murderous wrath of the Duke Valentino had been such that the Pope
had had his face plenty sprayed of blood. Therefore, it seemed
obvious that all that yelling, all those insults were nothing more
than a well-designed play, which aimed to mislead the French
spokesman proving that even if the Duke plotted secretly against
Florence, Alexander had nothing to do with this.

Once again, he ascertained the truth of what he had already said
on another occasion: “The one serves as the prop to the other, the
father never does what he says, the son never says what he
does”.

The Pope, meanwhile, threatened the excommunication of the Holy
Mother Church, mopping the sweat dripping profusely from the face
purple with rage, he returned in the great hall, in a trembling
appearance of scorn. But in the depths of his eyes there was the
satisfaction of a shrewd and subtle deception.

Then, he went to the French ambassador and drew him towards the
door that put towards the courtyard of the Belvedere.

"Your Holiness," the Frenchman politely began, "Excuse me, but I
would not want to be the cause of anger..."

"What…have you heard? Alexander asked simulating wonder. And
without giving the other the time to think, with a gesture of
paternal tenderness, he gripped his chin between thumb and
forefinger, a special sign of benevolence, and with an irresistible
momentum, he began to speak about his devotion to the King and the
innocence of the Duke's intentions.

The ambassador listened stunned to that eagerness of sincerity
and protests, and though he had some irrefutable evidence to the
contrary, he felt disposed to deny faith in his own eyes, rather
than in the expression of the face, in the eyes in and the voice of
the Pope, because certainly the old Borgia was used to lie. In
fact, he always lied with great naturalness and under the
inspiration of the moment. He never prepared the lie, but he found
it ready on his lips, spontaneous, innocent, as happens to women in
amorous intrigues. With a strict and continuous exercise, he had
developed this attitude, bringing it to the highest level, reaching
such a perfection in the art of deceiving men, that even if
everyone knew, to quote Machiavelli that «
there was no man who had greater effectiveness in asserting,
and with greater oaths affirmed a thing, and that less accomplished
it», everyone believed him. And this was his secret. He
himself believed in his own lies, as an artist to the creations of
his genius.

 



V.
  
An end of the conversation with the French spokesman, Alexander
VI turned to Monsignor Francesco Remolino from Ilerda, first
secretary of the Roman Curia, Cardinal of Perugia, who five years
before took part to the trial and punishment of Friar Girolamo
Savonarola. Monsignor was waiting for the signature of the bull
which established ecclesiastical censorship on books, a bull
conceived and composed by the Pope himself.

«
Recognizing» it said amongst other things, «
the practical utility of the invention of printing, which is
intended to make eternal the truth and to facilitate the
dissemination of knowledge, but on the other hand wanting to guard
the Holy See against the damage that could affect it by the spread
of impious or immoral works, we prohibit the printing of any work
without having first obtained the approval from the competent
ecclesiastical authority, that is, by the bishop of the diocese or
his vicar».

The Pope carefully listened to the reading of the bull, then
looked at the cardinal and asked the usual question: "
Quid videur? What do you think?"

"Wouldn’t it be better that, as well as against printed works,
we took severe measures even against the manuscripts, for example
the anonymous epistle to Paolo Savelli?" The cardinal asked.

"I know, I know," the Pope interrupted him, " Ilerda has just
shown me that".

"Since Your Holiness has been already informed..."

Alessandro stared at the face of the cardinal who blushed
confused.

"Perhaps you are wondering why we have not yet started an
investigation to find the culprit. But why, my son, should I
persecute those who accuse me, when their words contain nothing but
the truth?"

"Oh, Holy Father!" Arborea was amazed.

"Yes," Alexander continued in serious and solemn tone. "My
accuser is right! Actually I am a thief, a vicious, a wicked
murderer! I tremble before the judgment of men and I do not know
where to hide my face. And what will be my future, my God, to the
terrible judgment of the Eternal, when even a saint will clear
himself with difficulties? But Christ lives, and my soul lives! He
was scourged, crowned with thorns, crucified, died on the cross for
my sins, and just a single drop of his blood, will make my soul
whiter than white snow. Which one of you, sinner brothers, had so
much grace from God's mercy, to accuse the author of a fault? The
Saints can justify themselves through the defence, we only through
humility and repentance. But there is no repentance without sin,
and there is no salvation without repentance. Therefore, through
sin I obtain repentance, and the more is the sin and the greatest
is repentance.

“Then I will cry my sins like the publican and the lost woman.
Oh Lord, Lord, as the good thief on the cross, I invoke Thou, I
entreat Thy name. May men accuse me, and reject me from themselves,
perhaps like me sinners, but also the angels, and the Thrones, and
powers of the heavens. I will not cease a moment to implore the
Blessed Virgin Mary, my heavenly mediatrix, because I know she can
hear me!”

And, bursting into a violent burst of sobs, that made his stout
body startle, he outstretched his hands towards the image of the
Virgin that stood out in the fresco by Pinturicchio, on the wall
above the door. It was said, that in that image the artist had
portrayed the beautiful Giulia Farnese, the Pope's mistress, to
order of Alexander himself.

Amid the crowd, Giovanni Boltraffio listened and observed
wondered. Was that a comedy, or a sincere expression of faith? Or
maybe it was the one and the other together?

“And let me tell you something, my brothers," the Pope
continued, "not for my defence, but for the greater glorification
of the most merciful God. The anonymous author of the epistle to
Paolo Savelli also accuses me of heresy...but here his words are a
slander. You know me brothers...Or rather not, do not say anything,
because I know that in front of me you will not be able to confess
the truth...But you, Ilerda you love me and you read in my heart.
You, who do not bend in vain flattery, tell me, Francesco, as if
you were before God: Am I guilty of heresy?”

“And shall I never judge you, Holy Father?” he replied, “If your
enemies read the work of the Supreme Pontiff Alexander VI: 
The shield of the Roman Church, they will convince
themselves that you do not pronounce heresies”.

“Do you hear him? Do you hear him?” the Pope claimed triumphant.
“If he justifies me, it is a sign that I am innocent at the eyes of
God. I accept the responsibility for all the sins, but not of
impiety and heresy, because neither a doubt nor a thought against
the divine majesty have contaminated my soul. Our faith is pure and
immaculate! Therefore, may this bull that we promulgate be the new
adamantine shield of the Roman Church!”

And taking the pen from the hand of the secretary, with the
stunted writing as a child, but in large letters he wrote: «
Fiat. Alexander Sextus Episcopus Servus servorum Dei».

Then, two Cistercian monks applied a small ball of lead to the
two silk cords inside the holes in the parchment of the bull, and
squeezing it between the two branches of a kind of pincer,
imprinted there the seal with the name of the Pope and the
cross.

"And now, my God, forgive Thy faithful servant" Ilerda prayed,
raising to heaven his eyes, sunken and blinking of ascetic zeal. He
was deeply convinced that, in front of the throne, the bull which
established ecclesiastical censorship on books, advantageously
counterbalanced the horrible crimes of which Pope Borgia was
guilty.

 



VI.
  
At that moment, a page approached Alexander and whispered
something in his ear. The Pope, with the air of one who is
surprised by serious issues, slipped out through a secret door
masked by tapestries and passed through a narrow corridor similar
to a vault, where a lamp hanging from the ceiling spread around a
faint light, then he entered into another room, where the cook of
the poisoned Cardinal of Monreale was waiting for him.

“Ah, no, no! It is useless for you to tell me this,” the Pope
replied with gruff tenderness. “You do not know what kind of man he
is. Every day I am in trepidation for him, because I always expect
some new imprudence. He will ruin us!”

The eyes of the old Pontiff sparkled of paternal pride.

“Who is Cesare like, I ask” continued. “Who is he like? You
already know me, I am simple and sincere. What I have in my heart,
I have on the lips. However, Cesare is always silent and he always
has some secret to hide. Believe me, there are times when I scold
him and I insult him, and yet at the same time I'm afraid. Do you
understand, my lords? I'm afraid of my son. It is subdued, almost
too subdued...then suddenly gives me a look that penetrates me like
a sharp knife in my heart”.

Then, the guests, began to take the Duke's side.

“Yes, yes, I know you, I know you" the Pope repeated. "You feel
affection for him and do not allow me to say bad things!”

There was an awkward silence. Everyone wondered: «But what other
praise does this man need?».

“You say all the best about Cesare” Alexander continued after a
short pause. “However, I frankly declare that none of you has never
seen what Cesare is, not even in a dream. Hear me, then, my
children, and I will reveal the mystery of my heart. It is not
myself that I intend to glorify in my son, but the Divine
Providence that so dispose of him. There were two cities of Rome:
the first, that of ancient times, that gathered all the nations of
the earth under the power of the sword. But it was written that «
who lives by the sword, shall die by the sword»,
therefore, Rome fell into disrepair. Thus, the only guide of people
disappeared from the face of the world and people, deprived of
their guidance, scattered like a flock of sheep without a
shepherd.

“However, the world could not exist without Rome. The new Rome
reunited people under the power of the spirit. But people stood
away from it, because it was told: «
You will guide the nations with an iron sceptre, because the
sceptre of intelligence alone does not have virtues for men». 
Now, I, the first among the Roman Pontiffs, gave to the Church this
sceptre, this iron sceptre, which has to gather all people in one
flock: Cesare is my sword! In this way we will combine the two
cities of Rome, the two swords. Cesare embodies with the Pope, the
Pontiff with Caesar, the kingdom of the spirit is based on the
reign of the sword, in the last eternal Rome”.

The old man paused and looked up at the ceiling, where, in the
midst of a halo of bright rays the Bloody beast shone like the
sun.

“Amen, amen! There it be forever” patricians and cardinals
answered.

In the hall, the atmosphere was starting to become stifling.
Alessandro felt dizzy not because of the fumes of wine, but because
of too heady dreams of glory. They all went out on the lodges, to
breathe pure air.

Surrounded by the cardinals and by the high dignitaries of the
Roman Church, the Pope was engrossed in a silent contemplation.
Then, little by little, his face darkened. He was thinking about
his daughter Lucrezia, and the image was so clear that she seemed
alive, blonde, with big blue eyes, thick lips resembling those of
her father, fresh and delicate like a pearl, infinitely submissive
in evil, perhaps unaware of evil, cold and pure even in the last
agonies of sin.

He also remembered the image of his son-in-love, the Duke
Alfonso d'Este. A blaze of hatred and wrath came upon him. Why had
he consented to their marriage? He suddenly took a deep breath,
bowed his head and, sad, as if only then he felt on his shoulders
the weight of his seventy years, he returned to the great hall.

 



VII.
  
In the hall, meanwhile, compasses, balls, maps and sextants had
been disposed for the formal determination of the prime meridian,
which had to pass at three hundred seventy Portuguese leagues west
of the Azores and the Cape Verde Islands. This was the longitude
which it was agreed to choose, because there, according to the
assertions of Christopher Columbus there was «the navel of the
earth», the bulge of the earth's crust resembling a female breast
nipple, the big mountain that stood under the vault of the heaven
until the top touched the lunar spheres, and of whose existence the
bold Genoese navigator was convinced in his first trip, studying
the tilt of the magnetic needle on the compass.

The distance between the place in which it had to pass the
imaginary line and the extreme western tip of Portugal, on the one
hand, and the coasts of Brazil, on the other, it was divided into
equal sections. Then the Roman Pontiff said a solemn prayer, held
up the cross, that same cross with the emerald in the centre with
the image of Venus Callipygian, blessed the terrestrial sphere,
dipped a small brush into a vial of crimson ink, and marked on the
surface of the Atlantic from pole to pole, a long deep read line
sign of peace. All the islands and all the lands discovered in the
east of the line would be entitled to Spain, those in the west to
Portugal.

Thus, with a single gesture of his right hand, he crossed the
globe into two hemispheres, the same way you cut an apple, and he
had divided it among Christian people.

At that moment, Giovanni Boltraffio believed that Alexander VI,
majestic and splendid in the full consciousness of his power,
embodied the Pope-Cesare undisputed lord of the universe, which he
himself had prophesied, that Pope-Cesare intended to unite in his
person the heavenly and the earthly might, the kingdom of this
world and of hereafter.

The evening of that same day, in his rooms in the Vatican,
Cesare Borgia offered to His Holiness and to the Sacred College of
Cardinals a magnificent party with fifty beautiful "honest"
courtesans of the most famous, precisely called 
meretrices honestae nuncupatae.

This solemnized in the Vatican a memorable day for the Roman
Church because of two unforgettable events: the division of the
globe into two hemispheres, and the imposition of the
ecclesiastical censure on the books.

As ducal engineer, Leonardo had to take part to the dinner and
to the party that followed later. Calls for similar orgies were
considered special sign of papal benevolence, therefore it would be
impossible to answer with a refusal. And when, at night, the master
came back home, as usual, he wrote his impressions in his diary
with the words, «
Seneca says the truth: in every man are joined together the
beast and God».

And later, in the margin of an anatomical drawing: «
It seems to me that men of coarse and clumsy habits and of
small knowledge do not deserve such fine instruments nor so great a
variety of natural mechanism as men of speculation and of great
knowledge; but merely a sack in which their food may be stowed and
whence it may issue, since they cannot be judged to be anything
else than vehicles for food; for it seems to me they have nothing
about them of the human species but the voice and the figure, and
for all the rest are much below beasts».

The next morning, Giovanni went to the master, and found him
working at one of his paintings, 
St. Jerome in the desert. In a dark cave like the fearful
den of a beast, the holy hermit, prostrate on the ground, and with
eyes fixed on the crucifix, struck his chest with a stone, but with
such a penitent force that the lion that stood crouched at his
feet, stared at him with the jaws half-open, sending a long roar of
pain, as if the beast felt pity for the man.

Mentally, Boltraffio saw another painting of Leonardo: the white
Leda embraced by the white swan, the voluptuous goddess who
wriggled in the flames of the fire lit by Savonarola. And once
again he was overcome with the doubt that had tortured him in other
times: «Which one of these ways so different is the dearest to his
heart? Or perhaps is it the one and the other?»

 



VIII.
  
When summer came, an epidemic fever, commonly called «malaria»,
spread in Rome and produced a high rate of mortality among
citizens. Towards the end of July and the beginning of August
barely a day went by without the death of one of the courtiers of
the Pope. The Pope himself, during the last two weeks of July,
seemed sad, restless and brooding. However, he was not consumed by
the fear of death, but it was the remoteness of his daughter
Lucrezia, whom he desired with greed.

Alexander was subject to similar feelings, blind, deaf feelings,
which bordered on the edge of insanity. He saw them coming with
terror, because it seemed that without satisfying immediately his
desires, these should suffocate him.

He wrote to his daughter and begged her to come a few days at
the court, just a few days, hoping then to held her by force. But
from Ferrara she answered and continued to tell him that her
husband did not consent to her departure. Oh, that husband! The old
Borgia would have not drawn back even before the murder to get rid
of that hateful son-in-law, as he had taken out all the others. But
the Duke Alfonso d'Este had the best artillery of Italy and joking
with him could lead to dangerous consequences.

The 5
th of August, Pope Alexander went to the villa of the
Cardinal Adriano of Corneto. At dinner, even if the doctors did not
recommend it, he ate his favourite foods, seasoned with plenty of
drugs, and drank the heavy Sicilian wine. Then, in the evening,
from a high terrace, he enjoyed the insidious coolness of the Roman
night.

The morning after, he was struck by an inexplicable uneasiness.
Later, people told that looking out of an open window, he saw from
there the funeral of his favourite camerlengo, and at a short
distance even those of messire Guglielmo Raimondi, the one and the
other men rather corpulent. So full of foreboding sadness, he
exclaimed, "this is a bad season for us fatty!"

He has just said these words, that a dove came flying through
the window, banged against the wall, then, stunned by the blow,
fell at his feet.

"Another bad omen! Another bad omen!” he murmured, turning pale,
and went to his chambers, he set down to bed without
hesitation.

During the night he suffered from nausea and violent vomiting
cramps. The doctors who rushed promptly around him were unable to
establish the kind of disease. There were those who spoke of
tertian fever, some of problems because of the bile or because of
an apoplexy. There were rumours of an attempted poisoning.

Alexander, meanwhile, was getting worse. The 16
th of August, the doctors tried the last effort, that
is, they made him swallow some precious gems reduced in very minute
dust. But this strange medicine, to everyone amazement, made the
patient got worse.

In the rare moments when the delirium gave him respite, he
anxiously touched his chest. For many years Alexander VI was used
to keep around his neck a relic, a spherical golden reliquary
containing some droplets of blood and some particles of the flesh
of Jesus Christ: the astrologers had predicted that until he
brought with him the precious amulet he would not have died. But
one night, he woke up suddenly, began to search and did not find
the relic. He did not know if he had lost it, or whether any of his
relatives, longing for his death, had stolen it.

The Pope closed his eyes with hopeless resignation, bowed his
head, and sighed. "It's over now... it's over! I must die!"

In the morning of August 17, feeling his limbs pervaded by a
harbinger weakness of death, he ordered everyone to walk away from
his bed. Left alone with the Bishop of Venosa, his favourite
doctor, he tried to remind him of the strange and cruel means used
with his predecessor Innocent VIII by a Jewish doctor, who had
transfused into the veins of the dying Pope the warm blood of three
children just killed.

"Your Holiness," the bishop said, "You are aware of what had
happened to the horrendous event..."

"It's true! I know it," the Pope replied with a whisper, "but
perhaps the Jewish was wrong in using kids of seven or eight
years...They had to be more tender, even infants..."

The bishop did not dare to answer. At that moment, the eyes of
the sick grew dim, and he became delirious.

"Softer...softer...candid...Their blood is pure and red... I
love children!... Let them come here! 
Sinite parvulos ad me venire! Let the children come to
me!"

Those sentences on the lips of the Vicar of Christ who was dying
had something so monstrous that the impassive bishop, even if
accustomed to the horrors of the papal court, quivered with
indignation.

Meanwhile Alexander, with the desperate gesture of one who is
about to drown, floundered in the void, rummaging, touching his
chest, and looking for the precious golden reliquary that contained
the blood and flesh of Jesus Christ. During the disease he did not
seem to remember his family. Even when he was told that Cesare was
dying too, he had no emotions. And when someone offered to tell his
son or his daughter his last wishes, he twisted his head and said
nothing. As if he was at the threshold of eternity, and no longer
existed for him in his life those whom he had loved with boundless
love.

Friday, August 18, in the morning, the Pope solemnly confessed
his sins to Bishop of Carinola, and from his hands he received the
Holy Viaticum. Then, in the evening, the family gathered around his
bed and began to murmur in chorus the prayers for the dying.
Hearing these voices, the dying roused himself and tried with a
supreme effort to express in words or gestures his last desire. The
cardinal Ilerda, who noticed it, bent on him.

"Soon...soon...the hymn to Holy Virgin! The 
Stabat Mater..." he whispered.

According to the rites of the Church, it was not a usual prayer
for those dying, however Ilerda hastened to satisfy the last desire
of his friend.
  
  


  

  
Stabat Mater dolorosa,

  

  
Juxta crucem lacrimosa,

  

  
Dum pendebat Filius.

  

  
Cuius animam gementem

  

  
Contristatam et dolentem

  

  
Pertransivit gladius.

  

  
Virgo Virginum praeclara

  

  
Mihi jam non sis amara

  

  
Fac me tecum plangere.

  

  
Fac me Cruce custodiri

  

  
Morte Christi praemuniri

  

  
Confoveri gratia.

  

  
Quando corpus morietur

  

  
Fac ut animae donetur,

  

  
Paradisi gloria,




 


  
After having said the prayer, in the eyes of the Pope flashed an
ineffable light of relief. It was as if he had really seen his
Patroness. With a last effort outstretched his hands, he trembled,
rose up, and he repeated with a half-extinguished voice:

"Do not repulse me, oh Virgin..." and fell back on the pillows,
breathing his last.

 



IX.
  
While Alexander VI was dying, Cesare Borgia struggled between
life and death. With him, the doctor, Monsignor Gaspare Torella,
used an energetic healing method: that is, he had ordered to
immerse the sick parched with fever in the viscera still pulsing
and dripping blood of a mule just gutted and then quickly dip him
in a bath of iced water. Perhaps not because of the therapy, but
thanks to the extraordinary vigour of his young body, Cesare
survived over the disease.

In those terrible days, not even for a moment he has lost his
self-control. He kept up the events, listened to the reports of his
secretaries, dictated letters, gave orders and when they told him
about the death of the Pope, through a secret passage, he went from
the Vatican to Castel Sant'Angelo.

However, there were rumours about the death of Alexander VI.
Marin Sanuto, secretary of the Most Serene Republic of Venice,
gathered the reports of the Venetian spokesman and reported them in
his 
Diaries: when he was about to die, the pope has been
harassed by a monkey, that mocked and teased him in various ways
and when one of cardinals made tried to send it away, the Pope has
cried terrified: "No, no! Leave it! Leave it! It is the devil!
Leave it! It is the devil!"

Others reported that, during the last day of his life, the
Pontiff went on repeating: "I'm coming! I'm coming! Wait! Give me
just one moment more!" And explained these words, saying that when
the cardinals were in conclave electing the successor of Innocent
VIII, Rodrigo Borgia, the same who was about to become Pope with
the name of Alexander VI, had made a pact with Satan, giving him
his soul in exchange for twelve years of reign.

It was also said that a minute before his death, seven demons
had appeared around his bedside, and that just died, his body began
to decompose, to bubble, to foam from his mouth, like a pot boiling
on the fire. According to some alleged witnesses, he swelled
monstrously, until losing all human forms, and became black as coal
or as the blackest cloth.

The ceremonial required that, before burying the Supreme
Pontiff, a solemn funeral should be celebrated in the Cathedral of
Rome, and had to last nine days. But that rotten and deformed
corpse was horrible to see, and exhaled such a stench and inspired
such terror, that everyone refused to celebrate his funeral.
Therefore, he remained abandoned, with no lamps or funeral torches,
no balms or incense, no one pitiful Christian person that kept
vigil or praying gave comfort to his soul. It was hard even to find
who would take care of preparing his coffin. Finally, they find six
rascals ready to do anything for a glass of wine.

However, even if they had prepared a coffin that was very wide,
it was not sufficient for the body. Then, they took off his tiara,
wrapped an old threadbare carpet around him instead of the rich
shroud, and by dint of shoves, they settled him down the best they
could in the coffin too short and too narrow. Some people claimed
that they had tied a rope around his ankle, without even placing
him in the coffin, he had dragged him into the pit that way, as the
corpses of lepers.

But even after buried, the poor body of the Pope could not rest
in peace. Indeed, the superstitious fear of the mob increased day
after day. It seemed that in the heavy atmosphere of Rome, a new
mysterious miasma added to the pestilential breath of malaria, even
more sickening, looming like an ominous presage on people.

Sometimes, in the Church of St. Peter, you could see a big black
mutt which ran with extraordinary rapidity, drawing regular circles
and barking horribly. At the twilight, the citizens did not dare to
leave the house, and, here and there, in the crowd, people had the
certainty that Pope Alexander had not died of natural death, and
one day he would have risen again sitting on the throne, and that
it would be the beginning of the kingdom of the Antichrist.

In Sinibaldi alley, in the tavern of Gianni the lame, the
Hussite Czecho, Giovanni Boltraffio collected these and other
similar rumours.

 



X.
  
Leonardo meanwhile, far from any worldly rumour and unconcerned
with the alternation of political events, was carrying out a
painting begun a few years earlier in Florence commissioned by the
monks of Santa Maria Annunziata, and which, with his usual
slowness, had continued from time to time, even while he was at the
service of the Duke Valentino.

The painting represented St. Anne with her daughter Maria. The
Virgin was sitting in the middle of a secluded pasture, crowned by
the light-blue peaks of the distant mountains and by the quiet
greenish surface of the lakes. With the right she lovingly held up
Baby Jesus who had his delicate little hand on a sheep, and bent
its head toward the ground. The face of the old matron resembled
that of the Sybil blooming of eternal youth.

In the smile of her eyes and of her thin lips, slightly curved
at the corners, an indefinable smile, full of charm and mystery,
there was something that reminded Giovanni of the smile of Leonardo
himself. Next to Anna, the face childishly serene of Mary inspired
the humble sweetness of the dove. Maria represented the perfect
love, Anna the perfect knowledge. The one knew because she loved,
the other loved because she knew. And contemplating the sublime
painting, the disciple seemed to understand only then the master's
words: «Great love springs from great knowledge!».

At the same time Leonardo was dedicating to mechanical studies,
while drawing gigantic winches, pumps to lift water to dizzying
heights, spinnerets, saws designed to break rocks, various machines
to forge iron rods, to cut cloths, wring ropes, or cooking
utensils. Giovanni was surprised that the master could carry on
simultaneously two activities so different: the creation of a work
of art and studies based on positive science. Yet, in this there
was nothing antithetical and random.

«
I say» once Leonardo wrote in his diary, «
strength is a spiritual and invisible virtue, spiritual,
because its short life is incorporeal, invisible because the body
in which it is placed, does not change its shape or its
weight».

With equal joy, he admired the strength going through the
elegant parts of its machines through pulleys, levers, springs,
straps, arches, iron rods, huge cylinders of a boundless power, and
very small mesh. It went through at the same manner and at the same
extent of love, immeasurable strength of the spirit that has the
virtue of moving the entire universe, it ran and went from heaven
to earth, from the mother to the daughter, from the daughter to the
nephew, from the nephew to the lamb, to return again, after having
covered the eternal circle, and mingle with its First
Principle.

The star of the duke Valentino, meanwhile, was rapidly setting,
and his fate decided the fate of Leonardo. The chosen of the
heaven, as Machiavelli had proclaimed him in a moment of
enthusiasm, felt that fortune had turned its back on him. His
enemies, sure of the death of the Pope and of the terrible disease
that forced the Duke himself to inaction, lifted up their head, and
one by one, plucked off the land. Already the Vitelli family
marched against Città di Castello, Giampaolo Baglioni was pressing
near Perugia, Urbino had risen in arms, Piombino and Camerino had
recovered their independence. Prospero Colonna was approaching
threatening at the gates of Rome, and the conclave gathered for the
election of the new Pontiff had imposed, as a necessary condition
to fulfil its work, the departure of the Borgia from the city.
Everything was against him, the building built up though violence,
was crumbly miserably.

Indeed, the same people who a short time before, filled with
terror, trembled of his power, now mocked at him, celebrating his
fall and gave the final blow to the young dying lion. He became the
protagonist of the satirical epigrams of the poets.


  
Cesare or nothing! Or maybe that and this? ...

  

  
Cesare you were, you'll soon be nothing.

  
  


  
Once Leonardo was having a conversation at the Vatican with
messire Antonio Giustiniani, spokesman of The Most Serene Republic
of Venice, the same man who, in the days of prosperity of the Duke
Valentino, had predicted that he would have dissolved into nothing
like flash in the pan. Then he reminded the theories of Niccolò
Machiavelli.

“Did he ever talk of his treatise on the science of heading
monarchies?” He asked the artist.

“Oh, yes, and many times! But, of course, in those moments
messire Niccolò was not sincere, or at least he was joking! He will
never have the courage to print this book. Maybe it is a subject to
deal with? Giving advice to a prince, strip at the eyes of people
the mysteries of power, prove that the basis of the State is masked
violence under the appearances of justice ... But this is to teach
hens about the tricks of foxes, or give the sheep the teeth of the
wolf. May God preserve us from using such policy!”

“You therefore” Leonardo insisted, “opine that messire Niccolò
is wrong, and that sooner or later he will change his mind?”

“Not at all, in fact, in this field, we completely agree.
Precisely as he teaches you have to act, without talking. Moreover,
even if he publishes his treatise, no one else but him will suffer
from it. God is merciful and the sheep and the hens will step
forward as these have done so far to give credence to their
rightful principles, foxes and wolves, which, to take revenge on
him, will accuse him of being the author of an infernal policy,
crafty as a fox, ferocious like a wolf. And everything will remain
the same as before...at least for our century...and I think this is
enough for us”.

 



XI.
  
In 1503 during fall, Piero Soderini, perpetual gonfalonier of
Florence, offered Leonardo to be in the pay of the Republic. He
intended to employ him as an engineer in the war against Pisa,
entrusting him the construction of machines for the siege of the
city.

Those were the last days that the artist spent in Rome. One
evening, at the end of September, he was slowly walking on the
Palatine hill. Where once there was the majestic Palace of the
Caesars, where Augustus, Caligula and Septimius Severus reigned,
and now the wind howled among the ruins. In the thick of the grey
olive groves you could hear the bleating of sheep, the soft singing
of the shepherds and the whistle of the cricket. All around it was
a gleaming of marble pieces: those very white relics reminded the
statues of the ancient gods of Hellas and Rome, bathed in a
mysterious charm, that slept peacefully underground, like the dead
who were waiting for a new life.

The night was calm and serene. The arches of bricks and the
walls on which the rays of the setting sun were dying away, stood
out dark red in the background of the pale blue sky. According to
Leonardo, more than purple and gold that in the past adorned the
sumptuous couches of the Roman Caesars, the purple and gold of
autumn leaves were worthy of the imperial splendour.

While he was walking on the northern coast of the Palatine, not
far from the Capranica gardens, the artist saw on the grassy ground
a white marble piece. He kneeled down and moved away with the hand
the grass stems, and long admired the fine engraving. Suddenly,
from the narrow path winding in the bushes, a man came out. The
painter started, looked at him, jumped up, and looked at him a
second time, then burst into an exclamation of astonishment.

"Oh, messire Niccolò, is that you?" And without waiting for an
answer folded him in his arms, kissing him again and again, like a
friend he has not seen for many years.

The secretary of the Florentine republic was wearing some
clothes even more worn and more tattered than those he wore in
Romagna. Evidently, now as then, the Magnificent Ten of freedom and
peace have not paid him. Machiavelli was thin, his carefully shaved
cheeks were falling on the thin neck. His flat nose was quite sharp
and the eyes, small and restless, glittered with a feverish
heat.

Leonardo asked him why he was in Rome, and if he had to stay
long. Then, since while talking he said the name of the Duke
Valentino, his friend shrugged, turned to one side, as to avoid to
lock eyes with his interlocutor and chilly, with simulated
disregard, he said: "The fate made me in my life witness of such
strange events that now nothing surprises me…”.

Then, in the tone of one who wants to change the subject, he
asked Leonardo what he would do now that the Borgia set and when
the other said that now he was at the service of the of 
Signoria of Florence, Machiavelli made a vague gesture
with his hand.

"Do not get to like it, I know that!" he cried. "Only God can
judge whether it is preferable the ferocity of a hero like Caesar,
or the petty virtues of ant of your republic! And maybe the one is
like the other! Believe me, my friend! I know something about the
delights of popular government!" And a bitter smile touched his
lips.

Leonardo then repeated him the words of Giustiniani, that is he
wanted to teach hens the tricks of the fox and give the sheep the
teeth of the wolf.

"Quite right!" Messire Niccolò kindly laughed. "The geese mess
with me!

I have been predicting it since now: people would like to burn
me alive only because, as the first among all, I had the boldness
to expose in words what others translate into actions. Tyrants will
accuse me of being an instigator, and people will consider me as
the advisor of tyrants. The bigots will call me impious, the honest
wicked, and more than anyone else wicked men will hate me, because
they believe that I will win them in perfidy".

He paused, then he added, in a tone of heartfelt sadness: "Do
you remember, Leonardo, our long talks in Romagna? I often think
about those and sometimes, you know, it seems to me that our
destiny is the same. The discovery of new truth was and will always
be dangerous for the discoverer, such as the discovery of new
lands.

Far from oppressed and from tyrants, and from humble and
powerful, we both will always be poor useless beings, condemned to
live in complete exile. Woe to him who is not like the others! He
is alone against all, because the world is created for the common
people, and besides common people there is no one else. Yes, my
friend, this is serious, because it is boring and the worst
misfortune of this life is not disease, misery or pain but
boredom..."

So, silent and thoughtful, they went down along the western
slope of the Palatine, and through the dirty and narrow way of the
Consolata, they reached the Capitol, not far from the ruins of the
temple of Saturn, where at the time of the glorious 
Urbe there was the Roman Forum.

 



XII. 
  
The old Sacred Way stretched from the arch of Septimius Severus
to the Flavian Amphitheatre, lined with old filthy and crumbling
slums. It was said that the majority of these was built on the
precious remains of the masterpieces of ancient sculpture and on
the limbs of the Olympian gods. And in fact, for centuries, the
Roman Forum was a very rich marble quarry. And while on the ruins
of the pagan temples modestly stood the first churches of the
nascent religion of Christ, the dust, the litter and the garbage of
all Rome, accumulating and stratifying, have raised the ground
level more than ten fathoms. However, here and there, still
appeared some Roman column, topped with pieces of lintel, the last
vestiges of an art disappeared.

Machiavelli showed his companion the area on which the Curia
stood and the place where people used to assemble. Now it has
become a cattle market, replacing its old glorious name to «Vaccine
Area». Indeed, at that moment, a pair of white oxen with long horns
and two buffaloes were lying on the ground, three or four pigs were
rooting in muddy puddles and some little pigs were grunting
angrily.

The ruins of the columns and the marble slabs with pompous
inscriptions half-destroyed by time, all muddy with mire and
studded with big stains of soil and cattle dung, emerged from a
putrid pond blackish and sticky. Leaning against the Arch of Titus,
there was the ancient Tower of Frangipani, true den of thieves,
since those dreaded barons had long terrified people. There, right
in front of the arch, there was a tavern used by the cattle traders
who went to the market with their herds from the surrounding
countryside.

Through the open windows you could hear a confused clamour of
women quarrelling and, mixed with smoke, the stench of oil and
fried fish. A few rags were drying in the open air. An old beggar,
with a gaunt face, pinched because of fever, sat on the base of a
column, was bandaging the swollen foot covered with sores.

In the inner part of the arc, on both sides, there were two fine
bas-reliefs. One of them represented Tito, the destroyer of
Jerusalem, triumphant on the chariot and crowned by Victory. On the
other hand, the multitude of Jewish prisoners with logs at their
feet, and the trophies of the winners, the altar of the sacrifices
to Jehovah, the sacred breads, the precious candle holders of the
Solomon's temple. And on the top of the arch, a big eagle spread
out its wings to the Olympus, accompanying the divine Caesar, for
his merits, among the gods.

"
Senatus Populusque Romanus divo Tito divi Vespasiani filio
Vespasiano Augusto" Machiavelli declaimed in a highfalutin
voice, reading the inscription.

The last rays of the sun, darting through the oily and bluish
waves of smoke, which like clouds of incense emanated from the open
windows of the tavern, insinuated under the arch and rested on the
face of August, and he appeared bathed in a purple light.

Once again Niccolò turned towards the Forum, and saw the
reflection of the twilight on three secluded white marble columns
in front of the Temple of Antoninus and Faustina, and that
painfully broke his heart. The sad tolling of bells, calling the
faithful to prayer, seemed a dirge on the faded grandeur of the
Roman Forum.

They entered the Colosseum.

"Yes!" Machiavelli exclaimed, contemplating the gigantic
boulders of the walls of the Amphitheatre. "Those who had the
ability to raise similar buildings were not like us. Only here in
Rome, in front of these marvels of the human endeavour, we can
measure the enormous distance that separates us from the ancients.
How can we compete with them? Our own mind does not conceive them
as mere mortals..."
  
“This time,” Leonardo interrupted him slowly, barely distracting
from his own thoughts,”this time, Niccolò, I believe that you are
wrong. Even nowadays man has a great power, of course different,
but not less vigorous than that the ancients possessed”.

“Christian humility, perhaps?”

“Yes, among others, also Christian humility”.

“Maybe,” Machiavelli replied coldly.

They sat down on the last batch of the Amphitheatre to rest a
little.

"And yet," Messire Niccolò excitedly burst out, continuing his
reasoning, "I think that men should have the duty to accept openly
or frankly reject the doctrine of Christ. Instead, we have never
done neither the one nor the other thing, and now we are neither
Christians nor idolaters. We have the strength to be good and evil
instils fear. We are neither white nor black, but grey; neither hot
nor cold, but lukewarm. We have so much abused of lies, crawling
and swinging between Christ and Satan, which now we do not know
what our efforts are for. Oh, at least our forefathers had a clear
vision of their goal and they took a path and proceeded fearless to
the end. They have not met so many hypocrisies, and never have
turned the right cheek to those who had beaten them on the left.
But from the day that the men believed it was necessary to
withstand on earth any abuse and violence for the acquisition of
supreme happiness of heaven, a level road free from dangers was
opened to sad people. But then, tell me, Leonardo, is it not true
that the new doctrine of Christ has weakened over the world and
made it prey of the cunning and evil?"

His voice was trembling. The eyes sparkled with an insane hatred
and his face twitched as if it was prey of an unbearable agony.

Leonardo was silent. A wave of thoughts had invaded his soul,
but these were calm thoughts, childish, so to speak, of such a
simplicity, that you could not express them in words. Through the
high walls of the Colosseum, he observed the pure sky, and thought
that the blue of heaven has never appeared so eternally young, so
delightful to those who contemplate it through the ruins of
buildings gnawed by the passing of time. In other times, the
barbarian hordes that conquered Rome, unacquainted with the art to
dig metals from the ground, had snatched the metal ware that
covered the junctures of the boulders to create new weapons with
the ancient Roman iron. In the empty fissures, the birds had placed
their nests. And Leonardo observed the black crows that, hovering
in the serene air, hid in the usual refuge. He thought that
certainly neither the Caesars creators of that immense bulk, nor
the barbarians who had tried in vain to overthrow it, had never
supposed to strain themselves for those of whom it was said in the
Scriptures: «
They sow not, neither do they reap, but your Heavenly Father
feeds them».

Leonardo was silent, feeling that even if he had answered, the
Florentine secretary would not have understood him because
everything that was a source of sweetness and joy for him, it was
bitter sadness for Niccolò.

"And I have to tell you another thing, Leonardo" Machiavelli
continued, closing as usual his reasoning with a pleasant joke.
"Only now I realize how wrong are those who judge you impious and
heretical. Keep in mind my words: in the doomsday, when the angel's
trumpet will separate the sheep from the wolves, you will be among
the meek lambs of Christ, you will be in heaven with the
saints".

"Together with you, Niccolò, together with you," the artist
protested laughing. "If I come to heaven, you will get there
too".

“Ah, no please! As for me, I yield without regret my portion of
paradise to those who want it. I've already suffered enough in the
land of boredom!" Before continuing, a ray of good mood illuminated
his face. "Listen my friend, what a strange dream I have had one of
these days. Someone brought me in the midst of an endless crowd of
beggars, filthy, hungry, dressed in rags; they were monks with
yellow faces, old over-devout women, slaves, fallen women, sick
people and idiots. A voice explained me that the words of the
Gospel: «
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
heaven», refer to these entities. Then I arrived into the
midst of a chosen group of men, serious and majestic as the members
of the old Senate: there were dukes of militias, legislators,
philosophers, poets, kings, popes, busy in reasoning about science,
philosophy and about the government of the States. Among them I
recognized Homer, Alexander the Great, Marco Aurelio and Plato. The
same voice explained me that those were the souls of sinners, that
God pushed back and buried in hell, because they loved the wisdom
of their centuries, a true madness before the Lord. Then he asked
me: «
Where do you want then that guide you? Hell or heaven?» I
replied without hesitation, «
Oh, to the hell, to hell with wises and heroes!»

"Yes," Leonardo said, "if it was really as you have seen in a
dream, I might refuse as well..."

"Oh no, no!" Machiavelli laughed. "Too late, too late! Now you
cannot refuse! They will take you there by force! Your Christian
virtues deserves the reward of the Christian paradise".

When they came out from the Colosseum, it was already evening.
Behind the black arches of the Basilica of Constantine the
yellowish disc of the moon appeared, cleaving with its rays the
clouds transparent as nacre. In the grey mist that stretched from
the Capitol until the Arch of Titus, the three solitary columns,
similar to candid phantoms, which stood in front of the Temple of
Antoninus and Faustina seemed even more beautiful in the mild
moonlight. Even the sound of the bells summoning the faithful to
the evening prayers, sounded even more sad like a funeral lament on
the faded grandeur of the Roman Forum.
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