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  INTRODUCTION




  Great artists have the power to preserve the faces and bodies they love, to make a timeless summation of the immediate sensual moment. That power of art to defy death and decay

  was the reason why, in former times, princes and kings, merchants and popes paid immense sums to artists to portray them and ennoble their surroundings. Yet the same artists used those same skills

  to praise (gratis and for the sake of love) the girlfriends, wives, courtesans and studio boys who filled their own lives with delight. These artists were sexual revolutionaries. They lived outside

  the conventions of their time. They were known for being slaves to passion, prisoners of the sense of sight. All that time looking at the finest faces and bodies, drawing nudes for frescoes,

  portraying the wives of the great . . . how could they fail to be tempted? Where other men love women for a variety of reasons – opines the sixteenth-century writer Baldassare Castiglione in

  The Book of the Courtier – a painter is obsessed with sheer physical beauty. It goes with the job.




  Every artist in the Renaissance, the brilliant epoch with which this book is concerned, from its birth in fifteenth-century Florence to the last afterglow of Rembrandt in seventeenth-century

  Amsterdam, worked with hand and eye. All art then was craft, skilled manual labour. Traditionally the dirt of hard graft had confined painters and sculptors to low social rank. In the Renaissance

  this snobbery was turned on its head. Artists were, in a revolutionary way, revered as creative geniuses. Yet they were nothing if not physical workers. This combination of the dextrous and the

  inspired was, for their contemporaries, sexy. Artists had ocular and tactile charisma. Their hands were lovers’ hands just as their eyes were lovers’ eyes.




  The Loves of the Artists pays homage with its title to the most enjoyable book ever written about art. Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Sculptors, Architects and

  Painters from Cimabue to Our Own Time is in English generally called simply The Lives of the Artists. It was first published in Florence in 1550, and reissued in a vastly expanded

  second edition in 1568. It is one of the great narrative works of European literature – part history, part criticism, part biography, part fiction. For Renaissance readers there was no need

  to separate these strands. Like Shakespeare, who was four years old when the second edition of The Lives was brought out, Vasari mingled the real and the imaginary in a teeming

  inclusiveness. And it is love stories that are among the most beautiful and memorable tales he relates about the great artists of the Renaissance. A famous artist runs off with a nun and gets her

  pregnant. Another seduces the women of Venice by playing his lute. A third delights in young men with curly hair. A fourth dies of sexual excess . . . I’ll explore such tales in the pages

  that follow here.




  Vasari’s stories of artists in love contain truths direct and indirect. Even where he does not deal in literal fact, he reveals the ideas and attitudes of his time – and often he

  points at a reality that can be substantiated. Where an artist’s own writings survive to give a full picture of his world – as is the case with Leonardo da Vinci – it is

  remarkable how well Vasari’s tales are borne out by first-hand sources. What looks like a fact in his gargantuan book may turn out to be made up, but this does not mean that what looks like

  wild invention is untrue. Yet Vasari gives only the basic impetus to my quest for the love lives of such great artists as Leonardo, Titian, Botticelli, Dürer, Michelangelo, Holbein, Raphael

  and Caravaggio. In fact only three of the seventeen chapters in this book have their starting point in Vasari. The other fourteen love stories were told in manuscripts that share Vasari’s love of a good tale or, in the case of later artists, were written by his imitators. Beyond anecdote there are many pieces of evidence that paint the sensual canvas of

  this history – and the most vibrant, revealing sources are works of art themselves.




  To visit an art museum is to travel in time. It is quite incredible that we can now step off a street in London or Paris or New York and within moments be in one of the world’s great

  galleries in the company of men and women portrayed by artists four or five hundred years ago. The art of the Renaissance is the oldest art to which every observer today can respond in a direct,

  emotional way. The Mona Lisa, begun in Florence in 1503, just eleven years after the first European sailed to the Americas, is the world’s most famous, most visited – even

  over-visited – painting. Why is sixteenth-century art so much more accessible than that of, say, the early Middle Ages? It is because the Renaissance laid down new ways of picturing the world

  that still make sense to us. Organizing pictures according to a lifelike system of perspective, using oil paints to enhance the realism of flesh and eyes and clothes, picturing people on the scale

  of life, setting them in recognizable rooms and landscapes – the Renaissance made art the mirror of life. This gives its images a special temporal magic. We can enjoy the Mona Lisa

  or Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Portrait or Titian’s Venus of Urbino as depictions of people like us, who touch our hearts and fill our minds. And yet these people lived

  many centuries ago, in a Europe just breaking out of ancient patterns of life that had scarcely changed for millennia.




  For me this conundrum is endlessly fascinating and tantalizing. To look at a sixteenth-century painting is to look through a window into a lost world. It is to walk among Venetian merchants or

  meet Henry VIII’s wives face to face. Art that still stirs us in galleries belongs to both now and then: it lives in the present and resurrects the past. It is an incredible historical

  document that discloses not just the faces of people and what they wore but also, when the painter is truly talented, the pores of their skin, the light in their eyes,

  the very weight of those clothes – not to mention the taste of their food (look at Caravaggio’s grapes, for instance, so sweet, so succulent).




  Renaissance art in particular also shows us what their sex lives were like. It is phenomenally sensual, full of love scenes. Those love scenes, nudes and intimate portraits are the central

  documents with which I propose to liberate the history of passion.




  The sensuality of Renaissance art arises from the emotional needs of artists themselves. That is the significance of all the stories that survive of artists overcome by love. When the supremely

  hedonist painter Titian portrayed a devastatingly beautiful woman he was not working mechanically to some brief, let alone producing hack pornography. He was following his own desires. Vasari is

  very clear about this. The reason he tells such characterful stories about artists is to show that they are far from servile, ignorant menials, but original, individualistic talents. I believe the

  reason Renaissance art lives in the present is that it blazes with personality. No two artists from this age are quite alike. Their different love lives are insights into their different artistic

  characters.




  It is not merely that Renaissance artists were enthusiastic lovers and keen portrayers of love. Put the two together and their revolutionary impact on the birth of the modern world starts to

  hover into view. The art of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe created a new luxuriant imagery of desire. Europeans had not known, at least since the fall of the Roman Empire, the sexual

  sophistication that Renaissance art popularized. Some sixteenth-century paintings can actually be seen as lovers’ guides – and the artist Giulio Romano went further and produced an

  illustrated erotic manual. Without painting too Gothic a picture of life in a medieval castle, it is obvious that by 1500 – and still more by 1600 – Europeans had access to a more

  sensual and civilized picture of love and lovemaking. The new art of the Renaissance beautified the human form and celebrated sex as a pleasure for men and women alike.

  Many Renaissance paintings depict men seeking to delight women.




  When Vasari’s Lives of the Artists was published in its second edition in 1568 it became an inspiration to artists. If the Renaissance gave him his stories, those stories in turn

  offered seventeenth-century sculptors and painters models to live by. The very idea of a great artist took its pattern from Vasari – and that pattern incorporated sexual licence and audacity.

  That is why later Renaissance and Baroque artists, including Caravaggio and Rembrandt, are crucial to the story that I want to unfold. Yet there is another reason for telling a tale of the

  Renaissance that runs from about 1400 to 1650. The Renaissance – the ‘Rebirth’ – starts in fifteenth-century Italy as an attempt to rediscover and emulate the ways of the

  ancient Greeks and Romans. From Italy it spreads throughout Europe. It becomes, everywhere, not just an intellectual or artistic phenomenon but a reinvention of social life and even of what it

  means to be human. Instead of the communal customs that had ruled Europe for so long, this new set of images, styles and ways of behaving that we call the Renaissance permits, even demands, the

  discovery of individual potential. Artists – especially Italian artists – stand at the forefront of this new individualism. Their exploration of the senses sanctioned a new intimacy in

  European life. That is why the social rather than simply artistic shape of the Renaissance provides the timeframe of The Loves of the Artists. This is not only the story of the passions

  that inspired some of the world’s greatest art. It is also a history of the discovery of that eternally exotic continent, the human self.
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    Caravaggio, John the Baptist. The model was Caravaggio’s lover.


  










  




  




  Chapter One




  NAKED PASSION




  The richest man in Europe sighed. People came to him as if he was their godfather, asking for help, favours, advancement. Outside in the courtyard

  he could hear his grandchildren laughing, and it would be good to play with them. Instead he was here in his room with a grown man who was crying, pleading with the Capo to help set his life

  straight.




  What’s done is done.




  Revenge is a dish best served cold.




  The usual adages didn’t seem much help. That morning, the wretched specimen now sobbing his heart out had had a row with his apprentice. They were (as was all too common in these

  craftsmen’s workshops) sleeping together. The young man had stormed off and left his master heartbroken. Cosimo de’ Medici – head of Italy’s leading bank and unofficial

  ruler of the city-state of Florence – wouldn’t ordinarily give a Pisan eel for the love troubles of a sodomitical sculptor. However, Donatello, who sat here suffering, was a genius, and

  Cosimo put his hand gently on his shoulder and promised that his worries would soon be over.




  So goes the story, as told by a Renaissance chronicle, that Cosimo de’ Medici, ‘boss’ of Florence, personally intervened to reconcile the sculptor Donatello

  with a male lover. The tale gives a glimpse of how important artists were becoming in fifteenth-century Italy, and of the celebrity of Donatello in his own time. It also

  corresponds with the sexual tension that radiates from this artist’s most revolutionary work, which happens to be the first great nude statue of the Renaissance.




  Donatello was born in Florence with the full name Donato di Niccolò di Betto Bardi in about 1386, and died in 1466. He has many claims to fame: he helped to invent a new kind of

  ‘perspective’ picture in which space seems real and deep, created the most graceful equestrian sculpture since the fall of the Roman Empire and gave his statues a fierce inner life that

  was to be emulated by Michelangelo. His most haunting sculpture is a bronze figure of a boy hero whose naked beauty shattered the art of the Christian Middle Ages and announced the rebirth of the

  pagan exaltation of the nude. It is a work that tastes of personal confession.




  It was (mistakenly) rumoured in the workshops of Renaissance Florence that Donatello moulded the slender limbs of the bronze statue of David, cast in the middle years of the fifteenth century,

  directly from the body of an adolescent – that his statue owes its precise rendering of shoulder blades and kneecaps to an ambitious exercise in life casting. It is, wrote Giorgio Vasari a

  century or so after this David was cast, ‘almost impossible for craftsmen to believe that it was not moulded on the living form’. This attempt to understand Donatello’s most

  challenging statue as a moulded rather than designed sculpture is a tribute to its intense vitality. That vitality is not simply impressive and admirable. It is shocking. This is a central work in

  the canon of Western art: the first free-standing nude statue to be made in Europe in the 1,000 years that had passed since the end of ancient Rome. Far from being dulled by respect, it remains

  troubling. Donatello’s masterpiece is not easy to look at without blushing. Had he wanted to disclaim any sexual interest in the young male model whose body he copied in bronze in an age when

  the crime of ‘sodomy’ was punishable by death, he might have emulated the cool grace of many an ancient Roman marble that is beautiful in a distant, sexless

  way. Instead, he set out to make something that taunts its beholders with an audacious frisson of desire.
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  Donatello, David. This statue has an erotic boldness that electrifies the embarrassed onlooker.




  It may seem respectable enough in books, a venerable thing in photographs. But to circle the original work is to be slightly befuddled. The statue is slim and slight, and is

  presented – in the most unmistakable way – for the onlooker’s pleasure. The apple-like buttocks are too fleshly, the hand on David’s hip too cocksure, for it to remain in

  any incorporeal realm. This work of art is all about bodies, and how the mind is filled with them. It is about sex.




  David has just killed the gigantic warrior Goliath. On the ground beneath him lies the dead man’s severed head still in its helmet. In the softness of a shaggy waterfall of moustache

  and beard David rests his triumphant foot. That foot is clad in an open-toed boot that rises to just below his knee. David’s boots are gratuitous and provocative,

  like modern erotic underwear, designed to draw attention to his flesh – to toes that peep out, knees that emerge recklessly. He also wears a flamboyant hat, which complements his long falling

  hair. The large sword in his hand is proudly phallic.




  He is a cryptic hybrid of the real and the ideal. His ribcage and stomach muscles are fantastically perfect, yet also in their etched contours tangible and unique. Other parts of him – the

  skinny arm resting on a hip, his belly button, his dimpled knees – all seem closely, matter-of-factly observed from life even as he adopts the pose of a hero. The twist of his back as he

  shifts his weight is especially lifelike, especially carnal. If he is godlike from the front, he is human – all too human – from the back. Donatello doted on those buttocks.
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    Donatello’s revival of the classical nude is perversely energized by a Christian sense of sin.


  




  The courtyard of the Medici Palace, right in the middle of bustling Florence, is withdrawn and shady, almost like a woodland grove recreated in stone. Leafy Corinthian capitals

  on top of round columns could be the tops of trees. Out of them sprout, like enormous branches, wide curved arches that support the building above. Hidden from the street,

  the courtyard opens on the west side to a walled garden. With its seclusion and stony replication of arboreal shelter, this is a pastoral retreat at the heart of a busy city – in the home of

  its busiest family. That sense of rural escape is signalled on the outside of the building. The deliberately rough-hewn, rusticated rocks declare the facade to be a border between city and country,

  prose and poetry. This courtyard was where Donatello’s David stood, when both the statue and house were new. The architect Michelozzo di Bartolomeo began building Cosimo de’

  Medici’s ambitious residence in 1444; meanwhile Donatello cast his nude sometime between the 1440s and around 1460. It was the birth of a beautiful relationship between luxury and eroticism.

  Yet the Medici family addressed the bronze David to their fellow citizens as a stern and patriotic image, adding a fierce inscription below the sensual and delicate youth: ‘The

  defenders of the fatherland will win. God defeats the cruel enemy. See how a boy defeated a powerful tyrant. Citizens, conquer!’




  Cosimo de’ Medici, known to history as Cosimo the Elder (il Vecchio), was too wily to allow his family to seem like decadent hedonists, let alone to get them a reputation for

  harbouring sodomite art. He built his authority in Florence on a reputation for wisdom and public-mindedness. Whatever Donatello might really be up to with his statue of a nude David, solid

  citizens visiting the Medici Palace were encouraged to see in it a clarion call to virtue – ‘See how a boy defeated a powerful tyrant.’ The tyrant in question was the Duke of

  Milan, whose forces, led by the mercenary Captain Niccolò Piccinino, were defeated at the Battle of Anghiari in 1440. This was a triumph after years of struggle between the Florentine

  republic and its enemies. Plucky Florence, a city of just 50,000 people, had seen off the far larger Milan. While Milan was a tyranny, Florence was a republic – a

  city whose people, in theory, governed themselves. Unfortunately, by the time Anghiari gave the republic its moment of glory, this supposedly free city was effectively ruled by the subtle and

  charismatic Cosimo.




  In a posthumous portrait by Jacopo Pontormo, Cosimo il Vecchio appears sensitive and contemplative, a soft, enigmatic figure. He was, wrote the early sixteenth-century political analyst

  and historian Niccolò Machiavelli, ‘good to his friends, socially compassionate, wise, prudent, effective, and in everything he said serious and acute’. The story that he

  reconciled Donatello with a male lover is typical of anecdotes about him that stress his benevolent character. As head of the Medici bank, Cosimo controlled the most sophisticated financial

  institution in late-medieval Europe. That wealth gave him a vast network of debtors and bought him an army of influential well-wishers. His clients and supporters formed a power bloc that from 1434

  onwards controlled the political system of Florence.




  Cosimo de’ Medici came to power in a city that was enjoying a spectacular cultural revolution. A thousand years of medieval thought, literature, architecture and art were in the process of

  being overthrown by a generation that wanted to return to what it saw as the far superior civilization of ancient Greece and Rome. Florentine ‘humanists’, as later historians were to

  name the intelligentsia who spearheaded this new way of thinking, were not attacking medieval Christianity as a religion. They merely despised almost every expression of it in literature,

  philosophy and politics over the past millennium. In art and architecture, this meant laughing at the ‘barbarism’ of the Gothic style – the aesthetic of the cathedrals, all

  soaring pinnacles, flying buttresses, swaying Virgins and stained glass. Gothic’s great champion the Victorian critic John Ruskin argued that it imitated the unevenness and unpredictability

  of nature. A cathedral was like a mountain, covered in a tangle of ornament like gorse bushes on a hillside. The remains that Italians could still see, especially in Rome,

  of classical buildings and statuary were the very opposite of such disorder. Ancient Roman architecture expressed a sense of harmony through rows of identical columns in one of a range of

  prescribed ‘orders’, as well as ranks of pilasters – fluted verticals – and regular rectangular windows and doors, lintels and pediments and rounded domes. The same sense of

  mathematical proportion was expressed in idealized and gracious statues and reliefs.




  Florence, like every other European city, had its share of Gothic buildings, from the spire of the church of Santa Croce to its castle-like seat of government, Palazzo della Signoria. Above all

  it had the immense unfinished cathedral, known to generations of tourists as the Duomo, right at the centre of the largest part of the walled city on the north bank of the River Arno. Green and

  white inlaid marble panels formed a massive cross-shaped building beside which rose a slender campanile or bell tower, attributed to the fourteenth-century artist Giotto and, in its use of tall

  pointed windows to stress airy verticality, one of the most pulchritudinous of all medieval creations. Yet at the heart of the cathedral, in the fourteenth century, a vast space waited to be

  filled. In 1367, a plan was laid down to span this void with something truly unusual: a dome.




  In the early 1400s Donatello’s friend Filippo Brunelleschi built that dome. When he finished it in 1437 it was hailed as the symbol of a new age, a new way of seeing the world. Rising from

  a Gothic building, Brunelleschi’s dome is a red-and-white beacon of classical harmony, with identical stone ribs sup porting identical curving expanses of terracotta. What makes it so

  completely opposed to the accumulations and accretions of medieval architecture is the superbly controlled and structured development of its design in a beautifully proportioned curve: nothing can

  be added or taken away without spoiling the composition. It is a mathematic premise made visible. All of modern architecture, right up to the minimalism of a 1960s New

  York skyscraper, is implicit in this dome.




  Brunelleschi gave Florence a crown of newness when he completed his cupola. It not only revived but also outdid antiquity. The Pantheon, the great domed temple of ancient Rome that

  survives to this day and in the 1400s stood at the heart of the medieval Roman streets, was created by casting concrete on top of heaped earth then digging out the earth. It is a low hemisphere.

  Brunelleschi’s creation – on a building dedicated to the mother of Christ – is more like a soaring airborne breast. Meanwhile, a short walk away to the east from his dome,

  Brunelleschi was building a foundling hospital whose architecture expresses the ideal of a nurturing city. Blue terracotta roundels by Luca della Robbia contain white images of babies flying above

  Brunelleschi’s slender columns. They divide a long harmony of semi-circular arches above which a rank of generously spaced rectangular windows, capped with triangular pediments, completes the

  effect of reasonableness and sanity. The scale of Brunelleschi’s Hospital of the Innocents is important: it is not ostentatiously tall but is on a human scale, even a child’s scale,

  designed to welcome rather than intimidate. It is an image of the city as a place of mutual care.




  Brunelleschi was also a sculptor. It was announced in the winter of 1401–02 that the city would hold a formal contest to find an artist to cast new ceremonial doors for the early medieval

  Baptistery in front of the Duomo. In this competition Brunelleschi came second to Lorenzo Ghiberti: the two sets of doors Ghiberti cast over the coming years astonished contemporaries with their

  sophisticated, lucid storytelling. The second set he made, which long ago earned their nickname the ‘Gates of Paradise’, were begun in 1425, took a quarter of a century to finish and

  epitomize a new kind of pictorial art. This new idea of how to see and show the world was explained in Leon Battista Alberti’s theoretical work On Painting,

  written in 1435. Alberti argued that all objects in a painting should be scaled according to a mathematically calculated conical grid leading to a single point in the ‘distance’ of the

  picture: in other words a picture was no longer to be thought of as a flat decorative panel but as a replica of the outer world. Everything in it must be imagined, or scientifically mapped, within

  a precise virtual space.




  This is the theory of perspective, which was to transform European art in the coming decades. In early fifteenth-century Florence this new idea was enthusiastically embraced by a gifted

  generation. The most daring and experimental of them all was Donatello. His sculpted pictures are more ingenious, more exciting than Ghiberti’s. His carved and cast reliefs create

  scintillating illusions of bodies in space. For Donatello the discovery of pictorial depth was an opportunity to portray fully rounded human beings who live and breathe. His bronze depiction of

  The Feast of Herod on the baptismal font in Siena Cathedral, which dates from 1423 to 1427, is set in a stupendously convincing hall where musicians can be seen in a gallery in the

  distance as people at a table in the foreground reel in shock at the severed head of John the Baptist, presented like food on a plate. As a picture of human reactions to a dramatic event it has a

  lot in common with Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper, painted decades later. For Donatello the ability to create a scene the mind accepts as real is a means to magnify the emotional

  impact of art.




  At the start of the 1430s Donatello went to Rome to get an accurate picture of the art of antiquity. He stayed there at least a couple of years and – even after Cosimo de’ Medici

  sent a message to come home – came back only when he was good and ready, in 1433. On his return to Florence he carved a response to ancient Greece and Rome that is a work of genius. It was

  made as a singing gallery (cantoria) for the cathedral and its boxlike form resembles ancient sarcophagi, the intricately carved stone coffins that were in his

  time among the most widely known relics of Rome. Donatello decorated this long box with columns and friezes; but instead of feeling funereal his cantoria fizzes with life. Decorations are

  massed up extravagantly, to create a feast of vital energy: vases, leaves and shells, joyous and natural elements. This is just a frame for the real action. A crowd of enthusiastic children run

  about madly along the main frieze. Their cavortings are interrupted by pairs of regularly spaced columns, studded with coloured tesserae, but instead of being divided into boxes by these divisions

  the human profusion simply flows on behind them. The effect is a proliferation of life, a comic abundance that refuses all limits. The cantoria is a triumphant Renaissance hymn to

  life’s plenitude.




  Dedicating his book On Painting to Brunelleschi, Leon Battista Alberti hailed his contemporaries as the makers of a new artistic golden age. He admits in his preface that he thought the

  arts decayed beyond all redemption until, here in Florence,




  

    

      I saw in many, but most of all in you and our friend Donatello [. . .] An aptitude for every worthwhile project that matches the famous ancients.


    


  




  This avant-garde of the 1430s was highly conscious of creating something new, of not slavishly imitating antiquity but rivalling it. This creative encounter with another culture

  – a culture that had to be patiently resurrected from ancient texts and remains – is a unique moment in world history. What other example is there, before modern times, of a

  civilization questioning its own assumptions by systematically comparing itself with a completely alien set of beliefs, habits and artistic styles? To stand on the piazza in Florence graced by

  Brunelleschi’s Hospital of the Innocents and contemplate those infants floating in an architecture that levitates with them is to realize that fifteenth-century Italians were trying to create

  a better, wiser, more humane way of life. They refused to embrace the misery that medieval Christendom accepted, even praised, as the sinful state of life on earth. The

  Hospital of the Innocents is an affirmation that we should aspire to live well, here on earth, as the ancient Greeks did. It would, of course, be ridiculous to think that as soon as medieval

  Italians discovered pagan antiquity they ceased to be Christians. But the encounter between fifteenth-century Christians and long-dead pagans was explosive. Over the next two centuries, as it

  spread across Europe, this ferment would generate new conceptions of every field from cosmology to theatre, and would lead to Galileo, Shakespeare and Cervantes – it was the dawn of the

  Renaissance. That dawn’s brightest light is Donatello’s nude bronze David. In this work one of the founders of Renaissance art recognizes, in a moment of vertigo, the most

  challenging and subversive implications of rediscovering the art of pagan antiquity. If the columns and lintels of ancient Roman architecture can be revived, what about the nudity of Roman statues?

  Why not rejoice, as the ancients rejoiced, in our physical being and the beauty of the human form?




  Nakedness is the fundamental attribute of ancient Greek and Roman art. Donatello’s David emulates this ancient transparency. In classical Greece in the fifth century BC

  athletes competed and trained naked, and were portrayed that way by sculptors. The gods themselves were depicted naked. It was considered a mark of civilization to be honestly naked – for the

  Greeks recognized that people elsewhere did not bare themselves in this way. In The Republic the philosopher Plato mocks the barbarians who actually wear clothes to do sport, poor yokels.

  Yet it was not merely the naked body that impressed ancient Greeks; it was the ideal male body of the athlete, which resembled the perfect form of the god Apollo. The supreme incarnation of female

  beauty was expressed in the nude form of Aphrodite, goddess of love, called Venus by the Romans. A fascination with the ideal proportions of a beautiful body goes back

  into prehistory in the Greek islands: abstracted yet elegant figures carved from marble on the Cycladic isles in the third millennium BC are tapered and harmonious in contrast to the bulbous

  ‘Venus’ figures of Ice Age vintage found in prehistoric central Europe. Cycladic nudes already look like prototypes of the classical Venus. In the fifth century, when Greek culture

  became fully self-aware, the sculptor Polykleitos composed his Kanon, a specification of the ideal proportions of the human body. His ideas were known to the Renaissance through an

  exposition of them by the Roman writer Vitruvius, who in his book On Architecture asserted that




  

    

      Nature so made the human figure that the face ought to be one-tenth as long as the body; the same goes for the palm of the hand [. . .]


    


  




  Polykleitos and other ancient Greek sculptors portrayed the perfect human form in naked statues of athletes. Most of the bronze originals have vanished but marble copies

  survive. The Roman Empire embraced the mythology and culture of Greece and had nude statues reproduced by the wagonload. Yet, with the rise of Christianity and the fall of the Roman Empire, the

  nude was suppressed.




  Christianity reviled the body as a rotting vessel of sin. Carnality was the vehicle of lust, the pit of gluttony, the stew of Sodom. St Paul vividly described the horror of the flesh, born in

  original sin, and warned that




  

    

      To be carnally minded is death [. . .] For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die.




      Romans 8:3–13


    


  




  Pope Innocent III, late in the twelfth century, had no inclination to soften that condemnation of carnal existence:




  




  

    

      Human beings are made of dust, ashes, and, worst of all, disgusting sperm. They are conceived in the lust of the flesh [. . .] and destined to be a rotten pulp that stinks

      for all eternity.


    


  




  Revulsion for the body was in the DNA of medieval Christianity. It went along with a contempt for human potential: Innocent’s remarks come from a book that is forbiddingly

  called On the Misery of the Human Condition. The ideal of celibacy arose spontaneously among early Christians, from lone ascetics to women forming communities of virgins, and was

  systematized by the great medieval Rules for monks and nuns. It was the logical expression of loathing for the sinful flesh.




  Donatello’s David is both a rebellion against this Christian repugnance and a magical transformation of it. The Christian idea of sin is not rejected by this statue. On the

  contrary, it provides its erotic charge. The unease that stalks its beholder would not have occurred to an ancient Greek. It is a Christian unease. The sensual is still, even today, imbued with

  sinful associations in Western culture – our inheritance from medieval Christendom. Donatello makes use of this anxiety to give his David life, as he draws our eyes to his

  boy’s bronze lingerie.




  Near the David in the sculpture museum in Florence stands another bronze by Donatello. Amor-Atys is a winged boy with many conflicting attributes of classical divinities,

  including a tail. It is one of the very first depictions of ancient myth in Renaissance art. It is even more bothersome than his David. Amor-Atys seems from a distance to be

  wearing trousers; up close these turn out to be loose leggings, slung from a belt, that hang down around his thighs. Look from behind and his buttocks spill over the low-slung leggings. The erotic

  joke is explicit and bizarre.




  It is hard to perceive the sex lives of people who lived more than five centuries ago. Yet with Cosimo as romantic mediator on behalf of his favourite sculptor we see

  the metal of Donatello’s David illuminated. With the casting of this nude, for the first time in history, an artist calls attention to his own sexuality. Ancient Greek sculptors were

  not saying anything about themselves when they sculpted beautiful male nudes. They were simply conforming to their culture, for ancient Greece considered homosexual desire the highest love.

  Donatello by contrast lived in a Christian society that demonized and viciously punished ‘sodomites’. He does something personal, and courageous, in setting forth his statue of David.

  This is the flashy creature of his own imagination. This is what he loves.










  




  




  Chapter Two




  BROTHER FILIPPO AND SISTER LUCREZIA




  As Lucrezia cast her eyes modestly on the stone floor she noticed a lizard scamper under a wooden chest. It was midsummer: even the reptiles

  scuttled for shade. Or perhaps the creature was a symbol of Eve’s serpent. For as the friar sat opposite her, drawing at his easel, there was something lascivious in his eyes.




  Fra Filippo stared unabashed at the beautiful young nun. His tonsured head affirmed his vow of celibacy, but beneath his cassock something was stirring. He had first seen her when he was on his

  fresco platform, painting fast then taking breathers as the plaster and paint dried together. Drinking a cup of wine, his legs dangling from the plank on which he sat, he spotted her ivory-pale

  face, delicate and perfect as an egg. He had to see this face more closely. He plotted.




  And here she was, sitting just a few steps away, so he could draw her portrait. It had proved easy persuading the nuns to let Lucrezia pose as the Virgin Mary. Now he sat as close to her as St

  Luke sits in paintings of the apostle doing the real Virgin’s portrait. Like Luke in the pictures, he had all his equipment with him: wooden easel, rag paper treated with yellow ochre dye, a

  silver-point nib that he pushed down to create soft brown lines.




  He plucked up his courage; there was no point in delaying. As his right hand drew the nun’s perfect nose, he readied his left to let his monastic robes fall open

  and show her what God forbids behind convent walls. But Lucrezia had already spotted it and she looked into his eyes.




  ‘Brother,’ she said, ‘Is this to be the Lamentation or the Resurrection? For you have risen.’




  In the tale of Fra Filippo Lippi and Lucrezia Buti, handed down from sixteenth-century biographies and novelle, a Carmelite friar who also happens to be one of the

  most gifted artists of his age is painting religious scenes in a nunnery in Prato, near Florence, when he is thunderstruck by the beauty of a novice. In order to spend time alone with her he asks

  if she can pose as the Virgin. Then, after subjecting her to persuasive and honeyed words, he abducts her from the convent during a religious festival and takes her to his house in Florence, where

  she soon has a baby. The baby is called Filippino. He will grow up to be an artist like his father.




  The story happens to be true. Admittedly there is no proof that Fra Filippo seduced Lucrezia by means of portraiture, as the storytellers say he did. But it is a fact, recorded in

  fifteenth-century documents – including the will of their son the painter Filippino Lippi – that together this friar and nun broke their vows. Lucrezia and her sister left the convent

  in Prato to live with Lippi. After her son was born she returned to the convent and renewed her vows but Lippi continued to hang around there. Later she left religious life for good. The affair

  happened in the late 1450s and early 1460s.




  It was an act of rebellion and liberation. A man and woman who both found themselves trapped in the chaste life of the Church rejected its discipline and asserted an alternative lifestyle

  – which happened to be family life. In his portraits of Lucrezia, the adoring Fra Filippo celebrates her not just as a beauty but also as a mother. He praises the domestic satisfactions from

  which, as a friar, he was supposed to have walked away.




  




  Filippo Lippi was born in about 1406 to a poor family in the Santo Spirito quarter of Florence, south of the River Arno, and lived until 1469. His father, a butcher, died when Filippo was a

  child and left a family to feed. Filippo was entrusted to the biggest religious institution in the neighbourhood, the friary of the Carmine, whose cloisters still to this day survive as a peaceful

  retreat from the modern world. For Fra Filippo they were a prison. Certainly the friars trained him as an artist, and to get inspiration he did not have to go far: the revolutionary painter

  Masaccio had recently decorated the Brancacci Chapel in the Carmine church with frescoes, including a haunting image of Adam and Eve, cast out of paradise, in the shame of their nakedness. But in

  his career as a religious artist, as he was commissioned again and again to paint the holy works that accord with a friar’s vocation, Fra Filippo exhibited an overwhelming fixation that

  pushed at the constraints of his sacred identity. He was a man who loved women. That appetite for female beauty permeates his art, like a strong perfume wafting through the confessional grille.




  Fra Filippo Lippi’s Portrait of a Woman with a Man at Casement shows a man and woman separated by a stone window frame: the woman who dominates the picture is enclosed inside a

  room, while the man, in a red cap, sticks his face half-in through the window, making a gesture in which he raises one finger. The sense of obstruction and distance, even as he edges towards her,

  goes beyond the architecture that divides them. The man is further away from us than the woman: she is in the foreground, in bright light, while he is on a more distant plane, in shadow. They both

  look towards one another, but do their gazes meet or pass along different lines of vision? This is a painting of desire thwarted. The man – reduced in size, robbed of light – is a

  would-be lover, beholding his idol at her window. She is all-conquering. She stands in magnificent isolation, hands folded in calm self-contentment. She is regally distant: it is as if we, along

  with the man at the window, gaze hopelessly on a lady who rules hearts. Her pearls, painted with astonishing command of three-dimensional form, frame her soft skin in

  heavenly arrays that trim her headdress and enclose her throat. On her shoulder she wears a brooch studded with expensive gemstones. Her robe is of velvet edged with ermine, and the cloth hanging

  down from her headpiece is stupefyingly rich in colour and texture.




  The adoration of beautiful women also spills into Fra Filippo’s religious compositions. From his painting The Coronation of the Virgin, in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, a

  striking young woman looks outward. She has a gentle face, incredibly appealing and enigmatic, and she is marked out from her companions by the elaborate enfolding of her hair, in a gauzy festive

  array, and most of all by her frank eyes.




  In this same work the friar portrays himself. He rests his head on his right hand in the traditional pose of melancholy and openly broods, apparently discontented or disconnected among the

  sacred throng. He is kneeling directly opposite the beauty in the foreground of the picture, separated from her by other people, as he meditates, fantasizes, aches. The young woman singled out by

  his brush lives more vibrantly than other people in the scene; she emerges from the heavenly crowd as a particular person, portrayed with clarity. This was painted in the 1440s. Daydreams of

  heterosexual love colour its worship, like improper thoughts in church. Fra Filippo is at his most memorable when his art is gripped by his longing for women. It is not his superb

  Annunciations that send hearts aflutter, majestic as they are, but the sweet beauty of the women who animate his religious art. This is because Fra Filippo is truly free as an artist when

  he touches on earthly love.




  Looking at the fervour of this portrayal of an unknown beauty, it is obvious that inviting Fra Filippo Lippi to work at a convent where Florentine fathers sent their daughters to train as nuns

  was asking for trouble.




  




  In Domenico Ghirlandaio’s fresco The Birth of the Virgin in the church of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, women gather to help at a birth. One of them pours

  water into a kettle while another nurses the newborn child. Ghirlandaio’s setting is a palatial chamber that burgeons with classical decoration, including playful putti who joyously embody

  childhood. The helpers are witnessed by a patrician-looking gathering of finely dressed women that includes the portrait of Ludovica Tornabuoni – daughter of Giovanni Tornabuoni, who

  commissioned this cycle of frescoes. What might the picture mean to her? Hope or despair? A daughter born to one of the wealthy families of Florence could look forward to a marriage arranged by her

  family followed by several scenes of childbirth like this one. That was if she made it to marriage: many young women from elite families faced another destiny.




  To marry off a daughter her family had to pay a dowry on her behalf – and the cost of dowries kept going up. For this reason daughters were sorted into those who were to be prepared for

  marriage and those who were consigned to nunneries to be Brides of Christ, an arrangement recognized by Renaissance Italians as a common abuse of the vocation of the religious life. Both Lucrezia

  Buti and her sister Spinetta, daughters of Francesco Buti, became nuns at the convent of Santa Margherita in Prato in 1454. It seems reasonable to assume that they were there for the worldly

  convenience of their family, rather than because of any burning spiritual vocation. For centuries this was a reality of the lives of upper-class Italian women: a frozen history of misery and

  futility behind convent walls. In the 1640s the Venetian nun Arcangela Tarabotti wrote a savage denunciation of the imposition of convent life on girls with no religious vocation. Her work is

  called, in no uncertain terms, Inferno monacale – The Nun’s Hell. She portrays the uninspired novice’s acceptance into the religious life as a nightmare out of a

  Gothic novel:




  




  

    

      A girl lies with her face to the hard floor. She is covered with a cloth. Candles are lit near both ends of her body [. . .] She seems to be dead. She experiences her own

      funeral rites.


    


  




  It has been claimed by some that at least half of all noblewomen who took vows at seventeenth-century Venetian convents were forced to do so by their families. Contemporaries

  blamed the presence of so many unwilling Brides – or prisoners – of Christ for the scandals that regularly hit convents and monasteries. When the nun Laura Querini was interrogated

  after she and her friend dug a hole in the wall at the convent of San Zaccaria in Venice to let their lovers in, she explained she had no vocation to be there at all. She also said she tried spells

  and ‘marvellous prayers invoking devils’ to seduce her lover.




  It was the same in fifteenth-century Florence, where it typically cost 1,000 florins to provide a dowry and only 100 to pay for a nun to take her vows. The existence behind religious walls of so

  many women who did not want to be there led to misconduct like that in the convent of Santa Caterina de Cafaggiolo in 1452, where two nuns were reported to have recently borne children. In this

  case the convent was urgently reformed. The idea of penetrating a convent’s security was an obsession for Florentine men. The vision of beautiful young women locked behind convent walls

  tantalized them. Cases regularly came before ecclesiastical courts that concerned youths trying to break into nunneries. As a friar, Filippo did not need to break in: he could be invited. An

  accusation made against him and another man in 1461 says that more than two years after Lucrezia conceived his child – little Filippino had probably been born in 1458 – he was still

  exploiting religious authority for sexual purposes at Santa Margherita and that both these men who hold offices of sacred responsibility in the convent have had sons born to them there. Fra

  Filippo’s son, the complainant continues, lives at home with him and is named Filippino.




  Fra Filippo and his corrupt colleague were doing what gangs of young men tried to do by climbing over convent walls – get into a celibate community and use it as an adult playground. This

  cultural fantasy went back to the stories of Giovanni Boccaccio, written in the fourteenth century. In one of the 100 mostly bawdy tales in Boccaccio’s book The Decameron, the first

  great masterpiece of Italian prose, a young man called Masetto gets a job as gardener at a nuns’ house. To make himself seem harmless he pretends to be deaf and dumb. Soon, thinking he

  can’t hear, the nuns are discussing his attractions, and when he knows they are interested Masetto signals his willingness. He is soon having sex with all the women in the convent – a

  happy setup and the outside world is none the wiser. As the narrator of the story comments:




  

    

      Most beautiful ladies, a lot of men and women are so stupid they believe all too well that, when a young woman has taken the white veil and the black habit, she is then not

      a woman and does not feel feminine appetites, as if in becoming a nun she had turned to stone.


    


  




  Boccaccio is one of the three great Italian medieval writers who made the Tuscan vernacular a literary language. All three are preoccupied with love. Boccaccio finds in love and

  sex an endless source of stories and jokes. By contrast Dante Alighieri in his poetic autobiography The New Life understands his love for a young Florentine woman called Beatrice as a holy

  quest. But the writer in this triumvirate who spellbound poets, artists and lovers in the Renaissance was Petrarch. Born in 1304 and destined to see his world die around him when he survived the

  Black Death, Petrarch spent most of his life in southern France. He wrote his most enduring works in the Tuscan tongue, though he himself preferred Latin.

  Petrarch’s life changed one day in Avignon when he saw a young woman called Laura and fell hopelessly in love. He thought and dreamed about her all his life, even though his passion was

  unrequited. When she died in the Great Plague in 1348 he simply went on loving her. The poems that express his lifelong devotion to Laura are the most influential of all Western writings on love,

  emulated in every European language.




  The scandal at the convent in Prato is like a story from Boccaccio. In his own imagination, however, Fra Filippo Lippi saw himself as a Petrarch, a courtly lover lauding his lady with his art.

  If poets can praise their loves, so can painters. Petrarch himself tried to preserve the beauty of Laura by commissioning a portrait of her by the great Sienese painter Simone Martini, whose

  Annunciation, with its narrow-eyed Mary arching her whole body in response to the angel’s news, gives a hint of how he might have pictured this famous beauty. The portrait is lost

  but Petrarch praises it in his verses:




  

    

      But certainly my Simone was in Paradise




      from where this noble lady comes;




      he saw her there and portrayed her on paper




      to bear witness among us to her beautiful face.


    


  




  Fra Filippo Lippi must have known this poem, for he pays homage to Lucrezia Buti in two paintings that boldly outdo Petrarch in the art of love.




  The bed in Fra Filippo’s circular picture – or tondo – The Madonna and Child with the Birth of the Virgin and the Meeting of Joachim and

  Anna has red curtains to close it off. There is a tall wooden headboard. The woman in bed, St Anne, is exhausted; she has just given birth. Another young woman enters with a tray balanced on

  her head: it bears sweetmeats for the new mother to eat and so strengthen herself. This was a custom that every wealthy Florentine family observed. We cannot see the

  picture that would have been on top of the tray, but examples of these finely made objects that survive are so richly painted they often hang in art museums as if they were created as pictures and

  nothing else. Often they have amorous motifs: Paris carrying off Helen; the Triumph of Love.




  Lippi sets the bedroom, with its moment of birth and its sweetmeats tray, inside a fantastical Florentine palace whose soaring coffered ceilings, arched nook, decorative wall, staircase and

  inlaid marble floors are joined together not by the logic of architecture but the conjuration of painting, which unifies an unlikely succession of spaces through coruscating pictorial bravado. At

  the heart of the illusion, her beauty binding it all, is a Madonna who is separated from the scene behind her, sitting on a chair, for all the world like someone enduring a portrait session. She

  has a delicate nose that curves inward, arched eyebrows and a tall, pale forehead. Her hair has been fashionably cut back and is covered by an artfully tied headdress. Gentle shadows play on her

  face, deepening its unblemished contours, rounding the ivory pillar of her neck. She looks tired, pensive. She has her chubby son on her lap, and as he eats a pomegranate seed – blood-red

  symbol of his later death on the cross – he looks up at her lovingly. We are invited to share that adoration. This Madonna is lovely, and yet the way she looks at the painter, the curious

  intimacy of her small weary face, suggests not an artist inventing a beauty or coldly studying his model – but rather a portrait.




  The same face appears in another, near-contemporary work of his. The Madonna and Child with Two Angels, like the circular scene, was likely done in the 1460s in the years immediately

  after Fra Filippo Lippi met Lucrezia Buti. Their son was still a young child, so it was a becoming time for him to show her as a mother. The artist marks these pictures as portraits through their

  unusual composition. They show the Madonna with an unprecedented familiarity. In the rectangular Madonna and Child with Two Angels he creates a monumental frame,

  only to liberate his lady from it. The wooden panel on which it is painted has been given a trompe-l’oeil stone border, imitating a window casement made out of the grey pietra serena

  quarried near Florence that was popular with the city’s architects. Fra Filippo uses carefully studied shadows to give three-dimensional depth and solidity to the stone window, and through it

  he shows us a captivating landscape. Gardens and tended crops, a productive earth, can be seen behind the Virgin’s swirl of silken hair-coverings and halo; above the plump face of Jesus,

  harsh, high, rocky mountains spike up. In the distance is the turquoise sea. The landscape is luscious and vivid, a masterpiece of perspective painting. Yet where is the Madonna in relation to

  it?




  She is sitting at the window, inside a palace that overlooks the countryside. Her ornate chair with its spiralling bulbous arm, almost ancient Egyptian and appearing to be made of some exotic

  Eastern wood, culminating in a carved nautilus shell, has been placed to take in the glorious view. The stone frame seems to enclose one ‘picture’, and the Madonna is definitely outside

  that picture. She is in front of the casement, coming forward in her chair, and therefore seeming to move towards our space. The effect anticipates and may have influenced the Mona Lisa

  and all subsequent portraits that frame a woman against a landscape. It so resembles a portrait that it surely is a portrait. Her hands clasped in prayer are ingeniously visualized as a

  three-dimensional reality – observe the glimpses of her left palm and thumb behind the right hand, which is closest to us – and sensuously shaded. But this very detail makes them seem

  human, carnal, even ordinary. There is a theatrical quality to her gesture of prayer, a self-consciousness.
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  Fra Filippo Lippi, Madonna and Child with Two Angels. This religious painting had a profound influence on many secular portraits, including the Mona Lisa.




  As his model lowers her eyes, Fra Filippo worships her beauty. He pays an almost maniacal attention to the particular loveliness of this woman. He has done up her hair in a

  fancy way, wrapping it in complex webs and shimmers of see-through silk. From a point on her forehead he slings a thread of pearls like tiny silvery bubbles of champagne that neatly flow across her

  brow into the foamy sea of her headdress. Her cheekbones are sculpted pearl, her lips pink as coral, her neck a slender tapering alabaster stalk. Fra Filippo Lippi may have been a bad friar, a

  rogue and an abductor of nuns, but he made Lucrezia Buti immortal. This is what it means to be loved by a great artist.










  




  




  Chapter Three




  BOTTICELLI’S DREAM




  The narrow streets were pitch black. There was a curfew in place and no house could show a light. He walked hunched to avoid the night-watchmen,

  his feet following the familiar ways. A dog barked, a fellow curfew-breaker sang a melancholy song. At last the alley opened out and Sandro found himself by the river, whose surface splintered in

  the moonlight into a thousand crystals. The blue night offered a landscape of shadow. It was better to stand here looking at the city under the sky’s velvet canopy than to lie in his narrow

  bed dreaming of women. Those night women, who tormented him. And then, in the sky, he saw his idol: the pure and remote shining light of Venus.




  ‘For you the surface of the sea is joyous and the tranquil sky glows mistily’, declares the ancient Roman poet Lucretius in the prayer to Venus, goddess of love, in

  the opening lines of ‘On the Nature of Things’. This poem, having been lost for more than a millennium, was physically rediscovered by a fifteenth-century Florentine book hunter; its

  impact on art was immediate. The sea in Sandro Botticelli’s painting The Birth of Venus (which he would have worked on in about 1484) is as serene and radiant as Lucretius could have

  wished. It is quite simply a marvel, this sea: Botticelli painted Venus on canvas at a time when most Italian artists were using wooden panels, and up close the painterly

  freedom is a surprise. To create the delicate ripples that animate the sea’s green surface he has just flicked little wisps of white in quick twists of his brush. The enchantment lies in the

  relationship between the smooth pale flesh of Venus and the sea’s warm colours. This is a painting of space as much as form. Even though Botticelli paints a sea of placidity, the little

  wavelets are necessary because they recede from the eye and so make us see the water as a plane reaching back towards the depths of the canvas, across which Venus approaches. She comes forward, on

  the edge of the onlooker’s reality. The picture does not depict the birth of Venus from the waves but rather her arrival, shell-borne, at the island of either Cythera or Cyprus. Botticelli

  glories in the sense of uncanny movement, of Venus gliding out of the distance, as pink flowers float down, their slow descent implying that around Venus the air itself has warmed and stilled.




  Zephyrus and Aura, who waft her forward with their breath, also seem to float in a motionless, weightless sky and, as they hang there, embrace. They are lovers. Venus enacts her sway, and her

  followers make love in the air, free of all fetters, all restrictions – even that of gravity. Aura’s white body presses smoothly against the darker male flesh of Zephyrus. Meanwhile

  Venus poses in a graceful curve, her knee-length hair held in front of her, a hand covering one breast. She tilts her head and there is an indefinable look in her eyes: they are at once focused and

  looking past us.




  Her nakedness is genuinely divine. She preserves a portion of modesty not because this is a prudish painting but out of respect for her cosmic authority. There is a real, tangible sense of

  supernatural power when you look at this image. It is the goddess Venus herself we are seeing. She approaches; she is near. Her beauty seems to perfume the air around us. Her form sinks into the

  mind. She is to be worshipped as a pagan deity reborn.
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  Sandro Botticelli, The Birth of Venus. Myth, philosophy and magic shape the mystique of this nude that has come to epitomize Renaissance beauty.




  It might seem that the artist who created this painting must have been, like Fra Filippo Lippi, a great lover of women. There is, as it happens, an almost filial relationship

  between Lippi and Botticelli. Botticelli, who was born Alessandro di Mariano Filipepi in Florence in 1445, and lived until 1510, was Lippi’s pupil. In turn he taught and worked with the

  friar’s son, Filippino Lippi – they collaborated closely. Botticelli painted enthroned Madonnas that, in their beauty, prepossessing finery and seated magnificence, pay homage to Fra

  Filippo’s paintings of Lucrezia Buti as the Madonna. Yet in Botticelli’s art the adoration of women that saturates his teacher’s religious paintings becomes itself a new religion.

  Like Dante worshipping Beatrice, he elevates his painted beauties to such heavenly status that he cannot imagine touching them.




  Botticelli did not marry and in October 1490 he was denounced to the Ufficiali di Notte – the Office of the Night – a magistracy founded in

  Florence to combat morally lax behaviour (and in particular sodomy) within the city. He was accused of unspecified sins:




  

    

      Sandro Botticelli went against the ordinances [Sander Botticelli fecit contra ordinamenta].


    


  




  The accusation went nowhere. Twelve years later, in November 1502, a specific charge of sodomy was laid against him with the same Ufficiali di Notte; again it was left

  hanging.




  The most curious story about Botticelli’s love life reveals him terrified by the idea of actually living with a woman in his house, in his room. His visions of Venus were for him the very

  antithesis of normal Florentine family life: they bore no relation to the reality of domesticity, which was to him quite repellent. Meeting him one day, the politician Piero di Tommaso Soderini

  asked Botticelli why he did not get married. The artist answered with a story:




  

    

      I’ll tell you what happened to me one night, not long ago. I dreamed that I had got married. This upset me so much I woke up. To stop myself going back to sleep and

      dreaming again, I got up and walked like a madman all over Florence until dawn.


    


  




  Soderini never asked the question again.




  This image of Botticelli in the blackened streets, panicked by the delirium of his own dream life, is arresting. It matches his art because The Birth of Venus does seem to be painted by

  someone whose dreams are exceptionally lucid. Its modern popularity arose in the nineteenth century in the age of Pre-Raphaelite and Symbolist art, when its hallucination of a goddess struck a

  chord with aesthete dreamers, and grew in the twentieth century as Surrealism and Sigmund Freud popularized the unconscious. It has the authority of an accurately

  recorded apparition. Botticelli dreams that an ancient pagan divinity is coming to see him. This time he does not flee the house. This woman does not scare him. He smiles in his sleep.




  In pagan Greek and Roman mythology, the gods are not magisterial patriarchs who judge us from a position of infinite wisdom; they are reflections of human life. They are tremendously powerful,

  and astonishingly fallible. They are driven by lust and rage, pride and jealousy, just like people on earth. Early fifteenth-century Florentine intellectuals researched the classical world and dug

  out its lost books but their most heartfelt interest was history, not myth. They wanted to know what it was like to live in the Roman Republic in the age of Julius Caesar and Cicero. They hoped

  this knowledge might help the Republic of Florence. By the 1480s when republican hopes had been crushed by the autocratic power of the Medici family, Florence became hooked instead on the mythology

  of the ancients, so arcane, so graceful. Botticelli embodied this cult of the pagan gods. He was not merely illustrating classical texts in his paintings; he was recreating the myths themselves. He

  strove to see the gods as they really were, pruning away medieval accretions and misunderstandings to recreate the ‘true’ images of these divinities. He achieved this by looking at

  works of ancient art, learning the classical language of the human body as capable of perfect proportion and responding emotionally to the pagan tales. All this made him the perfect artist of the

  age of Lorenzo the Magnificent.




  Lorenzo de’ Medici, grandson to Cosimo de’ Medici, became effective ruler of Florence in 1469 after the early death of his father, Piero. In portraits Lorenzo is saturnine and

  contemplative. He was a brilliant diplomat who single-handedly managed Florentine foreign policy, a tough enemy to those who crossed him (he tracked down the assassins of his brother Giuliano and

  had them hanged from windows of the Palazzo della Signoria), yet also a spendthrift who managed the Medici bank indifferently. On top of all that he was a talented poet

  who created a culture of rarefied classicism around himself. Botticelli was a star in the circle of Lorenzo de’ Medici. It is even possible that his painting Primavera includes

  portraits of the lovers of Lorenzo and Giuliano. This was the moment when Renaissance culture brought the ancient myths of Greece and Rome back to life – and at the heart of this revival

  floats The Birth of Venus.




  In the Hall of the Months of the Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferrara, in north-eastern Italy, the gods mingle with monsters and men. These frescoes, painted by Francesco del Cossa

  and other, lesser hands in the late 1460s and early 1470s, portray the classical gods ruling the world. Yet they rule it as astrological personages, representing the planetary deities that dominate

  each month. Venus rules the month of April. Below her, grotesque beings symbolize the astrological demons of this month. She herself only partly resembles the goddess Venus from ancient myth: she

  presides over a court of love, where beautiful young people flirt, play music and embrace, but she is fully clothed, sits on an ornate chariot with little similarity to anything in antique art;

  and, while she receives the devotion of the god Mars, her lover in ancient myth, he is dressed as a medieval knight. Chivalry and astrology blend with the pagan heritage in this superbly painted

  arcanum.




  Botticelli’s Venus looks much more like the goddess of love the ancients actually believed in. She is nude like a true classical statue, modelled in fact on an ancient marble: the

  Venus Pudica, or ‘modest Venus’. Yet Botticelli shares the astrological and theurgical ideas about Venus and the other gods that make the frescoes in Ferrara so peculiar and

  disconcerting. The supernatural invocation of gods as talismanic symbols was waxing, not waning, in Lorenzo the Magnificent’s Florence.




  The scholar Marsilio Ficino was at the heart of this occult Renaissance. He was supported financially by the Medici family to spend his life translating and

  interpreting the Greek philosophical works of Plato, not to mention the ancient magical texts attributed to Hermes Trismegistus. He distilled his discoveries in an exposition of Neo-Platonist

  philosophy that was to echo through Europe. For Ficino, the pagan gods were not frolicking voluptuaries but spiritual luminaries. In his mixture of ideas, partly Platonic, partly magical, the

  goddess Venus has special significance. In a letter to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici – Lorenzo the Magnificent’s cousin, who is known to have commissioned works by

  Botticelli – he advised him to pay attention to the astral powers of the gods, above all Venus, for if he properly managed his life by her heavenly signs he would ‘live happy and free

  from cares’. Astrology and spells aside, Ficino believed the philosophy of ancient Greece was really saying the same thing as Christianity, a hugely influential idea that was elaborated in

  his book Theologica Platonica.




  According to Ficino’s refined spirituality we inhabit the ‘sublunary realm’, subject to the vicissitudes of change and decay, but we glimpse something better. Beauty on earth,

  which can never be perfect, is a manifestation of the ‘splendour of divine goodness’: a trace of the higher, celestial sphere. To love beauty, with a chaste, noble passion, is therefore

  to worship the divine. Sexual love has a special place in this belief system. If you are in love with a beautiful person, you can elevate this love into a purely spiritual adoration, and so, by

  transcending the carnal, enter the realm of immortal truth. As Socrates is portrayed as arguing in Plato’s dialogue Phaedrus, the soul of the lover can rise on wings: ‘His

  wings get bigger and he can’t wait to test them [. . .]’




  In another dialogue about love, The Symposium, Plato offered a radical view of the goddess Venus that rewrote ancient mythology. There are two Venuses, not just one: the Celestial Venus

  and the Earthly Venus. The celestial goddess possesses the mind that contemplates divine beauty. The natural Earthly Venus inspires desire and procreation. Ficino says

  both Venuses are ‘honourable’ but the celestial goddess is the way to truth.




  Ficino’s ideas were taken up and amplified by the thinker Pico della Mirandola, who appears among other Medici courtiers in Botticelli’s painting The Adoration of the Magi.

  The ecstatic ideas of these intellectuals suffuse Botticelli’s paintings of myth. In his picture Venus and Mars, the goddess of love has enchanted her lover the god of war and

  rendered him harmless: her blessings have harmonized the world and neutered male violence. Philosophy and sexuality sweetly mingle.




  Sordid details never bring Botticelli’s paintings down to earth. The goddess who brings her gifts of love in The Birth of Venus is a transcendent, untouchable presence: she is not

  earthly at all. She floats on her shell and her feet do not touch sea or land. She moves weightless across the waves. The more you contemplate her beauty, the more it leads you beyond physical

  care. This is a vision of the Celestial Venus.




  No fleshy companion could rival her in Botticelli’s bed as he lay there, eyes closed, awaiting his impossible love.










  




  




  Chapter Four




  THE LUSTS OF LEONARDO DA VINCI




  The hall is dim, even in the afternoon. Those high windows do not let in much light. On the far wall, illuminated by flickering candles, a meal is

  set out. Bread, wine, fish. Painted faces react in horror to some devastating piece of news. Hands are raised in gestures of alarm. Only the centre of the picture is a blank, for the artist is

  still seeking his perfect model for Christ. Matteo, fresh from prayers, is fascinated to see the latest additions to Leonardo da Vinci’s painting of the Last Supper. He is even more

  enthralled by the artist himself.




  Dressed in pink, his long hair immaculate, the court artist of the Duke of Milan is making some gentlemen laugh. While his assistants grind colours by the wooden painting platform, Leonardo is

  pronouncing a word with comic emphasis.




  ‘Libidinoso . . .’




  He’s talking about a painter – Matteo hasn’t heard of him – a Florentine called Fra Filippo Lippi. Matteo has to grin: because this is a monastery and Leonardo is telling

  a tale about a lusty friar.




  Many stories were told of the love life of Fra Filippo Lippi – and one was also told of Leonardo da Vinci recounting that particular tale. Matteo Bandello published his

  collection of stories the Novelle in 1554. In introducing one of its tales he looks back on his boyhood in Milan in the 1490s, when he, Matteo, was a young

  trainee monk at the religious complex of Santa Maria delle Grazie with its tranquil cloisters. There he was lucky enough to see Leonardo paint The Last Supper in the monks’

  refectory. His description of the artist at work is a unique document: the only contemporary description of Leonardo’s working habits. On some days, remembered Matteo, the painter would just

  stand and stare at his picture for hours, without touching it. Another day, after thinking for hours, he might touch one detail with a fine brush before going off to work on his clay model of a

  gigantic horse in his workshop on the other side of the mountainous cathedral. Yet sometimes Leonardo would start to paint and would not stop for hours – no, not even for food or drink.




  One day some churchmen visited Leonardo da Vinci there while he was pondering his painting, and wanted to talk to the famous artist. An elderly cardinal asked how much he was paid by Ludovico

  Sforza, the ruler of Milan. When Leonardo proudly revealed how liberally he was rewarded – 2,000 gold ducats a year plus frequent gifts – the cardinal walked out, shocked that artists

  now commanded such wealth. So Leonardo then amused some courtiers with a couple of stories about rulers whose generosity showed how much they cherished artists.




  In ancient Greece, the all-conquering Alexander the Great had for his court artist the wondrous Apelles. Although not a single painting by Apelles has survived, he was believed in the

  Renaissance to have been the greatest artist of all time. To compare a painter with Apelles was the highest praise you could give. Once, relates Leonardo in Bandello’s story, Alexander asked

  his court artist to paint his concubine, Campaspe, in the nude. So the beautiful sex-slave of Alexander the Great posed naked, and Apelles got to work. He was stunned. The gorgeous body of Campaspe

  thrilled him in a way he was totally unable to conceal. Alexander, a man of violent and unpredictable moods, saw all too clearly that Apelles was looking at Campaspe with

  an excitement that went beyond the professional. Did he punish his painter? No, Leonardo told his delighted audience. Alexander gave Campaspe to Apelles! That was how much he valued a gifted

  painter: enough to hand over his concubine.




  Leonardo was not finished. In Florence, he said, in the days of Cosimo de’ Medici, there lived Fra Filippo Lippi. Although Lippi was a Carmelite friar who had taken vows of chastity, he

  was also an inveterate love hound. Yet he was such a gifted painter that Cosimo the Elder protected Fra Filippo and forgave his excesses. The wealthy banker became impatient only when he needed the

  friar to finish a painting urgently. The trouble was that Lippi kept running off to his mistresses. So Cosimo locked him in an upper room of the Medici palace. For a couple of nights the friar put

  up with it; then, crazed by desire, he made a rope out of bed sheets and escaped to see one of his lovers. Eventually he fell in love with the nun Lucrezia Buti and took her away from her convent.

  The wealthy and influential Cosimo still protected his artist, and even persuaded the pope to offer him a special dispensation to marry Lucrezia. But Leonardo told how Lippi refused: ‘loving

  liberty too much.’




  These two tales that Bandello claims he heard Leonardo tell, back in the monastery all those years ago, are of course about art and sex. They associate artistic fame with amorous gratification

  and freedom. In ancient Greece, the genius of Apelles conquered Alexander in the bedroom; in fifteenth-century Florence, the excellent art of Fra Filippo allowed him to scorn his monastic vows

  – according to Leonardo, he gloried in sexual libertà.




  What is remarkable is that, just a few pages later in his collection, Bandello narrates the tragic deaths of Romeo Montecchio and Giulietta of the Capuleti, doomed lovers of Verona. Thus one of

  the world’s greatest love stories – and one of Shakespeare’s sources for Romeo and Juliet – stands cheek by jowl with Fra Filippo’s libido and Leonardo da

  Vinci’s saucy yarns.




  With his use of the word libertà Leonardo da Vinci casts artists as libertines – long before the age of Casanova. Naturally he, like all

  storytellers, was really speaking of himself.




  Leonardo da Vinci was the outcome of illicit desire. He was born in 1452 near Vinci in the hills of Tuscany. His father, Piero, was a notary or property lawyer, and his mother, Caterina, a

  farmer’s daughter. They did not marry. Piero da Vinci went on to have four wives and eleven children in wedlock. Little Leonardo, the bastard child of Piero’s country pleasures, lived

  in Vinci until he was apprenticed as a teenager to the artist Andrea del Verrocchio in Florence. In Leonardo’s paintings the childhood memory of a maternal hideaway in the countryside is

  softly recollected. His altarpiece The Virgin of the Rocks portrays a Madonna with young Jesus and John the Baptist in a rural nook sheltered from the world by soaring rocks. Across the

  water, blue mountains shimmer. In their grotto the holy family – John the Baptist is embraced by Mary as her own child – are visited by an angel of indeterminate gender.
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