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“The Vow poignantly explores both the rewards and challenges of being a creative woman. With its rich descriptions of eighteenth-century Europe, this novel is a well-researched, timeless look at how powerfully the soul can guide us, both in art and in love.”


—Ginny Kubitz Moyer, author of The Seeing Garden


“Lovers of art and seekers of the Divine will be especially enthralled by this masterful work set in late-1700s Italy and England—a creative revelation of the painterly life of Angelica Kauffman, a historical, exceptionally accomplished artist. Relive her encounters with celebrities of the time, including Joshua Reynolds, Goethe, and royalty.”


—Francine Falk-Allen, author of A Wolff in the Family


“In this mesmerizing tale woven by Jude Berman, the intricate dance between ambition and betrayal unfolds with breathtaking elegance. With skillful prose and classical descriptions, Berman paints a vivid portrait of a woman defying the constraints of her time, making this novel an unforgettable masterpiece in its own right.”


—Joanne Howard, author of Sleeping in the Sun


“A lyrically written, deeply imagined fictional biography of one of the early feminists—the renowned artist Angelica Kauffman, who was close friends with both Joshua Reynolds and Goethe.”


—Sara Loyster, author of The Daughters of Edward Darley Boit


“In The Vow, Berman brings a mostly forgotten eighteenth-century artist breathtakingly to life. Angelica Kauffman was truly exceptional—fierce, independent, beautiful, fought over by patrons and lovers. This graceful and well-researched novel exposes the deepest heart of a passionate woman who makes excruciating choices to keep her spirit free.”


—Laurel Huber, author of The Velveteen Daughter


“Based on extensive research, The Vow uncovers the life of Angelica Kauffman, an artist who vows never to marry but instead pursue her art. Berman imagines rich scenes of Kauffman’s struggles as a woman trying to succeed and find love too. An insightful and intimate book that pulls back the curtain on the art salons of eighteenth-century Italy and England.”


—Linda Moore, author of Attribution


“Swiss artist Angelica Kauffman’s quest for immortality—both as an artist and as a woman—underpins her every movement in Jude Berman’s compelling second novel, The Vow. Berman breathes life into a historical character who dared to break professional and social boundaries. This intriguing and historically accurate novel will delight readers of art history, women’s history, and eighteenth-century historical fiction.”


—Ashley E. Sweeney, author of Eliza Waite


“Jude Berman’s The Vow brilliantly explores the life of eighteenth-century Swiss artist Angelica Kauffman. In an era when women live with few rights, Kauffman rejects society’s restrictions and follows her dream of becoming a successful portraitist and history painter. In a stellar first-person narrative, we share Kauffman’s struggles, passions, and successes. If you’re a fan of classical art, historical novels, and the roots of feminism, you’ll love The Vow.”


—Susen Edwards, author of What a Trip
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To the other Wolfgang













Prologue





I can’t remember dying. It happened so quickly. So quietly. Like the moment of midnight passing into the morrow. Like a rainbow, its colors already faint, fading into the clouds.


For a long time I thought I was still in my room, the candle flickering by the window, the priest’s voice a constant drone as he read the same verse over and again. I don’t know why he insisted on “Ode for the Dying.” I called out several times but apparently he couldn’t hear me.


Then I found myself in a chapel—or perhaps some sort of Egyptian temple. I couldn’t be sure in the darkness. Later it seemed I was sitting by a lone pine tree. To orient myself, I tried bringing to mind habitual actions. How much red pigment to mix with the yellow for a sunset. What size brushes to use when painting the eyes, the cheekbones, the hint of a dimple. How long to wait before applying the varnish.


I’m grateful for these simple thoughts. They have kept me steady. Steady enough so I can begin to focus on what is most dear to my heart. On what needs to happen next. On all I must remember.













Venice
















One





Venice, 1765


Papa taught me always to look for the brief bath of luminosity at dusk. It never disappoints. This evening, filtered through panes of stained glass, it sets fire to Titian’s Assumption. The painting, which has been towering over me all day as I worked to copy it, suddenly glows from within. Red robes grow redder, the clouds softer. Heaven a richer gold. Then all the colors explode, engulfing the Virgin in a radiance that rebounds off the sanctuary windows as if they were looking glass.


In a world fabricated of light, I can no longer gauge where I’m standing.


Our Lady’s arms, raised toward God, drop to her sides. Long fingers of light reach down and touch me. Her head inclines downward, her gaze meets mine.


Her breath is warm on my face. Within it, a whisper: Soar beyond what you know. Paint with your soul. Paint for God!


As quickly as it began, the moment is over.


I, Angelica Kauffman, stand alone again before my unfinished canvas in the Basilica di Santa Maria Gloriosa dei Frari. It is a late afternoon in October of the year 1765, time for the lamplighter to make his rounds.


I become aware of how chilly the sanctuary is, of the insidious dampness that has seeped into my bones. I’m tired, hungry, even a bit irritable. There are so many scenes I long to paint, such vibrant colors swirling in my head. Yet I have little to show for my efforts at the end of a vexing day. Paint for God? Really, that would be better left to the angels.


Footsteps echo on the stone floor, breaking the silence. Antonio Zucchi, the lodger with whom my father and I share quarters, is coming toward me with his usual bouncing step.


“Your father’s been delayed.” His whisper is loud enough to create an echo of its own.


His brusqueness might offend me if I weren’t so used to it. My father and I met him in Milan, and our travels have since taken us along parallel paths. A few days after we arrived in Rome, there he was. When we were in Naples, he was in Naples. So it was no surprise when he showed up in Venice. Now that he sleeps in the attic above our apartment and doesn’t wait for an invitation to join us for meals, he’s practically kin.


I set down my palette, rub my hands to get warm, and begin cleaning my brushes, starting with the smallest yellow one.


He folds his arms and stares at my canvas. “Not finished?”


Unable to deny that, I focus on my brushes.


“You’ve done nothing.”


His tone riles me, as I’m sure he intends it to, but I’m not about to be seduced into another argument. The one last night in the privacy of our home was bad enough. A public outburst—in a church, no less—would be far worse. Without looking up, I run the tip of the yellow brush slowly, deliberately along the edge of my paint box. It doesn’t leave any trace of color. I pick up another brush and dip it in mineral spirits.


Even with my head down, I can feel Antonio’s glare. It’s no secret he harbors at least as much envy as admiration for me. Not only am I fifteen years younger, but the acclaim I’ve won exceeds anything he could hope to receive for his own craft. His envy grows each time I get a more impressive commission.


I know what he’s thinking: Someone as young and idealistic as I needs someone with more worldly discernment—someone like him—to guide and protect me. It’s not an idea I’ve ever encouraged. I don’t need anyone directing my career or watching over me like that. Nor in any other way Antonio might fancy. My father provides all the help I need. We’re a team: I paint, he handles business. Our income may be meager, but the commissions he has procured for me would be the pride of any artist, let alone a woman.


Abandoning any pretense at a whisper, Antonio gestures toward the altar. “For a girl to presume to do justice to this masterpiece, what a mockery!”


My art a mockery? It’s been a slow day, but that’s a step too far. And the way he called me girl, like it’s some kind of incurable disease. My reply is quiet yet firm: “Giuseppe Morosco didn’t think so when he gave me the commission. He has confidence in me.” Unlike you, I think, picking up a russet red brush.


“I’m confident too,” he huffs.


But I’ve heard enough. “You know Papa and I need the money,” I say, thrusting my brush close enough to his nose to make him pull back. “Life isn’t cheaper here than in Rome or Milan. Even sharing rooms with you, we can barely afford food. Not to mention art supplies. Besides, why shouldn’t I create a replica of great art?”


“Next you’ll try for a replica of the sun!” He spits out his words, then turns and rushes from the church.


I shake my head as I watch him go. Then I glance at the Virgin. Her arms are raised to the Lord, palms open, eyes locked with his. There is no sign it was ever otherwise. She’s too enraptured to be bothered by our pettiness.


So why should I bother? The fact is, despite his bravado, Antonio has little knowledge of history painting or reproductions. When he looks at the Virgin, he doesn’t appreciate the brilliant reds Titian used more than two centuries ago, when the church considered such colors scandalous. Nor have I seen him stop—as I often do—beside Titian’s tomb here in the Frari to pay his respects to the master. No, Antonio is an artisan primarily devoted to architectural trimmings and decorative ornaments. If he thinks about reproductions, it is to adorn a dinner plate. He’ll never understand my dreams and passions.


I inhale deeply. So that’s it. One has to live as one sees fit, to paint what one is called to paint. To do anything less—that would be a mockery. If I want to paint the sun, I’ll paint the sun. And it will be magnificent.


Still, I have to admit, inspiration hasn’t been shining on me. For hours, I’ve gone over and over one small corner of the canvas. Morosco expected the painting yesterday, but my father bargained for an extra day. Now I’m going to disappoint both of them.


As I place my paints in the wooden box with splintered lid I inherited from Papa, the lamplighter and several others enter the church. A young man dressed in black offers a votive candle, then wanders over to inspect my canvas. His tall form hunches a bit too closely over my shoulder, his long blond curls brushing against my cheek, forcing me to step aside.


“For sale?” he asks.


“It’s sold already.”


A giant ruby flashes on his finger as he adjusts his temple spectacles so he can take in both the original and my copy. I feel his eyes on me too. “Tell the buyer he’s fortunate,” he says before turning away.


Others approach and discuss my work among themselves. As if I were invisible. I untie my apron and smooth the folds of my skirt as I listen to their reactions. Transformed through a dozen eyes, my unfinished painting becomes a dozen different paintings—all finished, all worthy of praise. If only one would affix itself to my canvas. Before Papa arrives. Of course, Antonio will be back too. I’m determined not to argue with him again.


It’s hard not to argue with someone who is convinced he knows what’s best for you. Or so I’ve discovered. After supper, it is my custom to wash and dry the dishes while Antonio sits at our rough-hewn table and designs the engraving for a plate. When the dishes are in the cupboard, I join him with my sketchbook. Last night, I was rendering Penelope’s hands as they hold Ulysses’s bow—gracefully elongated yet strong enough to support the weapon. Her right thumb looked as it should, but the left was at an odd angle.


Antonio stopped to watch. “We should join forces.”


I shrugged. “You’re welcome to do engravings of my history paintings.”


“Not Penelope.”


“Why not?”


“The design isn’t circular.”


“Then adapt it.”


But he wasn’t satisfied. He wanted me to set aside my sketches and develop a motif for his plates. “They’d fetch a high price,” he insisted.


“I’ve worked all day on a painting that’s already sold. Have you forgotten?”


At that, he launched into a diatribe about what’s best for me—namely, to stop distracting myself with the vacuous allegories of history painting. And definitely no more replicas.


I pointed out his illogic. Many of his engravings are reproductions of history paintings. As they should be. That’s what people rush to purchase. Besides, mythology is a genre of pure passion. Any artist with talent—irrespective of gender—knows that. And surely I have talent. So why should I limit myself?


None of what I said had any effect. Antonio expected his to be the final word. I was just a girl, obligated to listen to him. Having decided how that girl should paint, he badgered me until I heaved a sigh of frustration—which he probably interpreted as an admission of defeat, though it was anything but—and gathered up my sketchbook and chalks and retired to the loft where I sleep.


My thoughts are interrupted by a rustling at my side.


A woman in ivory silk, pearls shimmering in her upswept hair, skirt with the widest hoops I’ve ever seen, has entered the sanctuary. Obviously a personage of import. Each time she flicks her jewel-studded fan, I inhale rose perfume. It’s intoxicating.


She tilts her head and regards my painting.


I sense a compliment forthcoming and prepare to receive it with grace. But before she can speak, our attention is drawn to the front of the church, where two men are engaged in heated debate. As they rush toward us, she steps away.


Papa drops his satchel and reaches for my painting.


My hands fly to protect it. I can only imagine the stories Antonio has fed him.


“What is this?” he cries. “Antonio says you’re not painting. I say that’s impossible—”


“John Joseph, be gentle!” Now that his criticisms have found an ear, Antonio is ready to jump into the opposite role—the one he covets—as my protector.


But Papa is fixed on my painting. On me. “My darling,” he pleads, “tell me it’s not true!”


Antonio might have created this scene, but he doesn’t have the power to end it. We both know I’m the one who has a special touch with my father, who can say what he needs to hear. Antonio expects that of me now. But I can’t find the words. Much as I’ve resisted it, Antonio has managed to plant a seed of doubt. So what if rivers of color flood into paintings in my mind’s eye as I fall asleep? So what if I dream of making masterpieces? It’s all useless if I can’t create a fair copy.


“Think of our sacrifices!” Papa isn’t angry, just afraid. “Your mother and I thought only of your talent, your success. Now it’s all in your hands.”


I want to throw my arms around him, promise those sacrifices weren’t in vain. I myself have vowed the highest sacrifice: to place my art over all else, even over marriage. My art is my life, my love. I work all day, every day, often without stopping for a meal between dawn and dusk. But I don’t mind; my art is all that matters. Nothing brings greater joy than to watch a patron behold a finished piece. I want to say I will start at the first light tomorrow and make up for lost time. I’ll complete the painting by day’s end. But I can’t make that promise. It is one thing to love painting, to feel called to the life of an artist; it is something else to live up to others’ expectations. The fact they are my own expectations too doesn’t help.


“I’m sorry” is all I can say.


Antonio shoots me a look that says, I warned you not to be a dreamer.


I stare back at him, then at my father, then at the unfinished canvas. Tears are pooling in my eyes. Another minute and I’ll be crying. In public.


Suddenly, the lady reemerges from the shadows. If she’s been watching, she gives no indication she witnessed anything unusual. “May I ask a favor?” Her voice is as smooth as the pearls in her hair. Quiet as a lady’s voice is supposed to be.


I blink away my tears.


“I need a portrait to remind me of Venice. I’d like this young artist to execute it.” She addresses my father as if he were one of her rank. “Would you permit me, sir, to commission it?”


You’re so beautiful, I think, I want to paint you just as you are right now.


She turns to me, all smiles. “I hope you’ll agree to paint a portrait for me.”


As I express my gratitude, Antonio draws Papa aside. “It’s Her Excellency Lady Wentworth,” I hear him whisper, “wife of the British ambassador.”


My father thrusts himself forward. “Of course . . . you’re most . . .” He trips over his tongue, trying to correct any untoward impressions. “My daughter, Angelica, is widely acclaimed . . .”


“Papa!” I hiss. There is no reason to lose his dignity. Our dignity.


“We . . . we’ve,” he stammers, “just come from Naples—”


“Papa, please! Her Excellency knows.”


Lady Wentworth extends her hand. Without hesitating, I place my paint-stained fingers in it. If my rough skin shocks her senses, she doesn’t let on. “I thought you might be Angelica,” she says. “I’ve heard so much about you. I just got a letter from Herr Winckelmann praising a portrait you did. I knew I had to have one for myself.”


Within a few minutes, everything has been settled. I will go home with her, so she can show me where I’ll be working. We will discuss the commission, and if everything is acceptable to my father, I will begin work straightaway—or as soon as my copy in the church is finished. No one questions whether it will be.


As we walk out of the church, Lady Wentworth and I, and cross the pavement to the waterway, where her gondola awaits, I turn at the last second and glance back. Antonio is in the doorway, staring after us, looking so small against the massive brick building, with its towering campanile. All the bounce has drained out of him.


I know he wants to protest, to make a case that my father must be more careful about where—and with whom—he allows his daughter to go. He wants to explain how wealthy people take a fancy to certain artists because it’s the fashion of the day, only to drop them a short while later. But he knows my father too well. Any objections now will be discounted. All Antonio can do is bide his time, hoping for a chance to snatch me back into his world.


You poor fellow, I think as I descend the steps to the water, even that will be too late.


I take my seat in the felze of the gondola and pull a thick wool blanket over my lap. Not only will it keep me warmer than just my cloak, but it will hide the stains that, despite my apron, run all the way down my skirt.


While Lady Wentworth attempts to swivel—difficult with her extra-wide hoops—so she can direct the gondolier to arrange her packages, I relax into the pillows. The sides of the felze have been left open, affording a wide view of the canal. Lanterns hanging from the buildings cast their rays over the water, making sparkles dance on the ripples. Under my skin, ripples of joy are doing a dance of their own as I recall the Virgin’s words: Paint with your soul! I’m not certain how to do that. I just know I want to. And someday, somehow, I will.


For now, I can’t wait to start my new commission. No matter that it’s only a portrait, not a history painting. I can do it and do it well. The world will see.


I lean over and peer into the water. From this angle, no sparkles are visible. Looking into the depths is like staring into the vast palette of God’s unknown. Anything can be created, anything dissolved, in each instant. Before an artist has dipped their brush into paint, no one knows if a masterpiece will be created. Likewise, the life of a painter is unpredictable. This afternoon is proof enough of that.


When all the packages have been stowed, the gondolier shoves off. With one smooth stroke, he cuts through God’s palette. At what point, I wonder, does the work of the artist cease, and her life itself begin?













Two





The oar dips and splashes, rocking our boat as we round the bend away from the church and enter a narrow passageway. On either side, the buildings are like huge ships moored in the water. Though it is late, the canal is bustling with activity. People hang over balconies, brandishing glasses of ale, calling out to neighbors. Children play on their doorsteps, alarmingly close to the water.


Suddenly my gaze is drawn upward.


A solitary figure stands on a low-arching bridge, watching our gondola pass beneath. I recognize the man with fair curls and black coat who praised my painting in the church, the man with the ruby ring. For an instant our eyes meet. Even though it’s dark, I have the unnerving sense he can see through me.


A tap on my knee brings me back to the boat.


Lady Wentworth is smiling patiently. A fine mist has settled on her hair, giving polish to the pearls. “So,” she says, “tell me about the artist.”


I hesitate. It would be easier, I’ve often thought, if my paintings could speak for themselves. Stories of Greek mythology are what move people. Everyone loves images of sublime beauty and valor, patience and perseverance, grandeur and glory. They love the vision of a perfect world. The personal story of a young woman artist—not so much. That’s best kept quiet. Especially if you have as little stomach as I do for people’s useless ideas about how she should lead her life.


“I hear you’ve been an artist since an early age,” she prompts.


Her prompt works. In fact, I can’t recall a time before I was an artist. Perhaps I was born one, if that’s possible. “Yes,” I say, slipping one foot out of its shoe and curling my toes on the soft cushion. “Other children bored me. I didn’t care for their dolls or spillikins. Drawing on the floor with my father’s chalks was much more fun.”


“Ha! A child prodigy. I knew it.”


She looks at me expectantly, but I don’t react. This isn’t always a compliment. Many people don’t appreciate a prodigy, especially not a girl. “I was born in Switzerland,” I say instead. “My parents came to Italy so my father could paint portraits and cathedral ceilings—” I stop, too proud to reveal how poor we actually were. Besides, the life of itinerant artists seeking new commissions and wealthier patrons is hardly within a lady’s purlieus. “My parents always looked after me,” I say.


“So your father taught you?”


Again I hesitate. “Not exactly—”


“No? How then are you so accomplished?”


With her persistence, my reluctance fades. I do have a reason to tell her about myself: Patrons need to know about any artist they support. All the more so if that artist is a woman, to make sure her talents don’t go to waste.


I explain that my father guided me, but he wasn’t my teacher. I taught myself by copying masterpieces. When he saw how easily I made copies, he gave me paints of my own and expected a new copy every fortnight. “One can learn so much by studying artists such as Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, and Correggio,” I say, not mentioning—as she undoubtedly knows—that none were women. “Papa’s favorite is Leonardo, so I imagined him as my teacher.”


“Does your father still paint?” she wants to know.


“He gave up his work so he could focus on my career.”


“How generous.” She looks at me with a keen eye. “And practical. He knows where the real talent in his family lies.”


This time I smile at her compliment. Because it’s true. In fact, few know the lengths to which my father went to make sure I received an education—even to the point of facing ridicule himself. In Milan, he was branded an opportunist for foisting a child into the limelight. The artists didn’t want a girl studying in the galleries. What if she outshined them? No one wanted to risk that. Yet my father made it happen.


And then there was the rumor I’d snuck into the academy disguised as a boy to draw from live models. An artist in Milan concocted the story to discredit me. Furious, my father did what he could to dispel speculation, but it kept cropping up wherever we went. When we traveled to Florence, he had to go to battle all over again because the artists there refused me entrance to their galleries. They argued I belonged at home, caring for a family, not laboring for money. I’m relieved to see Lady Wentworth is more supportive.


“And your mother?” she says. “Is she in Venice too?”


As I shake my head, I withdraw my eyes to the dark surface of the water.


Mama was always my strongest advocate. Yet she never asked me to paint nor told me to become a painter. In her eyes, her daughter simply was an artist. Whenever I brought her a sketch, even a rough one, she set aside what she was doing and admired it.


I often woke to visions of colors swirling in my head. When they wouldn’t go away, I cried out.


She rushed to take me in her arms. “They’re like paint,” she whispered. “Soon you’ll put them into the prettiest pictures.”


We were living in Milan when she died. For three years, I’d been painting portraits of the nobility. They were unsophisticated pictures, but my clients were too taken by the novelty to notice. And I loved the chance to paint. The fact that I was paid made it even more thrilling.


Then suddenly the thrill was gone. My father and I couldn’t bear to stay by ourselves in Milan, so we returned to the hamlet his family called home—Schwarzenberg, in the Bergenz Forest. He slept with the goatherds in Uncle Michel’s barn, while I shared a bed with two cousins. Life in the alpine village cut a sharp contrast with what I’d grown accustomed to, and my grief gave way to resentment. One evening, my oldest cousin arrived late for supper. He came straight from the goat shed, smelling of manure, and sat down beside me. When he handed me his plate, expecting me to serve him, it was more than I could take.


“What’s next?” I cried. “Will I have to dine with the goats?”


They were harsh words. I knew that as soon as I said them, yet I was too proud to do anything but drop my napkin and flee the room. My father followed. He demanded I apologize, then go to church and confess. Although I often went to church in those days, it was to paint frescos, not to think about my sins. That night, however, I was so afraid for my soul I couldn’t sleep.


As it turned out, the parish priest did what my father couldn’t: help me find the love beneath my grief. Mama was in heaven, he assured me, but her love would live on forever.


I vowed to attend church regularly, a vow that was immediately challenged by the weather. But I didn’t let it deter me. When the roads became impassable by carriage, I rose before daybreak and trudged for three hours in snow over my knees to attend mass. This backbone of faith, I came to see, was my mother’s lasting gift.


* *


“She died when I was fifteen,” I say as soon as I can speak again. “My father and I have been traveling together ever since.”


Lady Wentworth reaches out and touches my arm. “I’m so sorry! That’s a difficult life.”


“Perhaps. But it suits me,” I say, sitting taller. She doesn’t need to know how difficult it really is. “There have been strokes of luck as well. Like when the governor of Milan granted me permission to visit the private galleries whenever I wished.”


“What an honor.”


“Yes. No woman before that could copy in the galleries.”


I explain that I painted my first portrait when I was eight. I discovered I could take one look at a person’s face and know their true character. My first patron of real importance was the Bishop of Como, when I was eleven. His portrait was so successful that I was showered with commissions. My father had to start refusing some so I wouldn’t neglect my lessons. When we moved to Milan, it was the same. After I painted the Duchess of Modena, all the nobility wanted portraits. “Since then,” I say, “it’s been my livelihood.”


“So you will specialize in portraits?”


“Oh no, I want to be much more than a portrait painter!” As I say this, I can’t help but notice her raised eyebrows. Like everyone else, she thinks women painters can do portraits—and those interminable still lifes—while history painting is the exclusive domain of men.


I ignore the eyebrows. “I’m going to be a history painter. That’s why I’ve studied Greek and Roman mythology. In Rome, I received commissions for history paintings of Penelope, Coriolanus, and Bacchus and Ariadne. Nothing excites me more than making my own interpretations. And of course the range of color I can use is much greater than for portraits.”


“My goodness, I had no idea.” Despite her eyebrows, she clearly values spunk. “So you’ve studied anatomy?”


She’s assuming, of course, that to paint male gods and heroes, I must have a detailed knowledge of their anatomy. “That hasn’t been possible,” I say. “However, I don’t believe life drawing is necessary to create aesthetically pleasing figures.”


“So how did you learn to paint figures?”


I explain that with my father’s help, I devised a method. First I worked on what I could see: the head and hands and feet. The rest I learned from copying plaster reliefs of classical sculptures. I hesitate, but only for a second. “I’d love to paint you as a goddess.”


“Which one?”


“Aphrodite, in robes of white and gold.” That was how I’d hoped to paint my mother; I don’t suggest it lightly.


She smiles broadly. “The goddess of love! With my daughter as an angel by my side.”


I’m pleased she speaks my language.


“I’d love for you to be my guide in the galleries,” she says as we pass the Doge’s Palace, its long row of slender columns and arches like spiderly legs crawling over the dark waters. “If it weren’t so late, I’d suggest stopping now.”


I tell her I could get used to a life with time to visit galleries just for the fun of it.


“Art lectures are so dull,” she says, eyes fluttering to emphasize her point. “I’d rather go with you so I can learn the secrets of each painting.”


“I’d love that, my Lady!”


“My dear Angelica,” she says with sudden intensity, “if we’re to become friends, you must call me Bridget.” She holds out both hands, inviting me to withdraw mine from under the blanket and place them in hers.


I do so.


“I’m so happy we’ve met,” she says. “I’ve always wanted to know what it’s like to be a woman and an artist. You must enlighten me.”


Her warm hands pull me under a spell of intimacy that’s hard to resist. I want to lean into her, feel her arms enfold me, as I share with her the world I live in. Yet how can I describe the life of an artist to someone who has no talent of her own? I could say I stand apart, an observer to record history, character, emotion. That I offer my interpretations but don’t have the privilege of plunging into life myself. Or perhaps I should say I live more fully than others, that living at the apex of creation heightens color and texture and the very light of which images are born. I’m not sure which is truer. Sometimes I feel separate from the world. Like today, struggling in the church. Other times, it seems art and life will consume me.


Of course, being female complicates all this. Which isn’t to say that’s how I experience myself when I’m painting. My eyes aren’t female when they perceive color. My hand holding the brush isn’t gendered. Though I haven’t yet figured out what it means to paint with one’s soul, I do know it can’t be done by a man or a woman. That would be too constrained. I think about this often, but most people don’t. They just see me as feminine and flimsy and capricious, incapable of making my artistic mark on the world. And they make sure I don’t forget that.


“Tell me,” Bridget coaxes, “what do you do when you’re not working? An artist’s life must be lonely. Who are your friends? And the man at the church—are you engaged?”


Her last question jolts me back to my senses. “I’d never marry Antonio!”


“Antonio?”


“The man at the church. I assure you, I’d never marry him.”


“You’re right,” she says, smiling. “He’s too old and not nearly good enough for you.” If she is referring to his ill-tempered behavior earlier, she’s too polite to do so directly.


“In any case,” I say, “I’m not interested in marriage.” There is no reason for her to think I’m unmarried because I lack suitors, when the truth is I chose to devote myself to painting. Besides, I’m not willing to give up my right to the money I earn. Not to mention the right to own my paintings. I might as well give up my power to breathe.


Her eyebrows rise again. “Surely someone as attractive—”


“Of course there’ve been a few,” I say, anticipating her point. “But in Milan, after my mother died, I swore off the idea of marriage. So much work is required if one intends to paint masterpieces. As I do. I won’t have time for a husband.”


“You value your independence.”


I nod. “You could say I’m married to my brush.”


Bridget throws back her head and laughs with such glee I have to join in. “I’m so happy we’ve met,” she says again. “You’re going to be a breath of fresh air in my life—in all of society. As to your wild ideas about remaining a spinster . . . we’ll see about that.”


Our gondola stops before an iron gate. Willow boughs overhang one side, almost touching the water. A servant swings open the gate, revealing a flight of marble steps leading to a path, illuminated by a string of lanterns, that winds up through a terraced garden.


As we step out of the gondola, the wave from a passing boat catches us. Bridget grabs my arm just in time to save me from a swift dip in the canal. We both whirl around to see who caused the turbulence.


It’s the man from the church, looking back at us as his boat speeds into the darkness. I see the faint glint of the ruby on his hand, which he is holding over his heart.


With a giggle, Bridget waves to him. “That’s Count Frederick de Horn, a friend of my husband. Intriguing man. He likes to visit us, so you’ll meet him soon.”


“He’s in mourning?”


“His mother died recently.”


I want to say he doesn’t act like someone in mourning. But I can’t substantiate the feeling. “I’ve met him already” is all I say.
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Bridget climbs the steps, and I follow. At the top, we come to a long, narrow reflecting pool; at its far end, two marble goddesses perpetually pour out the contents of their Grecian urns. A servant takes our cloaks as we walk into the entrance hall.


Bridget grabs my hand and leads me through a series of rooms, each more elegantly furnished than the one before, until we come to a room arranged as a gallery. A large painting on a gilt easel occupies the place of honor. “When you spoke of history painting,” she says, “I knew you had to see this.”


I approach the masterpiece. “Another Titian?”


She nods. “Do you like it?”


It’s most likely a copy, but so expertly done I can’t tell for certain. The blues of its sky and sea blend with the room’s Prussian blue walls, creating the impression we stand within the painting. Ariadne stretches a hand toward her departing lover, while her head swivels back toward Bacchus as he leaps from his chariot, robes lifting like crimson wings behind him. Copy or not, the scene is breathtaking.


“Now, that’s true love!” I exclaim.


To my surprise, Bridget is skeptical.


I tell her I know the story well, having painted it for a British patron. Bacchus falls in love with Ariadne after Theseus has broken her heart. My favorite part is when Bacchus, having promised his beloved the heavens, takes her crown and places it among the stars.


“Ah, I wondered why there were stars in a blue sky.” Bridget studies the canvas as if viewing it for the first time. It occurs to me she isn’t used to the deeper meaning of art. Her pride in this painting is based on the artist’s fame.


Since she asked me to be her guide, I explain. “The stars symbolize enduring love—”


“I see his love,” she cuts in. “But she doesn’t love him. Look at her. She still longs for Theseus.”


I smile. Clearly Bridget is a quick learner. “Perhaps the artist believes Bacchus’s love is enough for both of them. See how Titian has lit up his chest, so he shines like the rising sun. No nearby heart could possibly resist him.” I choose my words carefully so Bridget won’t think I’m contradicting her. “Surely such love will endure.”


Suddenly a clock begins to strike.


“Come!” Bridget says. “The ambassador is waiting, and we’re late for supper.”


My own first encounter with love was anything but enduring. It was a love affair with music. It happened while my father and I were staying at the Count of Montfort’s castle in Milan after my mother’s death. Because it was a skill she’d taught me, I began to play the clavichord and sing. During the day, I painted portraits of the count’s family; after sundown, I sat at the keyboard.


One evening, as I reached the refrain of a melody, I heard a baritone blending with my soprano. I looked up to see dark curls disappear through the parlor door. “Wait!” I called.


I was halfway to the door when his head poked back in. “You sing like an angel,” he said.


Raphael was a musician. And charming. He had a habit of tossing his head so one of his unruly curls would flip over and rejoin the rest. He was staying at the castle for a while and suggested we practice together.


Every evening, we worked on something new, and layer by layer, my grief dissolved in song. Then one night, he thrust some sheets of music into my hands. “Our madrigals are lovely,” he said, “but your voice can do much more.”


I took one look at the complex notation and passed it back to him.


But he was adamant I was ready for his favorite Monteverdi arias. So we began with Orpheus and Eurydice. After a few weeks, he had us giving open-air concerts in the castle’s courtyard. Which meant additional time practicing. I wasn’t sure which I liked more: our singing or the kiss he implanted on my lips at the end of each evening.


All this meant less time to paint.


“Come to Rome with me,” he coaxed. “You’ll have a brilliant career as an opera singer.”


“And give up painting?”


“You don’t have to. Just shift your focus. Let your art become what your music is now.”


He was persuasive. And I was tempted. Maybe it was possible to love both art and music.


He steered me to an armchair in the parlor, across from the clavichord. “Close your eyes and picture yourself on stage. The velvet curtain is rising. Your costume is stunning. When you sing, the crowd is spellbound. Night after night, thousands flock to see you, to hear you. You’re a star in the world of opera seria, so full of drama and passion!”


My eyes flew open. “A woman could do that?”


He explained that not all the principal roles go to musici, who have sacrificed their bodies for the sake of a career in opera. Kneeling before me, he took my hands in his and raised them to his lips, kissing first one, then the other. “You’ll love it. Besides, the stage offers more money than you’ll ever receive as a painter.”


I withdrew my hands. “I have to talk to my father first.”


Much as I prized my independence, I was seventeen. I needed Papa’s consent. However, when I went to him, I discovered Raphael had already persuaded him that opera would give me fame and fortune. Still, the final decision was mine to make.


Deciding between two loves is always difficult. It’s hard enough to choose between two people; choosing between two parts of oneself is even harder. So I went to a priest for advice.


“You fell in love with music,” he said with a smile. “And you already love painting.”


“Yes, father.” I couldn’t tell if he was laughing at me.


But his reply was serious. “You’re fortunate to have two gifts. Few people are so blessed. However, I can say with certainty that you won’t be satisfied in the world of the stage. Actors and singers have habits that will tarnish your good name and make it impossible for you to attend mass. Choosing such a life will take you away from your faith.”


He spoke to the needs of my soul. If I went to Rome with Raphael, I’d be forced to forget about painting for God. When I explained this to my father, he was easily won over. The difficult moment was telling Raphael.


When I sat down to practice that evening, he strode into the room. He had no idea I’d seen the priest or that my father had changed his mind. “So,” he demanded, “when do we leave?”


“I’m not going to Rome,” I said, as if there’d never been a question. “I will travel with my father and learn everything I can about painting.”


This time when he flicked his unruly curls, all the charm was gone. I’d seen his handsome face for weeks but never noticed how he looked down his nose at me.


So ended my first love affair. It was never a serious flirtation with Raphael; it was a flirtation with music. In the end, it set the course of my life as an artist. I knew every breath God gave me I would use for painting. And there was one unexpected boon. I had taken for granted that it was only a matter of time before I married. Every woman married. It was expected. That changed when I saw how readily my life could have gone in a direction I would have regretted. If Raphael or Antonio—or any other man—were my husband, I would have to submit to his decisions. He could force me to stop painting. That can never be! I am first and foremost an artist. And for that matter, free to flirt with whomever I choose. Even if Bacchus himself placed a crown on my head—or among the stars, should I be so honored—that wouldn’t sway my heart.


I smile at Catherine, seated across from me, as I pull my napkin from its swan-shaped ring and lay it on my lap. It’s almost an insult to put such exquisitely embroidered linen on my woolen skirt. Before sitting down, I rubbed the worst of the russet red stains from my hands, then folded back my cuffs so the splatters wouldn’t be so visible. But my painter’s dress is still just that.


Catherine grins back. She was allowed to dine with the grown-ups so she could meet the artist, while her younger brother was whisked off to bed by the governess.


Bridget turns to the ambassador. “Now the children have someone with whom they can speak English.”


He immediately addresses me in English, inquiring how I became so fluent.


A short, stout man, he is John Murray. I gathered from Bridget, as we rushed to the dining hall, that he is her second husband. The first, from whom she inherited her title and her wealth, died years ago.


“My mother taught me English, French, and Italian. And of course German,” I say, wishing my English was more polished. And that I wasn’t gobbling the truffle-laced princisgrass quite so feverishly. My hunger returned with a vengeance at the sight of such lavish food.


“She’s also fluent in the language of color,” Bridget adds. “I’ve asked her to paint my portrait. She should paint yours as well.”


After dinner, Bridget and I retire to her drawing room to discuss the commission. There will be three portraits: one of her, one of the ambassador, one of Catherine. Everything I need will be provided. All that remains is my father’s signature confirming the financial details.


Then it’s time to go home. Bridget is about to call a servant to bring my cloak, but stops herself. “What am I thinking?” she exclaims. “You can’t leave till you’ve seen your room!”


We’ve already decided the Prussian blue room will serve as my studio, so I’m confused.


“I mean your room,” she says, “where you can take rest whenever you wish.”


She leads me up two flights of stairs, across the upper landing, and into a bedroom that is twice the size of the apartment I share with my father. A four-poster bed with pink drapery dominates the décor; pink-and-white satin hangs from the windows. An alcove with a cedar chest serves as a dressing room.


Speechless, I approach the poudreuse and pick up a gold comb. As I run it through a lock of tangled hair, my reflection in the looking glass stares back in astonishment.


Bridget throws open the doors of a tall armoire and lifts out an emerald green gown. “I used to be as slim as you. I’d be honored if you’d wear what no longer fits me. With any needed alterations, of course.” Clucking her approval, she lays the gown over my wool outfit, then grabs my shoulders and holds me at arm’s length. The gown falls to the floor. “Angelica, are those tears?”


I can’t deny it.


“Happy tears, I hope. Or are you Ariadne, mourning a love from your past?”


Smiling through my tears, I bend to retrieve the green bundle. “I think I’m remembering my future. Is that possible?”
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Our small kitchen appears to have shrunk. What felt cozy before seems cramped. The rough floorboards don’t receive my step the way the ambassador’s Persian carpets did; the solitary lamp casts deep shadows that create a dinginess I never noticed before. Antonio has pushed aside their dirty dishes to make room on the table for his engraving, while my father is nailing new soles onto the buckled shoes he’s worn since we left Schwarzenberg. They look up in unison when I enter.


Antonio lays aside his burin. “Well?”


“Our friend is afraid you’re leaving us for good,” my father says with a chuckle, then mumbles under his breath, “God help me, these shoes need more than resoling.”


“Don’t be silly,” I say. “Where could I possibly go?” Out of habit, I begin to clear the table and heat water for their dishes. The two men listen as I describe the gondola ride, the Prussian blue room, the swan-shaped napkin rings, the truffle-laced princisgrass.


Antonio demands a drawing of the swan so he can improve upon the ring’s design. After I’ve scrubbed the dishes, I sit down and oblige him with a sketch.


Meanwhile my father presses for more specifics. This is the first time I’ve interviewed a new client on my own, and he wants to be sure I covered everything. He listens as I describe the canvas sizes and compositions, as well as payment schedule for each, then praises my business sense and promises to call on Bridget tomorrow to give his signature.


“She’s expecting you,” I say.


Antonio is pleased with the swan but doesn’t share our excitement about the commission. He tries to conceal his fear beneath a barrage of questions: “What about the Assumption? Won’t you even try to finish it? What will Morosco say? I thought you gave him your word?”


But I’m in too good a mood to let him spoil it. As I pick up a towel and dry their dishes, I explain that the copy will be finished as promised. Morosco will see it was worth the wait. “And guess what?” I say, wheeling around to face them.


“What?” My father is eager for more.


“Bridget gave me a closetful of gowns!”


“Hand-me-downs.” Antonio curls his lip. “I hope that isn’t how she’s paying you.”


“Of course not,” I say.


“Sounds like she’ll pay better than Morosco,” my father adds.


“Well, you’d better paint fast,” Antonio says. “Before she returns to England.”


“She said nothing about leaving,” I say with finality, before the idea can take root in my father’s mind. England won’t be on our itinerary for some time.


My father delivers a friendly cuff to the side of Antonio’s head, then retires to his chair by the fireplace. I pull up a footstool so I can lean against his knee while we watch the flames.


“Remember,” I say after a while, “how I complained in Schwarzenberg about dining with a goatherd? No one guessed then I’d be dining with the British ambassador.”


From across the room, Antonio shoots me a piercing look. “Who says you won’t dine with a goatherd again?”


“Say what you want,” I shoot back. “I’m the one who dined with the ambassador.”


At the first sign of light, I throw open the shutters on the gabled window at the foot of my bed and look out over the city. In Venice, the sun rises and sets to the sound of trumpets. Church bells ring, clocks chime. Listening to this symphony and watching the dawn colors spread across the sky, I know I can finish copying the Assumption in very little time.


In fact, as soon as I pick up my brush in the Frari, it flies between my palette and the canvas. The Virgin’s figure, the pink clouds, the angels and cherubim—everything comes to life. If the church is cold and dank, I don’t notice. Nor does my stomach ask for food. I’m feasting on the thrill of creation.


In the evenings, I’m still full of energy. After an hour of sketching, I stay up to play music, something I haven’t done in ages. We don’t have a clavichord, but I play my zither and sing. Antonio makes a good-faith effort to set aside his resentment—along with his etching tools—and drums time with his fingers on the table.


At the end of the week, my painting is delivered to Giuseppe Morosco, and the final payment is in my father’s pocket. Our hardships are over. After settling the rent and restocking the pantry, I buy a pair of boots for him and some paints for myself. I even willingly set aside my own share of resentments and cook a chestnut pudding, Antonio’s favorite.


I will never take on another reproduction. Not if I can help it. This is my vow to myself.


I will paint only portraits and original history paintings. I will live for my passion, for my art. I will discover what it means to paint for God. Whatever people think I might be able to accomplish, I will accomplish that and more.
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There are no mistakes. Or so I think as I ride in the carriage Bridget sent to pick me up. It is the morning of the thirtieth of October, my twenty-fourth birthday. How fitting to spend it starting the new painting.


After a heavy nighttime downpour, the sun is out. The horses seem to be prancing higher than usual; even the old cobblestones look fresh and new. I marvel at the perfection of everything. If I wasn’t copying in the chilly church, I’d never have met Bridget. If Morosco’s painting was finished on time, this new commission wouldn’t be mine.


Not that Antonio would see the perfection. In every situation, he looks to expose the lack, the less than, the inevitable loss. Maybe that explains why he never married: He would see only the faults of his bride.


Of course, I won’t marry either. But for entirely different reasons.
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