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Praise for


MONA LISA


“I’m enthralled by every page of Dianne Hales’s Mona Lisa. The mysteries of the painting remain, but through Hales’s portraits of the people and her skilled rendering of customs, politics, and daily habits of the time, you come to know the painting in profound new ways. The great pleasure of her prose brings Lisa Gherardini’s world to vivid life.”


—Frances Mayes, author of Under the Tuscan Sun and Under Magnolia


“Combining history, whimsical biography, personal travelogue, and love letter to Italy . . . an accessible, vivid examination of women’s lives in Florence of the period. . . . Entertaining.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Dianne Hales tracks down the real woman behind one of the world’s most famous and enigmatic faces. Expertly sleuthing her way through the treasure troves of archives and palazzos, she offers her own fascinating portrait not just of Lisa Gherardini but also of the vibrant Renaissance world that nurtured both Lisa and Leonardo’s painting.”


—Ross King, author of Brunelleschis Dome and Leonardo and The Last Supper


“It’s a joy to follow Dianne Hales’s fascinating exploration into what’s behind the world’s most famous smile—an enchanting mix of fascinating history and passion-filled memoir.”


—Susan Van Allen, author of 100 Places in Italy Every Woman Should Go


“Now, thanks to meticulous research, Hales’s biography-memoir-history lesson brings to life Lisa Gherardini (1479–1542), the unforgettable face behind Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa.”


—Fort Worth Star-Telegram
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To Bob and Julia, who remind me every day that love is the greatest art




Where art and history meet, a story emerges.


—GERT JAN VAN DER SMAN, LORENZO AND GIOVANNA






MONA LISA FAMILY TREE
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SOURCE: Based on research, including recent unpublished findings, by Giuseppe Pallanti, author of La Vera Identità della Gioconda. Milan: Skira Editore, 2006.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book rests on the premise that the woman in the Mona Lisa is indeed the person identified in its earliest description: Lisa Gherardini, wife of the Florentine merchant Francesco del Giocondo.


The first time that I heard her name—many years after I first beheld Leonardo’s portrait in the Louvre—I repeated the syllables out loud to listen to their sound: LEE-sah Ghair-ar-DEE-nee. Almost immediately the journalistic synapses in my brain sparked, and I felt a surge of curiosity about the woman everyone recognizes but hardly anyone knows.


On the trail of her story, I gathered facts wherever I could find them. I sought the help of authoritative experts in an array of fields, from art to history to sociology to women’s studies. I delved into archives and read through a veritable library of scholarly articles and texts. And I relied on a reporter’s most timeless and trustworthy tool: shoe leather. In the course of extended visits over several years, I walked the streets and neighborhoods of Mona Lisa’s Florence, explored its museums and monuments, and came to know—and love—its skies and seasons.


Facts, I discovered on my journeys, grow fragile with time, especially when laced with the lore of Leonardo. Experts disagree about dates and documents. Aficionados endlessly debate almost everything. Self-styled detectives scurry after clues. Theories flourish and fade. Yet what we do know with any certainty about Leonardo reveals little about his world.


“Great men—geniuses, leaders, saints—are poor mirrors because they rise too far above the common level,” the historian Barbara Tuchman once observed. “It is the smaller men, who belong more completely to the climate of their times, who can tell us most.”


The real woman named Lisa Gherardini—small by history’s measure—lived amid rapid change, political strife, meteoric creativity, and economic booms and busts. At a new dawn for Western civilization, hers may have seemed an ordinary private existence, but at a distance of more than five centuries, its details create an extraordinary tapestry of Renaissance Florence, at once foreign and familiar.


“Customs change,” one of my wise consultants reminds me. “Human nature does not.” This book describes the customs—the clothing, the homes, the rituals, the routines—of Lisa Gherardini’s life, but I also relate to her as a woman, a daughter, a sister, a wife, a mother, a matriarch, a fully dimensional human being not unlike her twenty-first-century counterparts. This is territory that skirts the realm of the probable and the possible, and I have tried to make the borders clear whenever I cross from confirmed fact to informed imagination.
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A few additional notes: The symbol above, used to introduce parts of the book, is the giglio rosso, the red lily that has served as the heraldic emblem of Florence since the Middle Ages. Spelling remained arbitrary through centuries of Italian’s evolution. On the advice of linguistic scholars, I use modern Italian in the text, although I have kept the original spelling of names like Iacopo (Jacopo in contemporary Italian). I also identify places, such as the Palazzo Vecchio and Bargello, as they are called today rather than by older names.


Dates in histories of Florence, which began its new year on March 25, the Feast of the Annunciation, rather than January 1, are often confusing. I have relied on historical consensus whenever possible. A timeline appears here; a list of key characters here. My website (www.monalisabook.com) provides additional background information, including a gallery of photos.


Most of Leonardo’s works, like many other Renaissance paintings, are unsigned, unnamed, and undated. Perhaps the only point about the Mona Lisa on which everyone agrees is that no one other than Leonardo could have created this masterpiece. And, I believe, no one other than the real Lisa Gherardini could have inspired it.





Chapter 1







Una Donna Vera (A Real Woman)


A genius immortalized her. A French king paid a fortune for her. An emperor coveted her. Poets lauded her. Singers crooned of her. Advertisers exploited her.


No face has ever captivated so many for so long. Every year more than 9 million visitors trek to her portrait in the Louvre. Like most, I stared at the masterpiece but never thought much about its subject.


Then I went to Florence—not once, but again and again. As a tourist, I explored its treasures. As a student, I learned its language. While researching La Bella Lingua, the tale of my love affair with Italian, I interviewed its scholars. On visit after visit, I immersed myself ever more deeply in its culture. And almost by chance, I came upon the woman behind the iconic smile.


One evening during a dinner at her home, Ludovica Sebregondi, an art historian who befriended me, mentions that the mother of “La Gioconda,” as Italians refer to Leonardo’s lady, grew up in this very building on Via Ghibellina. The casual comment takes me by surprise. To me Mona Lisa had always seemed nothing more than the painting in the Louvre or the ubiquitous image on everything from tee shirts to teapots, not a girl with a mother and a life of her own.


“Mona Lisa was an actual person?” I ask.


“Sì,” Ludovica replies, explaining that Monna Lisa Gherardini del Giocondo was “una donna vera” (a real woman) who had lived in Florence five centuries ago. Monna, spelled with two n’s in contemporary Italian, means “Madame,” a title of respect. Like other women of her time, Lisa would have carried her father’s name, Gherardini, throughout her life. Italians call the painting “La Gioconda” as a clever play on her husband’s surname (del Giocondo) and a descriptive for a happy woman (from the word’s literal meaning).
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Yet the city’s most famous daughter is almost invisible in her hometown. No street or monument bears her name. No plaques commemorate the places where she lived. Curiosity leads me, via a typically Italian network of friends and friends of friends, to the world’s expert on la vera Lisa: Giuseppe Pallanti. Tirelessly pursuing her family’s parchment and paper trail, this archival sleuth has unearthed tax statements, real estate transfers, court proceedings, and records of baptisms, marriages, and deaths, published in La Vera Identità della Gioconda in 2006.


We meet on a rooftop terrace overlooking Lisa’s childhood neighborhood in the Oltrarno, the “other,” or southern, side of the Arno River. Pallanti, a soft-spoken, gray-haired economics instructor with a classic and kindly Tuscan face, cannot explain an obsession that has consumed him for decades. His wife has grown weary of her rival for his attention; his children groan at the sound of her name. But from the moment when he came upon her father’s signature on a land deed, he fell under Lisa’s thrall. Soon I would too.


Unfolding a tourist map of Florence, Pallanti marks an X to indicate the location of the house where Lisa was born, a converted wool shop on Via Sguazza. Once again I feel the electric buzz of an epiphany: Of course, una donna vera, a real woman, would have a real place of birth. I can’t wait to see it.
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The very next day I make my way to a narrow lane off Via Maggio, once a main artery leading to the Porta Romana, the gate south to Siena. Via Sguazza, meaning “wallow,” lives up to its squalid name. More than five hundred years after residents complained of the stench from a clogged municipal drain, the street still stinks. The foul smell, I discover as I return in different seasons, intensifies as temperatures rise and water levels fall.


Graffiti smear the grimy houses that line the dank street. Trash huddles in corners. Wooden doors splinter and sag on rusty hinges. No one lingers in the gloom. No one seems to care about a girl named Lisa Gherardini born centuries ago amid the clattering mills of Florence’s cloth trade. Unexpectedly, I find that I do.


Although I make no claims as scholar, historian, archivist, or Leonardista, the journalist in me immediately senses that the flesh-and-blood woman born on this fetid block has a story of her own, stretching deep into the past and woven into the rich fabric of Florence’s history. Determined to find out more, I begin asking the basic questions of my trade: who, where, what, when, how, and—the most elusive—why.


Who was she, this ordinary woman who rose to such extraordinary fame? When was she born? Who were her parents? Where did she grow up? How did she live? What did she wear, eat, learn, enjoy? Whom did she marry? Did she have children? Why did the most renowned painter of her time choose her as his model? What became of her? And why does her smile enchant us still?
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Mona Lisa Gherardini del Giocondo, we now know with as much certainty as possible after the passage of half a millennium, was a quintessential woman of her times, caught in a whirl of political upheavals, family dramas, and public scandals. Descended from ancient nobles, she was born and baptized in Florence in 1479. Wed to a truculent businessman twice her age, she gave birth to six children and died at age sixty-three. Lisa’s life spanned the most tumultuous chapters in the history of Florence, decades of war, rebellion, invasion, siege, and conquest—and of the greatest artistic outpouring the world has ever seen.


Yet dates and documents limn only the skeleton of a life, not a three-dimensional Renaissance woman. I yearn to know more about la donna vera and how she lived, to time-travel to her world and see it through her eyes. And so I decide to launch my own quest.


“Inhabit her neighborhoods,” an art historian advises me. On repeated visits over the course of several years, I take up residence in various Florentine quartieri (districts) and stroll the same stony streets that Lisa Gherardini once did. I genuflect in the churches where she prayed. I linger in courtyards where she too may have breathed the fragrant scent of gelsomino (jasmine). As the X’s on my map multiply, I venture deeper—into musty cellars, abandoned chapels, antique silk mills, restored palazzi, and private libraries so deserted that I consider the dust motes drifting in the air my boon companions.


Each discovery fuels an unanticipated adrenaline surge. My pulse quickens at the touch of a sixteenth-century family history. I whoop in exhilaration when I find Lisa’s baptismal record in an ecclesiastic ledger. One day outside the home her husband, Francesco del Giocondo, bought for their growing family, a woman’s song floats from an open second-story window. Bells toll. Birds chirp. Centuries fall away. Bit by tantalizing bit, I feel la donna vera coming alive.


Now, when I visit or even think of Florence, I see Lisa everywhere: In Santa Maria Novella, eternal resting place of her Gherardini ancestors, once lords of lush river valleys in Chianti. In the Baptistery of St. John, where her godparents swept the newborn through Ghiberti’s gleaming bronze doors. In the Palazzo Vecchio, the town hall where her forefathers and later her husband jostled for the highest seats of power. In the Bargello, once the dread hall of justice, where rebellious Gherardini met a grimmer fate.


Renaissance Florence was indeed, as the researcher Pallanti reminds me, “un fazzoletto” (a handkerchief), with everyone within walking and talking distance of each other. Around the corner from Lisa’s grandparents’ palazzo on Via Ghibellina stands the house where the silk merchant Francesco del Giocondo may have come to pay court to the budding beauty. The rambunctious brood of Ser Piero da Vinci, a well-connected legal professional who worked for Florence’s most powerful and prominent citizens, lived just steps away. His illegitimate firstborn son Leonardo trained in a bottega (artist’s workshop) farther down the street.
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Crinkled map in hand, I trace the route that Lisa may have ridden on her wedding day in 1495 when, astride a white charger, she crossed the heart of Florence into “Medici country,” the neighborhood clustered around the Basilica of San Lorenzo. There, in a cat’s cradle of streets, I find the original beams and an inner courtyard of one of several del Giocondo properties, now home to the Studio Art Centers International (SACI).


On nearby Via della Stufa, extensively rebuilt over the centuries, I join Silvano Vinceti, a self-styled cacciatore di ossa (bone hunter) spearheading a controversial campaign to identify Lisa Gherardini’s skeleton. A city engineer leads us to No. 23, the approximate location of the home that was the probable destination for Leonardo’s portrait.


With a Parisian television crew filming footage for a documentary, Vinceti, a chain-smoking, spindly-limbed, garrulous showman, rings the doorbell. A chic young Frenchwoman in spiky heels and pale green scarf emerges. She is merely renting an apartment, she explains, and knows nothing of the painting she calls La Joconde. I furtively snap a photo of the entrance hall.


Early one morning I walk through a leafy neighborhood where monasteries and abbeys once clustered to the former convent of San Domenico di Cafaggio, now a military forensic medicine institute. Peering through the wrought-iron fence, I imagine my way back to the long-ago time when shocking scandal and tragic loss rocked this tranquil site—and Lisa’s family as well.


Another day brings me to a cherished Florentine shrine, the Basilica of Santissima Annunziata (Most Holy Annunciation). Heart pounding in fear of trespassing (more so of being caught and ejected), I heed an art restorer’s tip and slip through an unmarked door next to a confessional and make my way along a semicircular row of private chapels. The dark one just to the right of center houses the remains of Lisa’s husband and two of his sons. I kneel to trace the Latin words “familiae iucundi” (“of the Giocondo family”) on a marble floor stone.


Lisa’s mortal remains should lie here with her husband’s, but she defied his wishes and chose a different resting place: the Monastero di Sant’Orsola, just a short block from her home on Via della Stufa. Once an exclusive finishing school for the daughters of Florence’s elite, Sant’Orsola has suffered centuries of neglect. Its bleak walls are blotched with ugly graffiti, peeling posters, rusted grates, and rows of bricked-up arched windows. Jagged beams jut from the parapets; nets suspended along the roof snag crumbling stones before they crash onto the sidewalk. Dodgy characters—drug dealers, I’m told—linger in the shadows. Passersby avert their eyes and speed up their pace.


“La vergogna di Firenze,” an editorial writer branded the blighted block. “The shame of Florence.” Several years ago the city announced plans to rebuild the site as a neighborhood cultural center, perhaps named for the woman who epitomizes culture itself. On my most recent visit, I see no signs of progress, just a desolate bookend to a forgotten existence.
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Although much has changed over the centuries, the heart of Lisa’s hometown has not. Hers was the urban masterpiece that thrills us still, the city of Brunelleschi’s sky-skimming Cupolone (big dome), Giotto’s graceful Campanile (bell tower), the sacred spaces of Santa Croce and Orsanmichele, the slender spire of La Badia Fiorentina. In Lisa’s lifetime, a galaxy of artistic stars—Michelangelo, Botticelli, Raphael, Perugino, Filippino Lippi—rivaled the heavens with their brilliance. None outshone the incandescent genius of Leonardo, who emerges from the fog of history as more of a cultural force than a mere human being.


Nothing about this artist and architect, musician and mathematician, scientist and sculptor, engineer and inventor, anatomist and author, geologist and botanist was ever ordinary. The consummate Renaissance man sketched, designed, painted, and sculpted like no one else. He looked like no one else, with carefully curled locks in his youth and a prophet’s chest-long beard in age. He wrote like no one else, in his inimitable “mirror script” that filled thousands of pages. He rode like a champion, so strong that a biographer claimed he could bend a horseshoe with his hands.


During Leonardo’s and Lisa’s lifetimes, larger-than-legend characters strutted across the Florentine stage: Lorenzo de’ Medici, whose magnificence rubbed off on everything he touched. The charismatic friar Savonarola, who inflamed souls before meeting his own fiery death. Ruthless Cesare Borgia, who hired Leonardo as his military engineer. Niccolò Machiavelli, who collaborated with the artist on an audacious scheme to change the course of the Arno River.


“Maledetti fiorentini!” (Accursed Florentines!), their enemies jeered. Sometimes admired, often feared, never loved, Lisa’s fellow citizens were vilified for—in one historian’s inventory of their vices—greed, avarice, inconstancy, faithlessness, pride, and arrogance, not to mention “peculiar sexual proclivities.” Even its native sons derided their hometown as a veritable cauldron of suspicion, mistrust, and envy—“a paradise inhabited by devils,” as one Florentine wrote to an exiled compatriot.
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Leonardo would have had reason to agree. In Milan, where he spent more than a third of his life, he was known as “il fiorentino,” but he was born in 1452 in rural Anchiano, a hamlet near the town of Vinci. The illegitimate son of an unmarried country girl, he might have passed an anonymous life amid the birds and horses and streams that fascinated him from boyhood. Instead his father, Ser Piero, an honorary title for a notaio, a keeper of records, inscriber of transactions, and maker of wills, brought his preternaturally talented son to the booming city of Florence to apprentice as an artist.


Despite some major commissions, Leonardo never carved a niche for himself in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s favored circle. But in Milan, under the patronage of its ambitious Duke Ludovico Sforza, his genius bloomed. For almost two full and fulfilling decades, Leonardo delved deep into mathematics, hydrodynamics, physics, and astronomy; orchestrated breathtaking theatrical spectacles; designed prototypes for a helicopter, armored tank, and submarine; and brought to painting such remarkable verisimilitude that Christ and his apostles seemed to breathe as they gathered for their last supper together.


Then history turned on a ducat. A French invasion of Milan forced Leonardo to flee to Florence in 1500. Over the next few feverish years, he would join the employ of the infamous Cesare Borgia, collaborate with Niccolò Machiavelli, spar with the upstart sculptor Michelangelo, mourn his father’s death, attempt unparalleled artistic feats, and suffer ignominious failures. Through these years and beyond, he lavished time and attention on the one portrait he would keep with him for the rest of his life—Lisa Gherardini’s.
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Why her? Why did the “divine” Leonardo, at the height of his talent and renown, choose to paint someone with no title, no fortune, no claim to power or prestige? Soon after I begin pondering these questions, a friend gives me a holographic postcard of the Mona Lisa. With the slightest motion, the evanescent image shifts from Leonardo’s portrait to another view of the model, face turned to the left rather than the right, both hands raised as if to push back a veil. The second, oddly disconcerting image portrays a more spontaneous woman, as if captured the moment before settling into position before the artist’s easel.


Holding the card, I flick it gently to watch this other woman morph almost magically into Leonardo’s Lisa and back again. If I steady the card in mid-transformation, I see two faces simultaneously, two Lisas—one the familiar icon and the other the less recognizable donna vera. I wonder if Leonardo, the master of “sapere vedere” (knowing how to see), might have glimpsed more than what met others’ eyes in this seemingly ordinary woman—a flicker perhaps of the indomitable spirit that family members referred to as their “Gherardiname,” their essential, proud Gherardini-ness.


Could this be why he chose Lisa as his model? Not, or not just, for money. Not, or not just, because of a possible friendship with her husband. Not, or not just, as a virtuoso display of innovative painterly techniques.


[image: Images]


Outspoken members of what I think of as the “anyone-but-Lisa” league argue that the woman we see in the Louvre is not the Florentine merchant’s wife, but the victim of art’s most egregious case of mistaken identity. The nominees for alternative sitters include a bevy of more or less unlikely candidates, including a warrior duchess, a marchioness, a countess, and a courtesan or two.


Others contend with equal vehemence that Leonardo’s model is no lady at all. Mathematicians, citing his fascination with their field, “read” her as a transcription of equations and logarithms. An Egyptologist alleges that Mona Lisa represents the goddess Isis, with the ancient secret of the Giza Pyramids encrypted in her image. Or she could be a reincarnation of Leonardo’s mother (Freud’s theory), a transgendered self-portrait (a twentieth-century view), or a depiction of a longtime male companion nicknamed Salaì (a consistent headline-grabber).


Yet the evidence that Lisa Gherardini was indeed Leonardo’s model has mounted steadily. A margin note in a sixteenth-century volume, discovered in the last decade, specifically describes and dates the portrait of the wife of Francesco del Giocondo. Some remain skeptical. Others dismiss the model’s identity as an irrelevant detail that simply doesn’t matter in consideration of a great work of art.


The Mona Lisa, I agree, ultimately remains what it is: a masterpiece of sublime beauty. And yet my quest to discover the real Lisa Gherardini has added new dimensions to my appreciation of the portrait. Once I saw only a silent figure with a wistful smile. Now I behold a daughter of Florence, a Renaissance woman, a merchant’s wife, a loving mother, a devout Christian, a noble spirit. Lisa’s life beyond the frame opens a window onto a time poised between the medieval and the modern, a vibrant city bursting into fullest bloom, and a culture that redefined the possibilities of man—and of woman.


By the time of Lisa Gherardini’s death in 1542, Florence’s golden age had ended. Within decades her family faded into the recesses of time—or so historians assumed. But the family tree continued to sprout.


Lisa’s granddaughter gave birth to a new generation, which begat another, and another, then more. Over five centuries her descendants married into a Who’s Who of distinguished families, including a count of the Guicciardini clan (best known for the historian Francesco Guicciardini, a colleague of Machiavelli), a principessa of the Strozzi dynasty, and an ancestor of Sir Winston Churchill. But it wasn’t until 2007 that genealogist Domenico Savini meticulously traced fifteen generations of Lisa’s heirs to identify her last living descendants: the real-life princesses Natalia and Irina Guicciardini Strozzi.
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On a cloudless June morning, my husband and I weave through Tuscany’s postcard-pretty hills toward the towered town of San Gimignano. Skirting this self-proclaimed “medieval Manhattan,” we ascend a steep lane under a canopy of leafy green to a tenth-century castello straight out of a fairy tale, home of the Guicciardini Strozzi family, its winery, and its tasting rooms.


Two radiant young women in their thirties greet us with toothy, megawatt smiles—completely unlike Mona Lisa’s sly grin. Blue-jeaned Natalia, a stunning actress who trained and danced as a professional ballerina in Russia, bubbles with energy and enthusiasm. Her more reserved younger sister, Irina, elegant in white, studied at Milan’s distinguished Bocconi University before joining her father in managing the family’s wine business.


“We always knew,” they tell me when I ask if they were surprised by the documentation of their family tie to Lisa Gherardini. As little girls, their paternal grandmother had regaled them with tales of a beautiful relative painted by Leonardo—twice, once on the wood panel in the Louvre and again in another portrait passed down in the family for centuries.


As we chat and tour the labyrinthine wine cellars, I wonder aloud if the sisters’ effervescent charm might mirror Lisa’s high-spirited Gherardiname. They are dubious.


“It’s amazing to feel that something in our blood, in our DNA, connects us to the woman in the most famous of paintings,” says Irina, “but it doesn’t affect who we are in today’s world.”


Yet it may affect how they look. In addition to brown eyes and long dark hair—generic Italian traits—there is something Lisaesque around the princesses’ eyes and in the oval of their cheeks and jaws.


“But not in our smiles!” Natalia jokes, flashing her mile-wide grin. “Our father—he’s the one who smiles like La Gioconda.” Unfortunately, he is tied up in meetings. And so in a flurry of hugs and arrivedercis, we take our leave.
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“What delightful young women!” my husband enthuses as we walk to our car. “Do you think they really are related to Mona Lisa?”


“Chissà!” I shrug. Who knows? The odds of ever finding out with anything approaching certainty range from nonexistent to minuscule.


Then I realize that I have left my sunglasses behind. Dashing back to the castello, I burst into a courtyard where a tall, silver-maned man stands, his back toward me.


Startled by my unexpected entrance, Principe Girolamo Guicciardini Strozzi turns slowly. His forehead crinkles in curiosity. His eyes lift. And then I see it, appearing on his lips as if it had migrated directly from Leonardo’s portrait: the same demismile that has been beguiling the world for five hundred years.


It is the smile of la donna vera, the real woman who just might be his ancestral grandmother.


The smile of a Gherardini.





Part I






GHERARDINI BLOOD


(59 B.C.–1478)
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Chapter 2






Fires of the Heart


The Gherardini blazed out of the mists of myth and history. In a time before time, the Trojan prince Aeneas, son of the goddess Venus, fled his besieged city with his aged father on his back and his young son by his side. His band of loyal followers wandered for years before arriving at the kingdom of Latium on the Italian peninsula. After marrying its monarch’s daughter and succeeding to the throne, Aeneas divided the kingdom among his descendants. “Etruria,” the land we know as Tuscany, went to “Gherardo,” who passed it along to his sons and the sons of his sons—the “little Gherardos,” or Gherardini.


So one legend goes.


Is it true? Perhaps we shouldn’t even try to pry genealogical fact from fantasy. Historians have long accused Italy’s earliest chroniclers of creating “a golden legend” to enhance the glories of the past and embellish the achievements of the present.


“If they were great enough to create these myths,” the German poet Goethe observed, “we should be great enough to believe them.” The romantic in me wants to believe. The journalist craves something more.


This much is certain: In Italy lineage matters. In the homes of Italian friends I behold great, multibranched, thick-trunked family trees—veritable genealogical redwoods—that often date back a millennium or more. Ancestry tells Italians not only where a person came from but also the type of character the generations have forged.
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In search of Lisa Gherardini’s forebears, I head to the Archivio di Stato di Firenze (Archive of the State of Florence), a bleak, utterly unromantic bunker that squats in busy Piazza Beccaria near the market of Sant’Ambrogio. Within its thick concrete walls lies the patrimony of Tuscany—its memoria storica (historical memory), a staggering forty-six miles of decrees, manuscripts, registries, charters, drawings, maps, tax records, and other artifacts, some dating back to the 700s. In addition to official documents, the Archive houses letters, diaries, and hundreds of ricordanze or ricordi (family record books) of a populace of obsessive takers of notes and makers of lists.


Guiding me through this labyrinth is Lisa Kaborycha, author of A Short History of Renaissance Italy. In the reverential hush of the dim reading room, dozens of heads bend over documents propped on wooden holders. You can take notes, cautions Kaborycha, a Berkeley-educated historian with the California sun still in her smile, but only in pencil. Laptops are allowed, but there is no Internet access. Transgressions such as dangling a pencil too close to a manuscript provoke a sharp rebuke. Don’t even think of smuggling in a snack.


In a whisper, Kaborycha identifies scholars, famed in their fields, who have spent entire careers deciphering the intricate calligraphy of anonymous scribes. These unsung heroes of academia have pulled off a myth-worthy accomplishment: bringing the dead back to life. Thanks to their painstaking research, we know intimate details about the lives of the fanatically self-documenting Florentines: how they earned and lost fortunes, how they arranged marriages and bore children, how they celebrated in victory and plotted vengeance in defeat.


Powerful personalities emerge from the sea of statistics. “Men who wish to show their superiority over other animals,” reads the inscription in one memory book, “should make every effort not to pass through this life silently, as do sheep.”


The Gherardini, I quickly discover, were no sheep.
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I begin my quest by exchanging my passport for the oldest book I have ever touched: a history of the Gherardini written by a family member, Don (Reverend) Niccolò Gherardini, in 1586. The oversize volume, 30 inches high and 20 inches wide, feels both heavy and fragile.


“Is this parchment?” I ask.


Kaborycha rubs a page between her fingers.


“No, it’s paper,” she says, explaining that parchment was made from animal skin, so one surface is smooth and the reverse (verso) slightly rougher and dotted with hair follicles. (The finest-quality “uterine” vellum came from the tender skin of a fetal calf or lamb.) Paper was cheaper, concocted from a pulpy mulch of used undergarments, animal parts, and hemp, boiled in a huge cauldron and then dried. As I turn the brittle pages, the ink, blotched in places, still sparkles in the light.


We focus on the author’s feathery penmanship, particularly his way of writing s’s and f’s horizontally rather than vertically. With practice I begin to make out familiar Italian words. When a recognizable name, Naldo Gherardini, leaps out at me, I squeal—and immediately apologize for the unseemly outburst in such a hallowed chamber.


Soon I am caught up in a sweeping saga of dastardly deeds and deadly vendettas. One Gherardini, betrayed by a coconspirator in a daring plot to overthrow the government of Florence, is imprisoned, tortured, convicted, and sentenced to death. The entry ends with the chilling word “decapitato.”


“Beheaded?” I ask. Kaborycha shrugs. The bloody history of the Gherardini strikes her as fairly typical in a city with violence encoded in its civic DNA.
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As I learn from the oldest chronicles of Florence, Roman legions, attacking rebel forces holed up in the hillside town of Fiesole around 59 B.C., were pushed back to the banks of the Arno. There they made their stand, fighting in the river into the night and refusing to yield another inch.


The following morning, led by their captain, Fiorino, the Romans crushed the Fiesoleans. After the imperial forces returned home in triumph, a small group of soldiers remained with their commander at the outpost. One night a band from Fiesole crept into the camp and murdered Fiorino, his wife, and their children.


Julius Caesar himself swore revenge. After sacking Fiesole, his troops returned to the bend in the Arno to create a new city, first known as “piccola Roma” (little Rome), with a forum, aqueducts, public baths, fine villas, and marble temples, including one dedicated to its patron, the war god, Mars. In its first two centuries, Fiorenza (Firenze in modern Italian)—a name that evoked Fiorino and the Latin for “blossom,” translated in the vernacular of the time as “flowery sword”—grew to about 10,000 inhabitants.


In the third century, blood still stained its stones. A Christian preacher named Minias, arrested for propagating the forbidden new religion, was thrown into the Florentine amphitheater with a panther. When the beast refused to attack him, Minias was decapitated before a cheering crowd. With true Tuscan stoicism, the martyr picked up his truncated head, replaced it on his shoulders, and marched across the Arno and up the hill to his cave, the site where the Basilica of San Miniato now stands.


So this legend goes.


Through the calamitous Dark Ages, waves of invaders—from Byzantines to Ostrogoths—destroyed the once thriving settlement. The population of Fiorenza dwindled to just a thousand residents. In the early ninth century, according to another mythic tale, Charlemagne restored the primitive church of San Miniato and underwrote the city’s rebirth.


By the Middle Ages, as a historian simplified the social hierarchy for me, Tuscans fell into three broad categories: men who prayed, men who worked, and men who fought. Women, all but invisible in the scant historical records, bore children.
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The Gherardini, among the most ancient, wealthy, and bellicose of feudal warlords, were fighters. Their gold-spurred cavalieri (knights) seized possession of a vast swath of the rugged Greve and Elsa valleys in the Chianti countryside and lorded over hamlets, villages, turreted watchtowers, parishes, mills, and acres of fields, vineyards, olive groves, and forests.


In the twelfth century three adventurous Gherardini brothers wielded their swords in the service of Britain’s King Henry II in his conquest of the island of Hibernia. Richly rewarded, they settled in the country we know as Ireland and established the dynasties of the Geraldines and the Fitzgeralds (from “son of Gerald”), which claim President John Fitzgerald Kennedy as their most illustrious American son.


Tuscany in the Middle Ages was no Camelot and its cavalieri no gallant Galahads. Scarcely able to write their own names (as deeds signed with an X attest), the Gherardini charge across the pages of even the driest historical tomes like semisavage brigands. Sweeping down from their fortress castle at Montagliari, they warred against rivals, ransacked the countryside, and plundered abbeys and convents. If merchant caravans on the market road between Siena and Florence refused to pay hefty tolls for safe passage, the Gherardini would slash the heel tendons of the donkeys and confiscate the merchandise they carried.


Such brazen daylight robberies, widespread in the region, outraged the young Commune of Florence, run by guilds of tradesmen determined to safeguard their supply routes. In 1135, Florentine troops marched into Chianti to wrangle the rural robber barons into submission.


Razing castles and torching lands, they forced the landed gentry, including the Gherardini, to move to Florence. The vassals of the feudal lords joined the migration and became popolani (common people, or citizens) in a boomtown in dire need of bakers, barbers, bricklayers, butchers, carpenters, cobblers, saddlemakers, tailors, and, above all, carders, washers, combers, trimmers, spinners, dyers, and weavers for its immense wool industry.


“And thus,” the fourteenth-century historian Giovanni Villani reports, “the Commune of Florence began to expand, either by force or by argument, increasing its territory and bringing under its jurisdiction all the country nobility and destroying the castles.”


Not quite. “Citified” did not translate into “civilized.” Forced out of their mountain lairs, the magnati (magnates, as they were designated), still lusting for dominion, marked their new territory by building armed towers linked by spindly bridges to the houses of allied families. Florence sprouted a forest of 150 such spikes, some higher than 225 feet, all hated symbols of the arrogance and insolence of the glorified gang leaders who smugly towered over the city.
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In a history of Florence, I come upon a sketch of the main Gherardini tower, a tall, skinny, stark, almost windowless slab of stone in the White Lion quartiere (district) of Santa Maria Novella. Barricaded in this stronghold, kinsmen from as many as eighteen Gherardini households would have fired giant crossbows and heaved rocks or red-hot pitch from the ramparts onto assailants.


I think of them when I read a passage from the poet Dante Alighieri (1265–1321), who lived at the height of the magnates’ mayhem and belonged to the same political faction as the Gherardini: “Pride, envy, avarice—these are the sparks that have set on fire the hearts of all men.”


The Gherardini flamed with all three. No grudge could be forgotten, no insult unavenged, no adversary untoppled. Their honor—as descendants of Roman warriors, as conquerors of Chianti, as golden-spurred knights, as natural-born masters of all they surveyed—demanded no less.


Florence’s pugnacious magnates found new reason to brawl in the early thirteenth century, when conflict between the Holy Roman Emperors and the supremely powerful popes convulsed all of Italy. Most of the Gherardini sided with the pro-papal forces known as the Guelphs, drawing swords against the Ghibellines, who supported the emperor. Almost daily street battles erupted, often trapping residents in crossfires of arrows and reducing entire neighborhoods to rubble and ashes.


The magnates “fought together by day and by night, and many people perished,” Villani records, adding a heartfelt lament: “May its citizens weep for themselves and for their children since by their pride and ill will . . . they have undone so noble a city.”
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“How did Florence survive?” I ask historian Lisa Kaborycha.


The way all civil societies do, she explains: by rule of law.


Despite the unending urban unrest, the Commune managed to weave a fragile overlay of governing committees such as the Twelve Good Men (Dodici Buonuomini) and the Sixteen Gonfaloniere (Standard Bearers). In theory, a lottery selected officeholders from all debt-free, taxpaying members of the guilds. In practice, various magnate coalitions made sure the official leather borse (large bags) contained only supporters’ names.


Although the incorrigible street fighters didn’t sheath their swords, the Florentine magnates took up the mantle of church protectors and civic leaders. In addition to swashbuckling warriors, the Gherardini family history duly records upstanding vicars, governors, ambassadors, and patrons of churches and charities. Gherardini men regularly ascended to the highest political posts, including terms (limited to two months to prevent power grabs) as priors and gonfaloniere of the Signoria, Florence’s chief executive and deliberative body. In religious processions Gherardini gallants proudly marched “armati di tutto punto” (armed to the teeth) behind the Bishop of Florence.


By the middle of the thirteenth century, the magnates’ hold on the city began to weaken. With trade expanding, money exchange emerged as a lucrative industry of its own. Florence’s family-owned banks, which pioneered the use of checks, letters of credit, and treasury notes, financed (at high interest rates) the extravagant ventures of Europe’s kings.


The profits from banking and commerce, accumulating quietly year after year, transformed Florence into the greatest commercial market in Europe and its “lords of the looms” into medieval Midases. Without king or court, Florentines bowed to only one ruler: “Messer Fiorino,” the gold florin, first minted in 1252, with the city’s patron saint John the Baptist on one side and its symbolic lily on the other.


Yet even prosperity didn’t bring peace. The newly rich popolo grasso (literally, the fat people) and the popolo minuto (the little people) united to bring down—literally—the nobles they assailed in judicial proceedings as “wolves and rapacious men.” A decree in 1250 ordered the magnates’ fortress towers reduced by more than half to a maximum height of about 98 feet.


In a deafening citywide demolition, parapets and bricks cascaded into the streets. The stones were used to construct a new set of protective city walls extending south across the Arno. Symbolically the mighty also were falling, but the Gherardini unyielding spirit not only endured, but became the stuff of new local legends.
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I uncover some of these sagas in a thoroughly modern medium: digitized Google e-books such as Miscellanea Storica della Valdelsa (Historic Miscellany of the Elsa Valley). In their scanned pages, I meet a thirteenth-century family hero whose bravado Lisa Gherardini’s relatives would have extolled when they swapped stories around a winter hearth: Cece da’ Gherardini, the valiant military captain of one of Florence’s quartieri.


In 1260, after a rare decade of peace, the Commune’s Guelph leaders set their sights on their longtime nemesis Siena, a Ghibelline stronghold. Gathering in the Piazza della Signoria as they traditionally did to debate war plans, citizens voiced unbridled support for an attack. Then Cece da’ Gherardini spoke out against what he saw as a rash and foolhardy offensive.


The presiding consuls ordered him to be silent. When Cece kept talking, they slapped him with a hefty fine. Cece paid the fee and resumed his diatribe. The magistrates doubled the sum; Cece again paid up and continued arguing. Once more they doubled the amount.


“Speak again,” the consuls declared when he threw them more coins and resumed his tirade, “and we will cut off your head.” The outspoken commander held his tongue, although he muttered that if he had two heads, he would gladly have sacrificed one to stop the rush to war.


For thirty days a huge bell called the Martinella rang from the great arch of Por Santa Maria, warning enemies that the Florentines were preparing for battle. On the appointed day, Cece da’ Gherardini dutifully led his men south toward Siena. Accompanying them was the ornate Florentine carroccio, or war chariot.


Drawn by four pairs of stately white oxen draped with red cloth, with the Commune’s emblematic lily on a splendid standard waving from two tall masts, the wagon carried the Martinella in a wooden tower. Its peals led a force of 3,000 knights and 30,000 foot soldiers, at least one man from every household, toward Siena. In battle, the tolling of the bell would help wounded soldiers find the priest accompanying the army so they could receive last rites before dying.


The Florentines weren’t anticipating many casualties. Two friars had agreed to unlock one of Siena’s gates to allow easy entrance. Instead, in a stunning double cross, as the great doors creaked open on September 4, the Sienese, reinforced by imperial troops, roared forward. At the same time, pro-Ghibelline Florentines, who had marched into battle with the Guelphs, suddenly switched sides and attacked their countrymen. One cut off the hand of the Florentine standard bearer, adding to the confusion.


Some 2,500 Florentines, Cece da’ Gherardini among them, died in the ill-fated Battle of Montaperti. No family—magnate or merchant—was spared. The Gherardini and their vanquished allies, exiled from Florence, packed their possessions and headed tearfully to Lucca, a Guelph stronghold, to bide their time until the political pendulum swung back in their favor.
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For decades power surged back and forth in violent bursts between the factions. Finally, in 1289, the Gherardini and other Guelphs decisively routed the Ghibellines. But victory on the battlefield didn’t stop the carnage in the streets. The Guelph magnates split almost immediately, with the Gherardini joining the “Whites” against the more adamantly propapal “Blacks.” When they weren’t attacking other magnates, the Gherardini—singled out by historians as “troublemakers” with a reputation for being “warlike and uncivilized”—terrorized the popolani, beating and robbing working-class Florentines with impunity.


Tougher laws, the town fathers reckoned, were needed to corral its toughest citizens. From 1290 to 1295 the Signoria clamped down with a series of draconian restrictions called the Ordinances of Justice (“the Ordinances of Iniquity,” sniped the magnates). Their undisguised goal: “to make life as miserable as possible” for 150 hated magnate families, identified not just on the basis of ancestry and wealth, but also for their dangerous propensity for violence. The Gherardini qualified on all counts.


Nobility became as much a curse as a blessing. No longer could the Gherardini and other despised magnates receive honors or hold the high offices that had allowed them to manipulate the system for their benefit. Each male had to swear an oath of allegiance to the Commune and put up a sort of security bond as a pledge of peace. Boxes called tamburi (drums)—nicknamed buchi della verità (holes of truth)—were set up outside civic buildings to collect denunciations from anonymous informers.


Unlike other Florentine citizens, magnates could be arrested solely on the basis of accusations by two witnesses, without any corroborating evidence. Once convicted, they faced steeper penalties than popolani, including confiscation of their property, exile, and execution. And not only the transgressors but all of their kinsmen were compelled to pay exorbitant fines for every offense.


As another tangible assertion of its dominance over its unruly citizens, the Commune erected a fortress tower of its own, the formidable Palazzo dei Priori, now known as the Palazzo Vecchio. Its raised fist of a tower, the highest in town at more than 300 feet, incorporated an old magnate stronghold known as La Vacca (the cow) that gave its name to the Republic’s official bell. Its low mooing tones summoned all males over the age of fourteen to the Piazza della Signoria, the civic soul of Florence, in times of crisis.
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One crisis hit Florence like a tsunami, shattering the lives of the Gherardini and also of Italy’s greatest poet. In 1302, when Dante Alighieri, a thirty-six-year-old White Guelph, was serving a two-month term as prior, civil war erupted. The Black Guelphs raged through Florence, slaughtering Whites and burning their homes. Dante, in Rome on a papal mission, escaped the bloodbath, but the Blacks sentenced him and 350 other Whites to lifetime exile.


These fuorusciti (refugees) would face immediate execution if they were to return. Dante, who never went back to his hometown, would compose his literary masterwork, The Divine Comedy, while wandering “like a boat without sail or rudder” for two decades around the Italian peninsula.


The exiled Gherardini retreated to their rural estates, but they couldn’t escape the wrath of their enemies. Naldo Gherardini, a clan leader with a reputation as an aggressive “hothead,” and his banished relatives barricaded themselves within the family castle at Montagliari in Chianti. The Black Guelphs pursued them, and the two sides raged against each other with unrelenting ferocity for months. Ultimately, the Blacks razed the Gherardini stronghold and declared the site a place of perpetua inedificabilità (perpetual “unbuildability”).


Some of the defeated Gherardini migrated to Verona and Venice. Others continued to defend their properties in Chianti’s Val d’Elsa. Their leader, Cavaliere Gherarduccio Gherardini, who died in 1331, is buried in the oldest knight’s tomb in Tuscany, within the simple stone parish church of Sant’Appiano in Barberino Val d’Elsa.


One branch of the family was granted permission to build a new villa a few miles away on the other side of the Greve River—with the stipulation that it never be fortified. The Gherardini named this unarmed oasis Vignamaggio (May Vineyard).
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On a crisp fall day, my husband and I drive through a patchwork of tall cypresses, terraced vines, and gnarled olive trees to the 400-acre Vignamaggio estate near Greve in Chianti. The Gherardini sold the property, which once included a mill and olive press, to another, more prosperous Florentine family, the Gherardi (no relation), in 1422. After that the property changed hands several times before Gianni Nunziante, an international corporate attorney based in Rome, took possession in 1988.


In the years since, he has lavishly restored the villa’s eighty-plus rooms and Renaissance gardens. A cozy inn offers guest accommodations. A large cantina processes Vignamaggio’s grapes and stores wood barrels of its prize-winning wines. In 1993, Kenneth Branagh set his film Much Ado About Nothing in these magical surroundings.


Part of Vignamaggio’s lore is the fanciful notion that Lisa Gherardini was born there, although a land deed confirms its sale almost sixty years before her birth. Some even claim that Leonardo painted Lisa against the backdrop of the sun-dappled terrace, where we eat lunch with the genial owner. Just across the river and through the trees, we can make out the castle ruins and a family chapel, rebuilt in the seventeenth century and still decorated with the Gherardini coat of arms.
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As we linger in the idyllic setting, I imagine Lisa’s ancestors on this same spot, gazing across the valley at the silent testimony to all that they had lost. As the magnates’ power and prestige ebbed, income from lucrative church patronages called “benefices” and stipends from honorary offices dried up. Some dynasties had to sell off lands to pay creditors. More than a few descended into the ranks of what a historian calls “the shame-faced poor.”


Florence offered one alternative to nobles willing to change with the times: a sort of familial divorce. A magnate could renounce his title, denounce his “grandi e possenti” (great and powerful) relatives, change his name and coat of arms, and become an ordinary popolano, entitled to a citizen’s protections and privileges, including the right to join a guild and hold political office. The rich Tornaquinci, who owed their wealth to exclusive building and fishing rights on a stretch of the Arno, became the even richer Tornabuoni. The proud Cavalcanti disavowed their illustrious past and christened themselves the Cavallereschi. More than a hundred noble clans did the same.


The Gherardini, singled out by historians as among “the most intransigent and reactionary” of magnates, refused even to consider such an affront to their family honor. The diehard aristocrats, clinging to the trappings of past glory, comforted themselves with pride in never falling “so low that they had to pursue a base occupation or a trade” and never marrying beneath them to a bride or groom whose family “had no claim to antiquity or nobility.”
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These consolations wore thin as the Gherardini plunged into bitter infighting. As I labored through a scholarly history of the Florentine magnates in Italian, a single sentence stopped me in mid-page: “I Gherardini si odiavano di cuore.” The Gherardini hated each other with all their hearts—with each of the three principal branches despising the others in egual misura (in equal measure). While many families harbor grudges, the sparring Gherardini had elevated what we would call “dysfunction” to a level worthy of historical record. I soon understood why.


By the mid-fourteenth century, one disgruntled Gherardini, Cece di Bindo di Sasso, had had enough. In a petition to disown his unruly tribe, he presented himself and his brother Cione, known as Il Pelliccia (the Furry One), as upright and loyal citizens and protested the heavy fines levied against them for the misdeeds of their errant relatives.


In a single five-year period, Cece told the court, ten Gherardini had been condemned under the Ordinances. One stole a mule; others engaged in armed brawls or beat up local popolani. The most villainous killed two men, including a prior, in a single day. The government was demanding a fortune in fines, while Cece’s relatives were threatening the lives of the turncoat, his wife, and his son.


The court allowed Cece and his brother to declare their independence and to add “da Vignamaggio,” for their Chianti homestead, to the Gherardini name. Yet even these alleged model citizens could not stay out of trouble. Cece’s son Bindo—no “stinco di santo” (shin of a saint), as a chronicler puts it—caroused through the countryside with his friends vandalizing the property of hardworking peasants. Yet his transgressions paled compared to the disgrace that his uncle Pelliccia Gherardini would bring to the family name.
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In 1360 a coalition of six magnate families and several disgruntled popolani—“men of aggressive spirits and passions,” Villani writes—banded together to overthrow the Commune’s leaders. The conspirators recruited an inside man, a friar who would unlock a door while spending a night within the palace of the Signoria so the rebels could seize control.


Before they could act, one of the plotters—Bartolomeo de’ Medici, of the dynasty that was just beginning its political ascent—confided in his brother Salvestro. Immediately recognizing the peril to the entire family, Salvestro de’ Medici rushed to the priors, who agreed to pardon his brother if he identified the ringleaders.


The traitors included the “upstanding” citizen Pelliccia Gherardini da Vignamaggio and his son-in-law Domenico Bandini. Most of the accused fled, but the police arrested Bandini and a popolano implicated in the plot. Under torture, the two men confessed. All twelve conspirators were sentenced in absentia to death for planning to topple the government and “disregarding the peaceful and serene state of the city, which thrives on tranquility, prosperity, and justice.” The common citizen was hung. As a noble entitled to a more dignified execution, Domenico Bandini was beheaded.


His father-in-law, Pelliccia Gherardini da Vignamaggio, was punished in effigy with a pittura infamante. As was the custom with dastardly criminals, the Commune ordered a sort of glorified mug shot painted on the exterior wall of the hall of justice (now known as the Bargello) for all the town to see and mock. The dishonored exile, wandering through Europe for years, bombarded Florentine leaders with protests of innocence and petitions for a pardon. In 1378, long after his portrait had faded, Pelliccia’s death sentence was commuted.
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The reversal came too late to change the fate of Pelliccia’s daughter, Dianora Gherardini. The widow of the decapitated traitor Domenico Bandini gave birth to their seventh child, a girl named Margherita, in 1360, the same year that her husband was executed. With her spouse slain, her father disgraced, and their property seized, Dianora fled senza una lira in tasca (without a penny in her pocket), as a family history records. She eventually joined her two sisters, who, along with many other Florentine political refugees, had settled in Avignon, the prosperous French commercial center that served as home to the exiled papacy through much of the fourteenth century.


Dianora was the first female Gherardini—and the most sympathetic soul—whom I encountered in months of trolling through family and municipal annals. Yet I might never have known of her existence if not for a clue I spied during our visit to Vignamaggio. On the wall of its cantina (which sells a full-bodied Chianti called Castello di Monna Lisa) hangs a copy of a letter written by the manor’s last Gherardini owner, Amidio.


In the warm, informal note, dated October 26, 1404, he sends greetings to Francesco di Marco Datini, the entrepreneurial tycoon famed in Italian history as “the merchant of Prato.” Complaining about how busy he has been, Amidio urges Francesco to drink the wine inbotato (placed in barrels) at Vignamaggio that he has sent.


“What is mine is yours,” he writes, ending with a greeting for Datini’s wife, Margherita.
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Struck by the warm, familiar tone, I wonder if there might have been more than a business relationship between the Gherardini and the medieval mogul Datini. In the digital archives of Chianti’s Val d’Elsa, I come across local histories that help me connect the dots. Amidio, it turns out, was a son of the notorious traitor Pelliccia Gherardini—and an older brother of Dianora. Her youngest daughter, Margherita, Amidio’s niece, married the rich Tuscan merchant Francesco Datini in 1376.


Little “Bita,” as her family called her, should have faded into obscurity. Instead, we know more about this Gherardini daughter than any other woman of her time, thanks to her husband’s compulsive preservation of almost every piece of paper that crossed his hands. During his long life, Datini copied the letters that he wrote and saved those that he received, including the one from Amidio Gherardini da Vignamaggio and those exchanged with his “rebellious and singularly outspoken young wife,” as the historian Barbara Tuchman describes her.


“I can feel the Gherardini in my blood,” Margherita declares in one of more than two hundred candid notes she sent to her husband. In their pages, I come to know this Tuscan donna vera—vivacious, intelligent, practical, energetic, devout, iron-willed. Her words reveal both what it was like to be a woman and a wife in fifteenth-century Tuscany and how it felt to have the Gherardini fires of the heart—their Gherardiname—raging within her. Perhaps learning more about Margherita, I speculated, would lead to a fuller understanding of her kinswoman Lisa Gherardini.


There was only one way to find out.





Chapter 3






A Voice Without a Face


We have to go to Prato,” I say to my husband on a steamy morning in Florence.


“Why?” he asks with justifiable weariness.


“There’s a house I want to visit.”


“Did Mona Lisa live there?”


“No,” I concede. Lisa Gherardini, born fifty-six years after Margherita Datini’s death in 1423, might never have set foot in the sleepy textile town west of Florence.


“Is it worth a trip?” he asks.


“Absolutely,” I assure him. Even before I made the connection between the Gherardini and the Datini, scholars had urged me to learn more about the exceptionally forthright merchant’s wife whose letters shattered the silence that had long shrouded women’s lives. But what intrigues me most about this medieval Everywoman is the “Gherardini-ness” she shares with Leonardo’s model.


Lisa Gherardini, who left not a single word on paper, forever remains a face without a voice. Margherita, the prolific correspondent, haunts me as a voice without a face.


This turns out to be literally true. In the formal living room of the pale stone Casa Datini on the corner of Via del Porcellatico and Via Mazzei in central Prato stand two life-size mannequins, dressed in reproductions of the luxurious robes the prosperous couple once wore. Black cloth covers their featureless heads. The Datini come alive only in the words they wrote, part of an archival treasure trove of some 150,000 letters, over 500 account books and ledgers, 300 deeds, and thousands of bills, receipts, and checks—the largest cache of private papers from a single source to have survived in Italy prior to the eighteenth century.
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Once or twice a week for about sixteen years, missives from one spouse to the other traveled on the backs of mules, along with laundry and baskets of bread, eggs, and fresh-picked vegetables from the Datini farms. Often composed or dictated in the heat of the moment, these unpolished letters, dealing with the small change of everyday life, provide an intimate portrait of a troubled marriage.


Reading many of their letters in Iris Origo’s landmark The Merchant of Prato, I feel that I am watching a medieval version of a television reality show, peeking into the Datini kitchens and wardrobes, meeting their friends and relatives, eavesdropping as they grapple with timeless issues such as infertility and infidelity. I begin to see Francesco Datini (1335–1410) and Margherita (1360–1423) as a couple perhaps not unlike Francesco del Giocondo and his wife, Lisa Gherardini—and not unlike some contemporary spouses as well.


Ambitious, avaricious, and opportunistic—as was Lisa Gherardini’s husband—Datini wheeled, dealed, blustered, bargained, and strained laws and commandments to their breaking points and sometimes beyond. The workaholic merchant lived in a state of angst he called malinconia, often translated as “melancholy.” However, in Datini’s day, the term also referred to a “black humor,” or thoughts and forebodings that cause constant anxiety.


I can imagine the stressed-out businessman as a character in a Woody Allen film—perhaps a neurotic, death-obsessed Wall Street trader, with a therapist on speed dial, antacids in his pocket, and Xanax in his medicine cabinet, ranting at his assistant and flinging his cell phone across the room when it drops a call.


“Sappiti temperare!” (Learn to temper yourself!) Margherita would enjoin her choleric spouse. No stereotypically meek medieval helpmate, she evolved from a quick-tempered girl into a confident and competent woman, fully capable of soundly berating her husband when he behaved badly, which was not infrequently.


When the Gherardiname rose in her—as it sometimes did a dozen times a day, she confessed—Margherita pulled no punches. Yet in her determination to make her husband and her life better, she stretched and grew in unexpected ways.
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Francesco Datini’s rags-to-riches saga began in tragedy. The Black Death of 1348 killed his tavern-keeper father, his mother, and two siblings. Two years later the sixteen-year-old sold the land he had inherited, wrapped himself in a scarlet cloak—the color symbolizing wealth and authority—and set off from Prato to make his fortune in Avignon.


In this thriving trade center the exiled Pope Clement VI reigned in splendor over the most corrupt court in Europe, so sybaritic that not only dinner plates but horses’ bits were cast in gold. Enterprising young Datini sold whatever this moneyed market desired: arms and armor (supplied without bias to both sides in any conflict), wool, silk, spices, silverware, candlesticks, bowls, basins, chalices, sapphires, emeralds, linens—plus a selection of inexpensive religious figurines. In time, he set up a money-changer’s counter, a wine tavern, a draper’s shop, even a bank. His ledgers bore on their frontispiece the dedication “In the Name of God and of Profit.”


Living in an unabashedly material world, Datini acquired a reputation as, in a friend’s words, “a man who kept women and lived only on partridges [an expensive delicacy], adoring art and money, and forgetting his Creator and himself.” He may have fathered a child during one of his youthful liaisons, but the baby did not survive infancy.


Finally, at age forty, with a sizable fortune in the bank, the consummate self-made man and confirmed bachelor decided to start a family. More than anything, he wanted to beget heirs to whom he could leave his riches “in love and delight.” But the shrewd merchant was finicky about a bride.
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