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To the guards of the Prado Museum, who have witnessed the
passage of so many anonymous masters,
And to Enrique de Vicente, for twenty-five years of friendship


What the reader learns from a text, the illiterate—who perceive only visually—can learn from images, since the unschooled see through images what they otherwise would read. In this way, the illiterate discover that they can, in a sense, read.

—Pope Gregory I, sixth century1

Things of perfection must not be regarded in haste, but rather with time, judgment, and discernment. To judge them requires the same process as to create them.

—Nicolas Poussin, painter, 16422

Spain, land of spirits and angels, has left its mark in the halls of the Prado, and on its ancient texts, and also on its people, in particular its poets.

—Juan Rof Carballo, doctor and academic, 19903

The Prado is a hermetic, secretive, monastic place where the essence of what is Spanish steeps and thickens, and hardens into monument.

—Ramón Gaya, painter, 19604


This story begins with the first touches of cold in December of 1990. I have very seriously questioned the wisdom of publishing this, especially because of how personal it is for me. It is, essentially, the story of how an apprentice writer was taught to look at—and see—a painting.

As with so many great human adventures, mine began in a moment of crisis. At the beginning of that decade, I was a nineteen-year-old youth from the provinces who had just arrived in Madrid with dreams of making his way in a city full of possibilities.

Everything seemed to be teeming around me, and I got the impression that for our generation, the future was unrolling faster than we were capable of perceiving. The preparations for the 1992 Barcelona Olympics and the Expo in Seville, the building of Spain’s first high-speed train, and the appearance not only of three new national newspapers but also the first non-government-run TV stations—these were just the most visible pieces of that frenzy. And though I was convinced that one of these changes was sure to affect me, in the end none of them did.

In my starry-eyed way, I believed myself to be on the threshold of carving out a role in the world of media—something I’d dreamed of since I was a kid. As soon as I got to Madrid, I did everything I could to visit radio stations, TV news sets, press club meetings, book signings, and media workshops, both to try to meet the journalists I admired and to get a sense of my chosen career.

Soon enough, however, Madrid was to become for me a place of much higher voltage.

On one hand, my instinct told me to be out in the streets of the city, drinking in its rich life. On the other, I needed to do well in my second year at the university and get the best grades I could so that I wouldn’t lose the scholarship that had gotten me this far. How was I going to reconcile two such opposing needs? Whenever I looked up from my books, I saw time slipping through my fingers. Twenty-four hours in a day just wasn’t enough, though in fairness, there were two other factors to blame for my hemorrhaging hours in this way. One was a part-time entry-level job that a friend had gotten for me at a start-up monthly magazine devoted to scientific discovery, and the other was my passion for spending what time I could lost in the galleries of the Prado Museum. It was there, in that latter setting, that the tale I’m about to relate was forged.

You could say that it all happened because the museum’s galleries offered me what I most needed at that time: serenity.

The Prado—majestic, sober, eternal, oblivious to daily concerns—instantly impressed me as a setting rich in history. Both welcoming and filled with cultured people, it was a place where you could pass the hours without attracting attention for being from somewhere else. Moreover, admission was free—it was probably the one great attraction in Madrid where you didn’t have to pay to enter. In those days, you could just present yourself at the door with a Spanish identity card and you’d have access to its treasures.

Now, with the perspective of time, I believe my fascination with the Prado was due in large part to its paintings being the one thing in Madrid familiar to me. The great museum had had a big impact on me when I first discovered it in the early eighties, holding onto my mother’s hand. I was a child with a wild imagination, and that endless sequence of extraordinary images electrified me from the start. I can still remember how I felt on that first visit. The exquisite images of Velázquez, Goya, Rubens, and Titian—to name just the masters I knew from my schoolbooks—imprinted themselves on my mind and became living history for me. To see them was to have a window into scenes from a remote past that seemed to have been preserved in amber, as if by some magic.

For some reason, that childhood vision caused me to see each painting as a sort of magical machine, capable of sending me to forgotten times, situations and worlds which, years later, I’d be fortunate enough to understand thanks to the old books I purchased at the little stands on the nearby Cuesta de Moyano. I could never have imagined, however, that on one of those gray afternoons at the end of October 1990, something would happen to me that would far surpass those early imaginings.

It all began in the museum’s Gallery A, where I stood facing the huge wall where the Holy Family paintings by Raphael are hung. I was absorbed in the painting that Philip IV used to call The Pearl, as it was the jewel of his collection, when a man who looked as if he’d just stepped out of a Goya appeared at my side, seeming to admire the same painting. I wouldn’t really have noticed him were it not for the fact that at that moment we were the only two people in the entire gallery, and though we were surrounded by more than thirty large masterpieces, for some reason we had both decided to look at this one. We spent a good half hour in silent contemplation of the painting, and then, impressed by the fact that my companion had barely moved in all that time, I began to examine him with some curiosity.

At first, I watched his various small movements—the guarded stares, the slight hisses of breath—as if half expecting him suddenly to seize the painting and make off with it. When that didn’t happen, I tried to imagine what he might be hoping to find in The Pearl, and came up with increasingly outlandish theories. Was he playing a trick on me? Trying to latch on to me? Feigning great cultivation? Did he mean to scare me in some way, or even rob me? Or perhaps he was engaged in some surreal competition to see who could last the longest in front of one painting.

My companion carried no guidebook of any kind, not even the then–popular Three Hours in the Prado Museum by Eugenio d’Ors. Nor did he show any interest in the small card beside the painting which gave its history. or bother to adjust his position to avoid the annoying glare of the spotlights on the canvas, as I did.

He looked to be around sixty years old. Gaunt, with a full head of hair in the process of going gray, he wore no glasses and had a thick gold ring on his left hand. He was well dressed, with gleaming shoes, a cravat, and an elegant, black, three-quarter-length coat. He had a rather severe—even dark—gaze, that, even after all this time, I can still feel on my back when I find myself in that gallery.

The more I observed him, the more appealing I found him. There was something magnetic I couldn’t define but was in some way connected to that power of concentration he had. I assumed he was French. His smooth, angular face gave him an erudite look, like some smart, cultivated Parisian, and this dispelled any possible suspicions I might have harbored about a perfect stranger. My imagination quickly took over. I wanted to believe I was standing next to a retired professor from some institute. A widower, with all the time in the world to devote to appreciating art. An aficionado of Europe’s great museums, who no doubt ran in higher circles than I did. I was just a curious student with a headful of dreams and a love of journalism, history, and mystery books, who needed to make sure he got back to his residence hall in time for dinner.

It was at that moment, just as I was finally about to let him have The Pearl all to himself, that he decided to come down from his cloud and speak.

“Are you familiar with the saying, ‘When the student is ready, the teacher appears’?”

It came on the quietest voice, as if he were afraid someone might overhear him. I hadn’t been prepared to hear the question posed in perfect Spanish.

“Are you speaking to me?” I asked.

He nodded. “I am indeed asking you,” he said. “Who else? Tell me,” he persisted, “do you know the saying?”

Out of this simple exchange was born a relationship—I never quite dared think of it as a friendship—that would last just a couple of months. What came next, which I propose to relate here in detail, would bring me back to the museum over and over again, one afternoon after the other, through the last days of that year and the first days of the next.

Two long decades have passed since my encounter with the man in the black coat, and I still don’t know if what I learned from him there within the great walls of the Prado, safe from the rigors of the Madrid climate and far from my everyday concerns, was all imagined, or if he really did teach me those things.

I was never sure about his real name or where he was from, much less his profession. He never gave me his card, for instance, or his phone number. I was much more trusting in those days.

He had only to extend an invitation to show me the hidden secrets of those galleries—“If you like; if you have the time”—for me to let myself be carried along by those conversations and to continue meeting there, each time with greater enthusiasm.

I decided, in the end, that I would call him “the Master.”

For twenty-two years, I have kept silent about these events, never feeling there was enough of a reason to speak out publicly. Especially since, one day, without any warning, he stopped appearing for our meetings. He simply vanished. That disappearance—abrupt, complete, and incomprehensible—has only become more unbearable over time. Though we never exactly had a formal relationship, he became a kind of secret godfather for me, an ally during my first days in that big city. The embodiment of an enigma—my enigma.

Perhaps because of this, and out of a nostalgia about how I learned to see—not just to look at—some of the Prado’s paintings at his side, this feels like the right moment to tell the story of how I was initiated into certain mysteries of art. I’d also like to believe that I’m not the only one to have gone through something like this, and that once my account is published others will emerge who were also illuminated in the same way by my evanescent Master, or perhaps some other.

However, before I begin, let me be clear: The reader should not think that what I experienced in my youth in any way blunted my critical assessment of what I learned in those sessions. On the contrary. In putting these lessons to paper, many of them strike me as extremely strange, almost as if lifted from a dream. Nonetheless, as I go over them I see that some of these lessons have also found their way—in small and considered doses—into my best novels. Their influence can be seen in The Lady in Blue (La dama azul), The Templar Gates (Las puertas templarias), and The Secret Supper (La cena secreta) to such an extent that any attentive reader will quickly pick up on it.

So it is only fitting then that to that opportune visitor to the Prado and others like him, to those masters, and to those books that arrive at the moment when we are best prepared to receive them, I dedicate this work with gratitude, affection, and the hope that we may one day meet again.
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THE MASTER


Let me start at the beginning—in the beginning was the doubt.

What if it had just been a ghost?

People who know me are aware of my penchant for stories where the supernatural ends up deciding the ending. I’ve already written about these a lot, and am not likely to stop now. Here in the West we live in an increasingly materialistic society that tends to scorn the transcendent, but I don’t think it’s anything to be embarrassed about: Poe, Dickens, Bécquer, Cunqueiro, Valle-Inclán—all these writers fell under the spell of this fascination for the unknown. They all wrote about ghosts and tortured souls and the beyond, in the vague hope of being able to explain the here and now.

In my case, as I grew up I left most of those stories behind, only holding onto the really important ones, the ones where the protagonists have actually played a role in shaping our civilization. When you consider these, the mysterious stops being just anecdote, and becomes vitally important. Which is why I’ve never hidden my interest in encounters between the great figures of history and these mysterious “visitors.” Angels, spirits, guides, daemons, genies, tulpas—it doesn’t matter what we call them. These are just various labels that we use to mask our ignorance of that “other side” that all cultures talk about.

One day I will set down in writing what really happened when George Washington came across one of “them” at Valley Forge in the winter of 1777, during the campaign against the British that led to America’s independence. Or the account of Pope Pius XII, who was seen talking to an angel from another realm in the private gardens of the Vatican, according to more than one witness.

Following the trail of events like these can lead us to the very origins of our written culture, and can also often bring us warnings about the future. Tacitus gives us a good example. In the first century, the illustrious Roman historian and politician wrote of the encounter that none other than Brutus—Caesar’s protégé and assassin—had with one of these intruders. The ghost foretold his ultimate defeat at Philippi, in Macedonia, and the warning drove him to such despair that he chose to throw himself on his sword rather than to live with his defeat.

In most of these stories the visitors take a human form but also give off something invisible and powerful that marks them as different. Exactly like those “messengers” I wrote about in The Lost Angel.

So who—or what—was the unexpected teacher who appeared to me in the Prado that day? Did I find him, or did he find me?

Could he have been one of them?

I can’t be sure. I do know, however, that my apparition was flesh and blood, and that he uttered the ancient Eastern proverb, “When the student is ready, the teacher appears,” then proceeded to introduce himself.

“Dr. Luis Fovel,” he said, clasping my hand as if he didn’t want to let it go. He had a grave tone of voice and spoke with authority, while at the same time managing to respect the hush of our surroundings.

“I’m Javier Sierra,” I replied, surprised. “You’re a doctor?”

He arched his eyebrows then, as if my question had amused him.

“In name only,” he replied.

His tone revealed a hint of surprise, as if he hadn’t expected this young man to respond with a question. Which is perhaps why he then took control of the conversation, leaving a deathly coldness in the palm of my hand as he turned his eyes to the painting by Raphael that I’d been gazing at.

“I couldn’t help noticing how you look at that painting, young man, and I’d like to ask you something. If you have no objections, of course.”

“Go ahead,” I said, curious.

“Tell me,” he went on, in a rather familiar tone, as if we’d met before, “why does it interest you so much? It’s not exactly the most famous painting in the museum.”

Following his gaze, I cast another glance at The Pearl. I didn’t know much about the painting then, let alone how it had been esteemed by King Philip IV of Spain, the monarch with perhaps the most exquisite artistic taste in history.

There are only four paintings in the Prado that come directly from Raphael’s hand, plus another few from his studio, and various copies from that era Out of all of them, this is without a doubt the best one. It shows the Virgin Mary and her cousin Elizabeth sitting in front of some ruins and tending two infants who, upon further examination, begin to look suspiciously similar—the same blond curls, the same chins and cheekbones. One of the infants, who has a subtle halo and is partly dressed in an animal skin, is John the Baptist. The other—the only figure in the painting without a halo—can only be the baby Jesus. St. Elizabeth, John the Baptist’s aging mother—who could also boast an immaculate conception—regards the children with a pensive expression, while the little Savior’s own attention appears to be caught by something or someone outside the frame of the painting. Not St. Joseph, Mary’s husband, who is in the background engaged in some activity impossible to divine. Whatever it is that the young Messiah is looking at is beyond the edges of the scene.

“Why am I interested in this painting?” I exhaled loudly, taking a moment to weigh my reply. “Actually, Doctor, it’s pretty simple—I want to know what it means.”

“Aha!” He lit up at this. “Isn’t it obvious? You’re looking at a religious scene, a painting that is meant to be prayed to. The Bishop of Bayeux commissioned this from the great Raphael Sanzio after he was already famous and working for the pope himself in Rome. The French bishop would have heard plenty about Raphael and his paintings of babies and virgins, and would have wanted one for his own devotional purposes.”

“That’s it?”

The doctor wrinkled his nose, as if my incredulity amused him.

“No,” he replied, his voice switching to a low, conspiratorial tone. “Of course that’s not all. Usually in paintings from this period, nothing is what it seems. While you may at first think you are looking at a religious scene, in fact, there is something there that is decidedly unsettling.”

“Yes, I can sort of feel it,” I admitted, “but I can’t put my finger on it.”

“That’s how real art works, my boy. Paul Klee once said that ‘art doesn’t reproduce what we see—it makes us see.’ If art simply showed us what was there, it would be tedious, we’d tire of it, and in the end, we wouldn’t value it.”

He paused. “Tell me, do you have a few minutes? I can show you exactly what it is that this extraordinary painting is doing.”
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Raphael and Giulio Romano, The Holy Family, or The Pearl (1518). The Prado Museum, Madrid.




I nodded.

“Very well,” he said. “Here’s the first thing you should understand. Though we’re not really conscious of it, we Europeans have for centuries learned about the world principally through myths, stories, and religious tales. These make up our common intellectual heritage. Because we’ve heard them countless times at Mass, or from the mouths of our parents, or in films, we all more or less know the stories of Noah and Moses and Abraham and Jesus. And even if we’re not particularly religious, we know when Christmas and Easter are, and who the Three Wise Men are, and we’re even familiar with the name of one particular Roman prefect: Pontius Pilate.”

“What does all that have to do with this painting?” I interrupted.

“A great deal,” he replied. “When someone like us, brought up in the Christian West, stands before a painting like this, we usually know the story that the painting is based on, or we can figure it out. But what if the painting is instead telling us a different story, one that doesn’t fit with what we know, or that questions or contradicts what we know, even in a subtle way? Then—watch out! That sets off alarm bells in our cultural memory.”

“Yes, but . . .” I wasn’t sure what to say.

“The reason you’re fascinated by this painting—which, remember, Raphael painted for a bishop—is that the story that it tells is not to be found anywhere in the Bible. Your brain is working, spending a long time searching its archives—consciously or unconsciously—for the story that fits that painting. That’s why the painting holds your attention for so long. But even after searching, you can’t recall the story. And if you think that’s disconcerting for you, imagine just how upsetting it would have been for someone in Raphael’s time!”

“But,” I tried again, “the Virgin, the baby Jesus, St. Elizabeth, John the Baptist—these are all figures we know well from the Gospels. There’s nothing strange about them.”

“Such a blessed innocence, my boy! But you must always remember to be careful when you come across common or everyday images in a work of art. The masters often use these ordinary images to signal their most important secrets.”

“That’s what I really want to know!” I said.

“I could show you a few that are hidden right in this museum, if you’re interested. If you have time.”

“Of course I’m interested!” I assured him.

“Well, then, let’s start with this one here,” he said, sounding pleased with himself, as if we had just signed a contract that committed us to doing something magnificent together. “Let me tell you some more about what this painting is telling us.”

“Great! Please continue.”

“Out of all four of the Gospels that you know, only Luke tells of the mysterious pregnancy which is visited upon the old and sterile Elizabeth. Do you see which one she is? There—the one with the turban. Well, Luke reveals this rather unexpected event near the beginning of his Gospel. According to him, the angel Gabriel appears to Elizabeth, wife of the priest Zechariah, and announces to her that she is pregnant with the future John the Baptist. Imagine the husband’s reaction! An angel appears at the door, giving them the child that nature had denied them in all those years of marriage.”1

“Just a minute,” I interrupted again. “Did you say Gabriel? The same angel who appeared to the Virgin Mary? The one that Fra Angelico painted in The Annunciation hanging in the gallery next door?”

“The same,” he replied. “You know, Gabriel is quite an unusual angel. He is revered by Christians and Moslems alike. During the Renaissance, they referred to him as ‘the Messenger’ because although he is only mentioned four times in the Gospels, each time he is the bearer of a vital message.”

Doctor Fovel cleared his throat, and continued in a low voice.

“But it’s not angels I want to talk about. What I really want you to consider are the two women in The Pearl. Aside from the initial mention of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, Luke only mentions her one other time: when she visits the Virgin Mary while both of them are pregnant. Raphael depicted that event in another famous painting hanging in this museum.2 In that one, Elizabeth is shown wearing the same turban and with the same expression the master would use a year later in The Pearl. But what is really incredible is that Raphael would then dare to produce a painting of a meeting that occurs later, after both children have been born—about which not one single reference is made in the entire New Testament.”

“Are you certain about that?” I asked.

“Absolutely, my boy,” Fovel replied. “The only visit that Luke describes occurs while both women are pregnant, not later. Moreover, the evangelist supplies details that add color to the event, for instance, that while in his mother’s womb, the future John the Baptist gave a small jump when he heard the voice of the Virgin Mary.3 “Therefore—”

Fovel took a deep breath, pausing in a way that struck me as rather theatrical, “The fact that the two mothers got together after their children were born to watch them play together, could only come from a source outside the Bible, either apocryphal, or actually from some other text that he would have respected.”
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School of Raphael, The Visitation (1517). The Prado Museum, Madrid.




“What if Raphael just made it up?” I asked.

“Making up stories the way you think of it simply didn’t happen in those times, Javier,” he corrected me. “In the time of Raphael, the closest thing to inventing a story was to discover one—everything was based on something real, something that had happened. That’s why even the great Raphael would always work on commissioned projects and under supervision. He had a reputation for being a sophisticated painter, who took care to include context in every one of his paintings. In other words, he followed what was there, what existed. And being so well read, Raphael was knowledgeable about several disciplines, such as archeology, theology, and philosophy, and he liked to use a variety of texts as sources.”

“Well, if I follow what you’re saying, then this painting derives from a secret source. It has a hidden message that goes against the orthodoxy of the time.”

“Exactly!” The Master replied enthusiastically, his exclamation momentarily breaking the silence of the gallery. One of the guards appeared, book in hand, to give us a disapproving look before disappearing into the depths of the next gallery, no doubt annoyed at having his reading interrupted.

Fovel went on, undeterred.

“Look—we live in a time when no one seems to care anymore about the messages that art offers us. We’ve been made to believe that the only things that are important about a painting are the technical ones: the aesthetics, the methods and pigments used, the facts and circumstances of the artist’s life. And all before asking why the artist decided to create the work in the first place! When we take this materialistic view of art, trying to divine a painting’s message can seem like something speculative, or ephemeral, but it’s not. In truth, it’s paying attention to the spiritual core of the painting, to its true essence. Nonetheless . . .”

He paused.

“Yes?” I said, turning to him.

“Nonetheless, to be able to get at that core, you have to bring a certain humility to the task. When all is said and done, really miraculous art—as this piece most certainly is—can only truly be appreciated by a person with a modest sensibility. Those who insist on filling their heads with impressive facts and figures are missing the point—which is that art like this only works when it astonishes you.”

“That’s easy enough to say,” I countered, “but art is subjective. Not everyone is amazed by the same things.”

“True,” he replied. “But the great masters nonetheless made use of certain subtle codes in their paintings, which signal the presence of a hidden message.”

“What kind of codes, Doctor?”

Fovel seemed to relish the question—straightening slightly before responding.

“Well, for example, what the figures in a painting are looking at. In The Pearl, have you noticed where the baby Jesus is looking?”

“Y-yes, of course . . .” It was as if he’d been reading my mind.

“When a genius like Raphael paints the Savior gazing out beyond the borders of the canvas, he’s showing us that the painting incorporates the magic of the mystical world. He is leaving it to the viewer to imagine what it is that is capturing the infant’s attention. Thus giving rise to reflection on the supernatural.”

“Did many painters use that particular code?” I asked.

“Indeed they did, my boy,” he replied. “This museum is full of examples; you don’t have to go any farther. Take Francisco Ribalta’s St. Francis Comforted by an Angel. Right away you can see that the saint’s gaze is aimed above the apparition that the artist has portrayed. Here, the code is telling us that what has the friar so astonished is something supernatural, something that lies beyond the edge of the canvas.

“The same thing is true with Murillo’s St. Augustine between Christ and the Virgin. If one day you look for it in these halls, notice how the divine figures who inspire the saint’s visions are actually behind him, leaving St. Augustine with no obvious point on which to fix his gaze. In one sense, Murillo is telling us that St. Augustine is using the eyes of his soul,4 as it were, to witness what is sacred, rather than his mortal eyes. Back in the time of these painters, everyone knew and respected this language of symbols, which is easy to understand, even for us, and which Raphael used so masterfully in The Pearl. You see?”

Before going on, my new and unexpected philosopher of art lifted his eyes from the painting and glanced quickly around the gallery. I had the impression that he wanted to make sure we were still alone.

“By the way, my boy,” he began, “are you religious?”

I hesitated before responding.

“In a way, yes, I suppose . . .” I muttered, sounding embarrassed.

“There you go—just like Raphael! Or like the bishop of Bayeux. There’s no need to be embarrassed by that! On the contrary. They were all also religious in their own way. Neither one of them was your usual orthodox, observant Catholic.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve spent my whole life studying the secrets of the paintings in this museum, and you can’t understand most of them unless you also understand a number of other essential things, such as what their creators really believed in, and the context in which they painted these works. Many paintings, like this one here, were created specifically to transmit or to keep a record of certain ideas which, at that time, would have been too dangerous to write down.”

“Dangerous?”

“Extremely so, Javier.” Doctor Fovel gestured toward the card on the wall that explains the painting to museum visitors. The text was dispassionate, clinical, advising the reader that the painting was in part the product of one Giulio Romano, a disciple of the Raphael school, and that one could discern in the painting the influence of none other than Leonardo da Vinci.

Fovel turned to me.

“What are the essential facts here? Both The Pearl and The Holy Family with an Oak Tree, which is also in this museum, were painted in Raphael’s studio in 1518. What that little card does not tell you is that at that time, all of Europe, and Rome in particular, thought that the Christian model of the world was on the verge of collapse. The church’s influence seemed to be waning. As corruption and nepotism established themselves more firmly in the Vatican, Islam was rapidly gaining ground. The Curia—the Vatican court—was more than a little nervous about its future.

“Extraordinary things were happening everywhere: the discovery of America, new theories of astronomy that questioned the medieval geocentric view, the French invasion of Italy in 1494, Luther’s revolt against the pope, even fear of the end of the world—a great conjunction of the planets in 1524 convinced many at the time that this was imminent. All of these things were very much on people’s minds, including the painters’. Many people went around believing they were living through the end of days. And you see, if you don’t know all that, it’s impossible for you to get the deeper meaning of this painting.”

“That’s quite a task!” I exclaimed.

“It does seem enormous. But for the moment, all you really need to know is that, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, there wasn’t a cleric, nobleman, or pope unaware of all the prophecies and portents going around. Raphael’s case was especially notable. At the time he painted The Pearl and The Holy Family with an Oak Tree, he was thirty-five and at the peak of his career. His vast talents and knowledge of astrology were displayed on the ceilings of Pope Julius II’s private apartments, where he had painted the glorious School of Athens frescoes, filled with exquisite details that revealed his great erudition.

“But you should also know that at the same time he was painting these,” he said, gesturing toward the paintings in front of us, “this maestro of Urbino was working on one of his great masterpieces: a portrait of his mentor, Pope Leo X, with the cardinals Giulio de’ Medici and Luigi de’ Rossi. Are you familiar with it?”

I shook my head, embarrassed.

“No matter.” He smiled affably. “You’re going to want to see it with your own eyes. It’s a fantastic example of what I call ‘prophetic art.’ A kind of art that in those days, only Raphael dared to practice openly, attracting the most distinguished clients to his studio. Wait until you see it—the painting I’m talking about is now in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence. It depicts the pope seated behind a table, his hand on an illuminated Bible, with a small bell and eyeglass beside it. It appears to be a simple group portrait, and a very sober one at that. However, when Raphael painted it, Pope Leo had just barely escaped an assassination attempt unharmed. Once you know that, you can understand why he has that mistrustful look, which again seems to be directed beyond the edge of the frame.”

“Ah! So you think he is looking for his assassins, is that it?” I said in a low voice, hoping to impress him.

“Well, as it happens, Javier, his assassin’s identity was no secret. A Cardinal Bandinello Sauli confessed. It seems he had intended to poison Leo X because his personal horoscope and several Vaticinia Pontificum—papal prophecies that were quite popular then—suggested that Sauli was to become the Holy Father who would regenerate the entire church. And of course Sauli wanted to be pope instead.”

“But popes don’t believe in horoscopes or prophecies!” I protested. “In fact, the church condemns astrology.”

Doctor Fovel smiled in the face of such naïveté.

“You’re not serious? Are you aware that the first stone block for St. Peter’s Basilica was laid by Julius II on April 18, 1506, because his own personal astrologer had designated that as the most cosmically propitious date? Or that in the corner of the very same salon in which Raphael had painted his famous School of Athens frescoes, as a kind of permanent horoscope, he also painted a celestial globe showing the constellations exactly as they were on November 26, 1503, the date of Julius’s coronation as pope?”

This display of memory bewildered me. Seeming satisfied with my reaction, the Master continued.

“I see—you don’t know anything! Well then, let me explain why I say that this portrait of Leo X was intended to be prophetic. Just two years before Sauli tried to poison the pope, another notable painter, Sebastiano del Piombo, depicted the same would-be assassin in a painting that is very similar to Raphael’s. It was painted in 1516, and in this version, Sauli is shown sitting in a very regal pose next to another illuminated Bible and another small bell. And just as in his intended victim’s portrait, several of his close advisers surround him. Obviously, the cardinal was preparing to become pope,5 and this portrait was part of his public relations campaign.”

“So why wouldn’t Sauli go to Raphael to have his portrait done, if he was the most valued painter of the time?” I asked.

“Well, my boy, that’s an excellent question. It’s possible that he did. The one painting in the world that can clear up that question is right here, in the Prado. It’s called Portrait of a Cardinal. It’s one of Raphael’s undisputed masterpieces, perhaps one of the most important paintings in this museum. With extraordinary realism and in exquisite detail, it depicts a cardinal with a severe look who, amazing as this may sound, has never been identified, even by experts. And it’s not the only great portrait in the Prado with an unidentified subject. For example, there is El Greco’s Nobleman with His Hand on His Chest. While most people agree that it could be a portrait of Cervantes,6 we don’t actually know who it is for certain.”

“Those are big-time art mysteries!” I was impressed.
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Sebastiano del Piombo, Cardinal Bandinello Sauli, His Secretary, and Two Geographers (1516). The National Gallery of Art (Samuel H. Kress Collection), Washington, DC.




“Absolutely. A portrait without a name is like a flower without its scent; it lacks something vital. That’s why when scholars get their hands on an enigmatic subject like this, they go into a frenzy coming up with suggestions. For this cardinal alone, they have proposed an endless list of names: Innocenzo Cybo, Francesco Alidosi, Scaramuccia Trivulzio, Alessandro Farnese, Ippolito d’Este, Silvio Passerini, Luis de Aragón . . . But I think mine is the best bet.” He gave a mischievous smile. “If you compare this anonymous cardinal from the Prado with the portrait of Sauli that Sebastiano del Piombo painted in 1516, you can see right away that the two paintings are of the same person. It’s quite obvious. Both have the cleft chin, the same thin mouth, similarly shaped heads—like an inverted triangle. There’s very little doubt—our unidentified cardinal is the spitting image of Leo X’s failed assassin. Don’t you agree that my candidate could solve one of this museum’s small mysteries once and for all?”

“Perhaps . . .” I replied, but I was stuck on another point. “But wait—when was that portrait painted? Was it also around 1518?”

“Well,” he cleared his throat. “Here we have another very interesting clue. It’s quite likely that this anonymous portrait that the Prado houses was painted by Raphael between 1510 and 1511—a good five years before Sauli was positioning himself to be the new reforming pope. It’s odd that Raphael’s portrait would be so influenced by the Mona Lisa, which Leonardo was working on in his studio at about the same time. In fact, when you compare the two paintings, you see that the cardinal has been painted in the same pose and with the same bearing as the Gioconda. However—and this is the important thing—Raphael did not include a particular feature in his painting that would mark it as one of his prophetic works. That’s why Sauli had to go in search of del Piombo to get himself a prophetic portrait.”

“What kind of feature do you mean?”

“The little bells, young man,” he replied. “Placed like that, next to the Bibles as in Raphael and Del Piombo’s later paintings, they are clear visual symbols. They signal that the subjects of both of these paintings have been foretold by sacred texts.”

“Would they really put a symbol like that out in the open?” I asked.
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Raphael, Portrait of a Cardinal (1510–1511). The Prado Museum, Madrid.




“Undoubtedly they had their reasons,” he said. “Back in 1516, while Sauli was posing for del Piombo as God’s envoy, a series of prophecies were finally being published in Venice after centuries of being very effectively suppressed. They were written by a Cistercian monk from Calabria, Joachim of Fiore, and they spoke of a new spiritual era in the world, to be led by a man who would bring together both spiritual and political power under his reign. Joachim had died back in 1202 without seeing his vision realized. However, his writings inspired another prophecy which was all over Rome in 1516, and both Sauli and Leo X believed in it completely. Have you ever heard of the Apocalipsis Nova—The New Apocalypse?”

I shook my head but said nothing, afraid of seeming like a complete idiot again.

“Don’t be embarrassed. Sadly, hardly anyone remembers that book today, not even art historians.” Another flash of mischief crossed his face. “Because it was never published. But let me tell you—it is also critical for understanding Raphael and his painting.”

“And what did this New Apocalypse foretell?” I asked him.

“Among other things, it announced the imminent arrival of a ‘pastor angelicus,’ a pope blessed by the Holy Spirit who would ally himself with the emperor to impose peace among Christians and prevent the further advance of Islam.”

In a grave voice, he intoned, “Surget rex magnus cum magno pastore,” and for some reason I shivered in spite of myself. “According to this manuscript, this was all supposed to take place at the very beginning of the sixteenth century. Imagine the scene! Half the cardinals in Rome aspired to be that super-pope, not only Sauli. Leo X had every reason not to trust anyone.”

“I’m surprised that a pope, who’s supposed to be the guardian of Roman Catholic orthodoxy, would let a prophecy have that much authority.”

“Let’s just say that it had exactly the authority it deserved—no less than the Archangel Gabriel!”

“Wait, Doctor, I—I don’t understand . . .” Fovel’s statement had been so surprising that it had made me stammer.

He went on. “Absolutely everyone then—from the pope to a prostitute—believed that The New Apocalypse came directly from the mouth of the Archangel Gabriel, ‘the Messenger.’ ” Here Fovel smiled. “Which is what its real author—Amadeo of Portugal—claimed, and thus everyone believed.”

“I’ve never heard of Amadeo of Portugal.”

“Which is not a surprise, my boy,” said Fovel, falling short of actually scolding me. “What I’m revealing here is the inside history of this art, and one of Raphael’s most important sources of inspiration. Shall I go on?”

“Yes. Please.” I said.

“Amadeo was a Franciscan monk who was close to the true circles of power in the Vatican. He had risen to become no less than personal secretary and confessor to Pope Sixtus IV. By the time Raphael came to paint Leo X’s portrait, poor Amadeo had been dead for over forty years, but his name and work were more famous than ever. Starting in 1502, handwritten copies of his book were being made and distributed everywhere. Obviously, they had to be kept secret. Only a select few could read them. A few copies found their way to Madrid. One of the oldest copies in existence has been kept in the El Escorial monastery since the reign of Philip II.”
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