

Table of Contents


	CHAPTER ONE: Amsterdam, February 2024

	CHAPTER TWO: Florence, 1396

	CHAPTER THREE: Bruges, 1428

	CHAPTER FOUR: Rome, 1599

	CHAPTER FIVE: Delft, 1665

	CHAPTER SIX: Paris, 1793

	CHAPTER SEVEN: Paris, 1819–31

	CHAPTER EIGHT: Paris, 1874

	CHAPTER NINE: Arles and Saint-Rémy, 1888–89

	CHAPTER TEN: Paris, 1907—Zurich, 1916

	CHAPTER ELEVEN: Munich, July 1937

	CHAPTER TWELVE: New York, 1958

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Amsterdam, November 2024





CHAPTER ONE : AMSTERDAM , FEBRUARY 2024

Umber, Blue, Umber, Brown

T he Stedelijk Museum is free for anyone under the age of nineteen, and it is also a Sunday, which is why it is full of families. I am here for a different reason, but I will tell you more about this later. All you need to know for now is that I have already spent the past six days coming here and have decided that the seventh ought to contain at least one room I hadn’t already internalized and memorized to the point where I could recreate it with every painstaking detail rendered in a monumental oil painting worthy of hanging on the same white walls I have surrendered my Sunday to.

This is not a complaint. Art was made for exactly this — it was like this six hundred years ago, for the people who walked in off the street, for the merchants and the tradesmen and the women carrying market baskets who wanted something on their walls that meant something. The idea that a museum is a temple, that you enter it in a particular reverential register and speak in lowered voices and feel subtly judged by the silence, is a recent invention, and not the best one. Art did not come from silence. It came from workshops full of noise and argument and the smell of linseed oil and the specific anxiety of a person trying to make something that had never existed before.

Back to the families in the exhibition. A father lifts a small child to see something she can’t reach. A woman in her sixties stands alone in front of a Mondrian with her arms folded and her head tilted, and I cannot tell if she is moved or simply tired, and perhaps she cannot either. There is a faint chatter coming from the next room, indicative of the next wave about to roll in.

Having spent all week here, you notice patterns. The rooms fill and drain like the tide. Most of the people I have watched this week came in the same way they went out — the same forward movement, the same current carrying them from entrance to exit in under an hour, photographs taken from a uniform distance, the paintings a backdrop more than a destination. I spent most of my summers at The Hague, and James Turrell has “Celestial Vault” a Skyspace in the dunes nearby — not a chamber but an artificial crater dug into the earth, heightened the walls, entered through a low concrete tunnel that slows you down before you arrive. At the center, a single granite stone. Above, framed by the elliptical crater walls form, the open sky. The piece requires nothing from you except time and the willingness to lie down. Do that, and over the course of twenty minutes the sky begins to do things you hadn’t noticed it could do — the blue deepens, the depth shifts, the circle of the frame reveals what framing is for. But Turrell built it into the landscape so completely that most people don’t recognize it as art at all. It sits where a large campsite empties its summer visitors each morning, and they walk past it in groups, glancing in. Occasionally someone stops long enough to read the sign, peers down the tunnel, and keeps walking. A hole in the ground with a rock in it. You can hear in the voice the same thing I hear every day in this museum — not contempt, exactly, but the defense of a person who expected to be impressed and found themselves confused instead and resolved the confusion in favor of themselves. They did not lie down. They did not wait. They looked without looking, the way you can spend an hour beside a window without once seeing the light change. And then they went back to the campsite.

The museum is the same. Most of them wash out the way they washed in, the same current pulling them back into the afternoon. Occasionally, the way a particular shell strands on a particular stretch of beach, someone stays. Or doubles back. Or stands in front of something longer than they intended, and something happens to their face that they would deny if you asked them about it. These are the people I have been watching for longer than I can properly account for.

My sheltered location is the large gallery on the upper floor — the one with the high white walls and the quality of diffused northern light that comes through the roof windows, away from the tide that haunts the lower floors. It is me and a Rothko, and for a moment:

Silence.

I want to be precise about the piece: Untitled (Umber, Blue, Umber, Brown), 1962. Precision matters with Rothko in a way it doesn't with painters who were interested in other things. This is from the period when he was moving away from the warm reds of the Seagram years into something colder and more withheld — colors that feel close to the threshold of perception, colors the eye registers before it fully names them. Umber above and below, a band of blue in the center, the whole composition resolving into brown the longer you look, the way a sound held long enough becomes silence. The canvas is large: 189.5 by 150.5 centimeters, with a depth of 8 centimeters — a stretcher that projects the painting into the room rather than allowing it to recede into the wall. It is always important that the canvas is large. Rothko was explicit about this: he wanted the painting to surround the viewer, to occupy not just the visual field but something behind it. He wanted, he said, to create a presence. Standing in front of this one, at the correct distance — closer than most people stand — you understand what he meant. The colors breathe. The edges between the fields of tone are not hard boundaries but gradations so slow and fine that you cannot find where one ends and the other begins, and this produces — I am describing a physical sensation, not a metaphor — a faint vibration. The painting hums. It requires from you what all serious looking requires: the willingness to stay still long enough for something to begin.

A young woman comes in from the next room. She stops two meters in front of the canvas, turns her back to it, and raises her phone. The painting fills the background — the umbers and the blue against the white wall, the scale of it suggesting something significant without requiring her to look at it. She checks the image, adjusts the angle once, and is gone in under a minute. She was here. She has the frame. The Rothko barely registered.

I have been standing here for perhaps four minutes.

Behind me, I hear a man's voice.

I know what he is about to say the way you know a particular chord is about to resolve — not because I am clever, but because I have heard it before. In this room. In the room like this room in every city I have lived in. In the voice of men and women and children who came somewhere to feel something and found themselves standing in front of a large canvas of earthen color and experienced the specific vertigo of not knowing what is expected of them.

He says it in Dutch.

Mijn driejarige kan dat ook.

My three-year-old can do that too.

I do not turn around immediately. I stay with the painting for another moment — a courtesy to it, or perhaps to myself — and then I turn.

He appears to be around forty-five. Broad-shouldered, slightly rumpled, the look of a man who works with his hands or used to. He is wearing the jacket people wear on weekends when they are trying to look like they are not thinking about work, which means he is probably thinking about work. Beside him is a woman — his wife, I assume, though I have stopped assuming things — she is looking at her phone with the focused expression of someone who found the museum gift shop online and is trying to decide if the tote bag is worth it. Behind them both, halfvisible around a doorway, are two children performing the universal choreography of children who have been asked to stand still: subtle foot-shuffling, weightshifting, the barely suppressed seismic energy of people who have not yet learned to imprison themselves in their own bodies.

The man is not contemptuous. This is the thing I want you to understand, because it is what I have failed to understand for a long time — standing in rooms like this one, hearing sentences like that one. He is not there to mock. He is covering something. You can see it if you look at the right place, which is not his expression but his posture — the slight forward lean, the hands that moved, briefly, toward the painting before retreating into his jacket pockets. He came here. He brought his family here, on a Sunday, on his day off, to a museum in his own city. He stood in front of this painting and something happened that he didn't have a name for, and not having a name for it made him feel foolish, and feeling foolish in front of his wife and children was insupportable, and so he said the thing that made it the painting's fault instead of his.

He says it again, louder, and his wife smiles without looking up from the tote bag.

They move into the next room.

I stay.

This painting has been part of the collection since 1986 — a gift from the Mark Rothko Foundation, via the American Federation of Arts, arriving here when the man with the jacket was still a teenager, long before his children were born, sixteen years before the youngest could say driejarige in a sentence. Whether this was his first visit to the Stedelijk, I cannot know. What I can say is that the painting has been here the entire time he has been old enough to walk through that door. The road was never closed. He simply had not walked it yet.

There is a particular quality to the gallery after a family has moved through it — a brief acoustic settling, like a room after a door has closed. The Rothko continues to do what it does, which is to hum against the white wall and hold its umbers and its blue in the available light. It has been doing this since 1962. This gallery has been full and empty ten thousand times. The painting is entirely unconcerned.

One of the teenagers has doubled back and is standing in the doorway, looking at it with an expression her parents didn't see. Not boredom. Something closer to suspicion — the look of a person who thinks something might be happening but refuses to be caught caring about it. I recognize this expression. I have seen it in workshops and chapels and galleries across more years than I will account for right now. The eyes slightly narrowed, the head tilting to see if the angle changes anything, the stillness of someone who has stopped moving without deciding to. Something pulled her back — something that exists outside the confinement of the canvas. Suspicion that something is happening is the first crack in the wall. She leaves when her mother calls, her question unresolved. With the snap of a finger, she stepped back into the current and was gone.

There is a woman I have been trying not to notice — not here, or not only here — standing in the room beyond this one, visible through the doorway. She is in front of a De Kooning. No, that is not quite accurate, she is more than just in front of the painting: she is with it in a certain way that is different from just looking at it, a distinction I have spent a long time learning to see and cannot always explain. She has been there since I arrived, and she has not moved at all. Unlike the way that most people do not move — the small adjustments, the weight-shifting, the checking of the phone; she is simply still, with a quality of stillness that is not passive but concentrated, as though something is being very quietly attended to. I have seen her before, somewhere that is not here, and each time I reach for where, the memory turns slippery and I lose it. I am aware that I have been looking at her for longer than I intended.

I turn back to the Rothko.

She doesn’t look up.

I stand for another minute. The paintings don’t need anything from me — they are complete, they have always been complete, and my presence in front of them is neither here nor there to their existence. But I need theirs. What felt like looking at something was also, always, being looked at — which is perhaps the definition of a painting that is working properly. The reaching was mutual. I was embarrassingly late to this understanding.

Outside, it has started to rain. Amsterdam rain in February is a specific thing — horizontal, directional, personal, with a cold intelligence that finds the gap between your collar and your neck no matter what you are wearing. The rain reminds me of a Japanese woodblock print I own: in it, people are crossing a cobblestone bridge in the rain which is relentlessly pushing against them. I have walked home through this type of rain more times than I can count, and every time I cross a bridge over the canals, I imagine myself in Edo-period Japan pushing my way through the onslaught of raindrops. A fun little excursion allowing me to escape the harsh reality of February rain, and if all else fails I know which bridges are sheltered and which streets funnel the wind and which doorways to stand in if necessary to wait it out. The city is like a very long book you have read enough times that you know the page number of every part that matters.

I live on the Herengracht, which is not a boast and not entirely an accident. I have lived in this city for long stretches that feel like centuries, and I keep returning to this canal because the light that comes off the water in the morning is the closest thing I have found, outside of paintings, to the light I saw in a workshop in Bruges in November of 1428. The morning my life was altered by an angel’s wing. I will tell you about that morning. We are almost there.

My apartment is on the second floor of a building constructed in 1662. The stairs creak on the fourth and ninth steps, as they have since the seventeenth century, and I have long since stopped finding this remarkable. Inside: books in six languages on shelves built for fewer books, quietly losing the argument for decades. A desk by the window that faces the canal. On it: the Japanese woodblock print, the one I mentioned earlier, in a plain wooden frame — the kind you find in the bins at the Waterlooplein market if you arrive early enough — a cup of pens and pencils, mostly dried out, a small stack of exhibition catalogues I have been meaning to return to the Rijksmuseum library since February, three library books from the Universiteit that were due back in January, and a notebook — cloth-bound, red, the cloth worn smooth where my hands have rested on it — that I have not opened in a fortnight. A kitchen that smells of coffee and turpentine, though I have not painted anything in years.

Beside the window, on the wall, a small painting in a gilt frame. The frame I found in the bins at the Waterlooplein market, a few euros, the gilt slightly worn at the corners in a way that suited it. I had been thinking about what frames do — not to the painting itself, which is indifferent to how it is bordered, but to the person standing in front of it, making their half-second decision about whether it is worth their attention. The frame says: treat this as though it matters. I wanted to see if it worked. The painting I will tell you about last. What I will tell you now is that it is very old and very quiet, and that it has been with me long enough that I sometimes forget to see it — the way you stop hearing a sound that has been present long enough — and that today, coming home wet from the Stedelijk, with the man’s voice still in my ear, I stopped in front of it and looked at it for a long moment before I sat down.

I made coffee. I sat at the desk. The canal held the grey sky upside down in its surface and the rain made circles that opened and disappeared, opened and disappeared.

I opened the notebook.

I am writing this for you, I wrote. The man in the museum. The one who said it, and the one who thought it, and the one who felt vaguely ignorant standing in that gallery and masked it with a joke because nobody had ever given them a reason not to. I know that feeling. I have stood in front of things I didn’t understand and been diminished by the not-understanding, and what I have learned — across more years than I will ask you to believe right now — is that the gap is never about intelligence. It is never about taste, or whether you are the kind of person art is for. A language you have not yet learned sounds like noise. That does not mean it is noise.

It is about the six hundred years you weren’t there for.

I was there. I am going to take you back.

My name is Lena. I have been a color-grinder, a model, a frame maker, a forger, a thief, and occasionally a teacher, in cities and centuries I will account for in time. I have never been famous. I have been in the background of eleven paintings currently hanging in major institutions, and not one of the labels mentions me, which I find appropriate and also, on certain days, quietly hilarious. I am old in a way I will not explain yet — the explanation can wait, and besides, you will feel it before I tell you, which is the better way to learn most things.

What I want you to feel first is plaster. Wet plaster, and the specific tyranny of a medium that dries while you are still thinking.

We are going to Florence. It is 1396. A painter named Cennino Cennini has recently written a book that describes, with great precision and evident love, everything that painting can do. He does not know that he has also, without meaning to, described everything it cannot.

Pay attention. This is where it starts.




CHAPTER TWO : FLORENCE , 1396

The Complete Map

T he smell, again. Always the smell first.

But Florence is not Bruges, and the smell is not linseed. Here it is size — the chalky, faintly animal smell of rabbit-skin glue heating in a pot on the brazier — and beneath that the sharper mineral bite of lime plaster, and beneath that, permeating everything, the smell of the city itself coming through the open shutter: the Arno in October, which smells of silt and commerce and the particular cold that settles into river valleys before it settles anywhere else. I have lived near enough to rivers in enough centuries to know them by their smell the way you know a person's house before they open the door. The Arno smells of industry. It always has. The wool merchants use it to rinse the dye from their cloth, and on certain mornings the water runs red or blue or yellow depending on what the upstream fulling mills are processing, and you can read the economy of the city in the color of its river like a chart.

The city itself, in October of 1396, had the quality of a place at the hinge of its own history, though nobody living in it would have described it that way. The guilds controlled the streets and the commissions and the terms under which a person could legitimately call themselves a painter. The banking families were becoming something more than banking families and not yet entirely sure what that something was. The wool trade, which had built the city's wealth through the previous century, was beginning its long slow reorientation — you could feel it if you moved through the commercial districts, in the conversations outside the wool merchants' halls, a certain sharpening of attention toward other kinds of exchange, other kinds of money. The cathedral rose above everything else, vast and unfinished, its drum waiting for the dome that no living architect knew how to build. And Agnolo Gaddi — the last major painter in the direct line from Giotto through his father Taddeo — had died earlier that year, in the summer, closing a chapter in Florentine painting that had lasted nearly a century. I did not know this when I arrived. It is the kind of thing that only becomes significant in retrospect, when you look back at a moment and see that it was, in fact, an ending wearing the clothes of an ordinary afternoon.

I was not nineteen here. I merely appeared to be approximately nineteen for most of the late fourteenth century, in the way that some people appear to be approximately forty for most of their adult lives, the number less a fact than a broad description of a condition. I have since learned to adjust my apparent age more deliberately, which is a skill like any other and took time to acquire. In Florence in 1396 I was young-looking enough that Lorenzo di Bicci, master of the workshop on the Via Dei Servi, asked me twice whether my father knew where I was.

My father.

The word had already started to feel strange in my mouth by then, the way a word does when you have said it too many times or not enough — when it has begun to refer to something you are no longer entirely certain is real. He had been a dyer's assistant in a city I had left without explanation, a man with ink-dark hands and a laugh I could reproduce precisely if I needed to and found I needed to less and less as the years accumulated. I was learning, in those years, that the people you carry with you change shape over time — not that you forget them, but that the version of them you keep is the version the memory has decided to preserve, smoothed and fixed like a figure in tempera, no longer quite the living thing. I thought of him sometimes. I thought of him in the way you think of something you are not sure you are allowed to grieve.

I told Lorenzo my father was in Pisa and had arranged this placement himself, which was not true but was the kind of thing a girl appearing to be seventeen could say in Florence in 1396 without immediate contradiction, provided she kept her head down and made herself useful. I made myself useful. I ground pigment. I prepared the gesso layers for new panels — eight coats, each one sanded before the next was applied, each one thinner than the last, until the surface was as smooth and hard as ivory and about as forgiving. I swept the workshop floor, which needed sweeping three times a day because pigment dust is everywhere in a workshop, it is in the air you breathe and the water you drink and the lines of your hands, and at the end of six months working with verdigris I had faint green crescents under my fingernails that I could not entirely scrub out. This, I want to tell you, is what painting costs before a single brushstroke is made. Six months of your fingernails.

Let me tell you about the workshop first, because the workshop is the world, and the world matters.

It occupied the ground floor of a narrow building three streets from the cathedral, which meant that on certain mornings, when the wind came from the right direction, you could hear the sound of the stonemasons working on the drum — the great octagonal tambour that sat atop the cathedral's crossing like a crown waiting for its jewel. The dome had not been built. I want you to sit with this for a moment, because it is easy to read it as a historical fact — the dome was completed in 1436, you can look this up, it is settled — and miss what it meant to live in a city where the most important building had been under construction for sixty years and still had a hole in its roof the size of a small neighborhood.

They knew it needed a dome. Every architect in Italy knew it needed a dome. The drum had been designed for a dome of a specific size — a span of nearly seventyseven braccia1, wider than anything that had been built since the Pantheon, and the Pantheon was Roman work, and nobody living understood how the Romans had done it. The problem sat in the center of Florence like a question that the city had asked itself and could not answer: we know what we need to build, and we do not know how to build it. Every morning the stonemasons went to work on the parts they could complete. Every morning the hole in the sky remained.

I passed the cathedral most mornings on my way to the market for pigment supplies, and the construction site had its own particular quality of noise and movement — the ringing of chisels, the shouts of the foremen, the slow procession of carts bringing stone in from the quarries. One morning in the second month I noticed a woman standing at the edge of all this activity, near the base of the drum, absolutely still in the way that very few people are still in a place full of noise and movement. Not the stillness of someone waiting, or resting, or distracted — something more concentrated than that, as though she were attending to something the rest of us could not hear. She was dark-haired, simply dressed, and the workers and the carts moved around her as water moves around a stone. I looked for her the following morning. She was not there. I did not think of her again for a long time. I thought about the dome often, grinding pigment. The ceiling of the possible, expressed as an architectural wound.

Lorenzo di Bicci was not a great painter in the way that certain names from this period have since come to define what painting could be. I want to be precise about what I mean by that, because imprecision here does a disservice both to him and to what greatness actually means. He was substantial — one of the most productive painters in Florence in these years, a man whose workshop had covered the walls of churches and private chapels across the city and its surrounding contado2 with a reliability and a craft that the patrons who commissioned him understood and valued. His frescoes stood in Santa Trinita and Sant'Ambrogio and a dozen other oratories and church interiors. He trained under Niccolò di Pietro Gerini, himself a prolific Florentine master who had been formed in the tradition of Orcagna — Andrea di Cione, the great mid-century figure whose workshop had dominated Florentine painting in the generation after Giotto. This was Lorenzo's lineage, and he carried it with the understated assurance of a man who knows he stands in a long tradition even if he is not its most luminous figure. He mentioned it rarely. He did not need to mention it. The quality of his work advertised the education.

What Lorenzo di Bicci had mastered — completely, in the way that produces a particular kind of settled authority — was the full repertoire of what his tradition knew how to do. He produced altarpieces for the minor churches of the surrounding contado and fresco cycles for the private chapels of merchant families who wanted something devotional and decorous and not too expensive, and he produced them reliably and on time and to the satisfaction of the Arte dei Medici e Speziali, which was the guild that painters belonged to in Florence in those years, alongside doctors and apothecaries, because pigments were classified as medicines and spices and the guild saw no particular reason to distinguish between a man who ground lapis lazuli into paint and a man who ground it into a remedy for melancholy, which tells you something about how painting was understood, and by whom, and for what.

There were four of us in the workshop: Lorenzo, his journeyman Marco, an apprentice named Giacomo who was perhaps twelve and had recently acquired the ability to grind lead white without swallowing any of it, which counted as progress, and me. We were working that autumn on two commissions simultaneously. The first was a small altarpiece for the church of San Miniato — tempera on panel, the Virgin enthroned with saints, a gold ground, specific dimensions specified in the contract down to the finger. The second was a fresco cycle for the private chapel of a wool merchant named Francesco di Piero Rinaldi, who had made his money dyeing cloth and was now spending a portion of it on his immortal soul, which is a transaction that employed a great many Florentine painters in the fourteenth century and should perhaps be thought of as the city's primary arts funding mechanism.

I will tell you about the fresco first, because the fresco is where I first understood the nature of the ceiling. A fresco is not a painting applied to a wall. I need you to understand this distinction because it is not semantic — it is the thing itself. A fresco is a painting that is the wall, or rather a painting that becomes the wall in the moment of its making and cannot thereafter be separated from it without destruction. You apply your pigment — ground fine, suspended in water, nothing else — to wet lime plaster, and as the plaster dries it undergoes a chemical transformation: the calcium hydroxide absorbs carbon dioxide from the air and becomes calcium carbonate, and the pigment particles are entombed in this process, locked inside the crystalline structure of the carbonating surface, permanent in the most absolute sense. You cannot remove a fresco from its wall. You can detach the entire section of wall, which has been done, with great difficulty and considerable loss. But the painting and the plaster are, by the time the day's work is dry, the same substance. The painting has become stone. This means you work under a tyranny of time that has no parallel in any other medium.

Lorenzo called them giornate — day's works. Each morning, his plasterer applied a fresh section of intonaco — the final, smooth coat of plaster — to exactly the area that could be painted before it dried. Not a centimeter more. You could feel the area of a giornata before you saw it: the plasterer and the master had negotiated it the evening before, measured, argued, settled on a section that was achievable. Too large and the plaster dried before you finished, and you faced the agonizing work of chipping it out and beginning again with fresh material. Too small and you could see the seam lines too clearly, the faint raised edges where each day's section met the next, the invisible calendar of the work made legible in the wall itself. There was an art to the planning that existed before any painting began, an invisible architecture of time laid over the visible architecture of the wall.

I was allowed to watch. Sometimes I was allowed to transfer the cartoon — the full-sized preparatory drawing — by pressing the pricked lines against the fresh plaster and dusting powdered charcoal through the pinholes to leave a faint dotted outline on the surface. This was the last moment of flexibility. Once the outline was on the plaster, you had your instructions and your deadline and the two were the same thing: the plaster, drying as you worked, told you how long you had.

Watch Lorenzo di Bicci paint fresco and you understand why the figures in this tradition have the quality they have — that solidity, that weight, that sense of bodies genuinely occupying space rather than floating in it. It is not only training. It is the technique forcing a kind of commitment. You cannot second-guess in fresco. You cannot blend wet paint over wet paint because the paint is not oil — it does not stay wet; it does not allow reworking. You lay a stroke and it is there, permanent within the hour. You build shadow with hatched lines, parallel strokes growing closer together as the shadow deepens, and you work quickly and you trust your drawing and you live with the result. Lorenzo had the quality of attention this demands: he could stand in front of a blank section of intonaco for what seemed an unreasonable amount of time, absolutely still, and then pick up his brush and work for three hours without stopping, without hesitation, with the particular focused velocity of someone who has done all his thinking in advance and is now simply executing what he has already decided. I watched him and understood that confidence of this kind is not the absence of uncertainty. It is uncertainty that has been resolved beforehand, out of sight, in the quiet before the work begins.

What fresco cannot do is whisper.

I mean this precisely. It cannot make the transition between light and shadow soft and uncertain. It cannot render the quality of light entering skin from underneath — the translucency of a cheek where the blood is close to the surface, the way an ear catches light from behind and glows faintly red. It cannot hold nuance in the way that I was beginning to understand — dimly, without vocabulary — that nuance needed to be held if a painting was going to tell the full truth of what a human face actually looked like illuminated by light. Fresco could achieve grandeur. It could achieve solemnity and weight and the monumental authority of the sacred. It could make you feel, standing before it, that you were in the presence of something permanent and true. What it could not achieve was intimacy. What it could not achieve was the face of a specific person, caught in a specific moment, thinking a specific thought. For that you needed the other thing.

The other thing was egg.

Tempera is made from egg yolk — only the yolk, separated from the white with a care that Giacomo was still learning and that resulted, on his less successful mornings, in a slightly gluey mixture that dried wrong and had to be scraped and begun again. You break the yolk membrane over a small bowl, let it fall in, add a few drops of water and a few drops of whatever weak acid your workshop uses — Lorenzo preferred diluted wine vinegar, which he kept in a brown bottle on the shelf above his grinding stone and which smelled, incongruously, like a tavern — and then you add your pigment paste, and you stir, and what you have is a paint that dries almost as soon as it leaves the brush.

Almost. But not quite, and the space between almost and not quite is where the entire technique lives. You see, you cannot blend wet tempera over wet tempera. The surface dries too fast, and trying to blend creates a muddy, dragged mess that cannot be recovered, but what you can do — what the entire tradition from Giotto to Lorenzo di Bicci did, what Cennini would later describe with the loving precision of a man writing down everything he knows — is hatch. Fine parallel strokes, so fine that the individual hairs of the brush can sometimes be seen in the dried paint if the light is right. You lay a row of strokes in your shadow tone. You let them dry. You lay another row at a slightly different angle. You let them dry. Gradually, through the accumulation of these fine crosshatched layers, you build the appearance of a gradation — of shadow softening into light — not by blending but by weaving. It is closer to drawing than painting. It is closer, if you watch closely, to embroidery. The process takes days for a single face and demands a quality of patience that is different in kind from the patience required by fresco: not the patience of the runner, who commits to a pace and holds it, but the patience of the person who returns to the same small problem every morning until it is solved.

The flesh tones have a further step, which I did not know until I watched Lorenzo begin the faces on the altarpiece and could not understand what I was seeing. He was painting the Virgin's face green. Not metaphorically, not as an underpainting that would be covered entirely — he was painting her face a deliberate, specific grey-green, the color of new copper, the color of shallow seawater, and working with evident care as if the green itself were the goal. I asked Marco, the journeyman, who told me without looking up from his own work: terre verte. Green earth. All flesh in tempera is painted green first. The green, he said, shows through the fleshcolored layers applied on top, and because the green is cool and dark it creates the illusion of shadow beneath the skin — the shadow that comes not from a light source outside the body but from the body's own interior, from the blood and tissue and bone that sit behind the face.

I looked at the green face of the Virgin and I thought: so, this is how it is done. Every human face in this tradition is, at its foundation, green. The flesh you see is an illusion built on top of an absence. The painter is not showing you skin — the painter is constructing, through layered indirection, a version of skin that the medium can manage.

It is extraordinary that it works as well as it does. Stand in front of a Giotto and the flesh tones read as flesh — warm, present, inhabited. The technique is a successful deception. But standing in that workshop watching Lorenzo di Bicci apply terre verte to the face of the Madonna, I felt something I could not name then and can name now only as an awareness of distance. A sense that the medium and the truth it was trying to describe were not quite the same thing. That there was a gap, small but permanent, between what tempera could do and what the eye actually saw when it looked at a face in real light. The green knew this. The green was the concession. The painter was saying: given what this medium can do, this is the closest I can get. And the closest was very close. But it was not the same.

The beauty of this tradition is real. Giotto is not a before. He is one of the finest things that happened in the history of what humans have done with their hands, and the tradition Lorenzo di Bicci practiced, inadequate as it would eventually prove, was extraordinary in its thoroughness, its internal logic, its hard-won accumulation of solutions to impossible problems.

I loved that workshop. I want you to know that.

The manuscript arrived in the third month.

A painter from Padua passing through Florence on his way south — a compact, deliberate man named Filippo, who stayed two nights and ate Lorenzo's food and talked for both evenings without drawing breath — brought it in his traveling bag: a small manuscript, written in Italian rather than Latin, which was unusual enough that Lorenzo raised an eyebrow when Filippo pulled it out and set it on the workbench. Most practical knowledge in workshops traveled by hand and eye. You learned by watching, not by reading, and the idea of writing down what you knew was faintly suspect, as if the knowledge were being removed from the body and placed somewhere colder.

The manuscript was by a painter named Cennino di Andrea Cennini, trained in Florence in the workshop of Agnolo Gaddi — the same Agnolo Gaddi who had died that summer, whose passing had left a generation of Florentine painters working in a tradition that had suddenly lost its most visible living representative. Cennini had written the book before Gaddi died, though it was only now beginning to circulate. He traced his own lineage with visible pride in its pages: trained by Agnolo Gaddi, who was trained by his father Taddeo Gaddi, who was the most faithful pupil of Giotto di Bondone, the greatest painter who ever lived. Lorenzo's lineage ran differently — through Niccolò di Pietro Gerini and the tradition of Orcagna rather than directly through the Gaddi family — but the two streams had run close enough, in this city and in this generation, that he recognized the book's territory even where its specific path differed from his own. Gerini and Agnolo Gaddi had worked the same walls together, in Santa Croce, in the years before Lorenzo was old enough to hold a brush. He set the manuscript down. He went to bed.

I picked it up.

I have read many books in my life. I have read books that changed the direction of everything — books of philosophy, theology, natural science, mathematics, books that arrived like weather systems and reorganized the landscape. Cennini's manuscript is not that kind of book. I have a facsimile edition on my desk, as I write this, in Amsterdam, in February. I have read it four times. It is not the same as reading it by candlelight in a cold workshop — but then the books have always done this to me, put me in the room, and I have never found a way to stay out. It is, on its surface, the most practical document imaginable: how to make glue. How to prepare a panel. How to select a good goose quill for drawing. How to grind ultramarine without wasting a particle of the expensive stone. Page after page of specific, loving instruction, written by a man who has paid attention to everything and wishes to pass it on.

But read it the way I read it that night in the workshop on the Via dei Servi, by the light of a tallow candle, with Giacomo asleep on his pallet in the corner and the smell of river and plaster in the cold air, and what you feel underneath the instruction is something else. What you feel is the shape of a complete world. Cennini writes about tempera and fresco the way you write about things that are not going to change — with the settled confidence of a man describing permanent conditions. This is how flesh is painted. This is how you prepare a wall. This is how color behaves. Not this is how we currently do it, or this is the best approach we have found so far.

This is how it is. Full stop. World without end.

He traces his lineage with visible pride: trained by Agnolo Gaddi, who was trained by his father Taddeo Gaddi, who was the most faithful pupil of Giotto di Bondone, the greatest painter who ever lived. Cennini believes this. He believes he stands at the end of a long, unbroken chain of correct knowledge, and that his task is to write it down, so it doesn't get lost, and that what he is writing down is, essentially, everything. There is something both moving and, in a way, I could only dimly feel that night, faintly terrible about this confidence. The book is an act of love for a tradition. It is also, without knowing it, a monument to that tradition's edges — to exactly the point where the knowledge ends and the dark begins.

I read the passage about terre verte. I read the passage about the giornate. I read his instructions on ultramarine — buy the best quality, grind it thus, never let moisture near it — written with the reverence of someone handling something sacred, which ultramarine was, costing what it cost, crossing what distances it crossed to arrive in a Florentine workshop. I read his instruction on drawing: draw every day, more than you eat or drink, with enthusiasm and without reluctance.

I read for a long time. The candle went low.

Here is what I felt, and I am telling you this because it is the feeling that begins everything that follows: I felt the love in the book and I felt, beneath the love, the shape of its edges. The place where the instructions stopped. Cennini never wrote: and here is what to do when the shadow won't soften. He never wrote: here is how to make light that lives inside the paint rather than sitting on its surface. He never wrote: and This is what to do when the medium and the truth it is reaching for are not the same size. He never wrote these things because to him they were not problems — they were simply the nature of the medium, which is to say the nature of the world, which is to say not worth writing about because there was nothing to be done. The hatch was the answer. The terre verte was the answer. Giotto had found the answers. Agnolo Gaddi had refined them. Cennini had written them down. The circle was closed.

He had mapped everything possible. The map was complete. And somewhere in the completeness of it — in the specific, thorough, loving completeness of it — I felt, dimly, in the way you feel things before you have words for them, the outline of everything the map did not include. The edge of the known world is not the end of the world. A map that ends is not the same as a territory that ends. These are obvious observations and I could not have made them in 1396. But I felt them. In the body rather than the mind. In the specific quality of the small frustration that lives just behind the ribs when something that should satisfy does not quite reach.

I set the manuscript down when the candle went out. I sat in the dark for a while. Through the shutter I could hear the Arno, low and cold, and above the rooftops, though I could not see it in the dark, I knew the cathedral was there — had always been there since I arrived in this city, the familiar outline of it, the drum rising above everything, the gap at its top where the dome was not. Agnolo Gaddi was dead. The manuscript was on the workbench. The gap remained.

I did not know, sitting there, what would come next. I want to be honest with you about this: I did not know. I was not, at this point in my life, the woman who writes to you now from Amsterdam, the one who has seen the whole road from here to Rothko. I was a young woman in a cold workshop, sitting with a manuscript that had just given her the precise dimensions of a ceiling, and feeling — in the way you feel these things, in the body rather than the mind — that ceilings were not the same as sky.

I would stay in Lorenzo's workshop for two more years, learning everything it had to teach me, which was a great deal and was not enough. I would grind more pigment, carry more panels, watch the faces of more Virgins go green before they went flesh-colored. I would watch Lorenzo work in fresco with his particular quality of resolved attention, and I would love the work and know it was not the whole answer. And in the spring of 1398, when a woman named Agnese took my face in her hands in the street and told me I looked exactly the same as the day she first saw me, I would thank her and leave the following month, and begin the long road north that would eventually bring me to a doorway on the Gouden-Handrei in Bruges, in the rain, carrying a panel.

Something was coming. I could not have told you what.



1 1 braccio often measured around 583 mm (1.9 feet) in Florence

2 contado: the countryside and dependent territory around a medieval city-state, here referring to the Florentine hinterland.
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