
		
			
			[image: Cover for What the Ermine Saw: The Extraordinary Journey of Leonardo da Vinci’s Most Mysterious Portrait, Author, Eden Collinsworth]
		

	
		
			ALSO BY EDEN COLLINSWORTH

			Behaving Badly: The New Morality in Politics, Sex, and Business

			I Stand Corrected

			It Might Have Been What He Said

		

	
		
			
			[image: Book title, What the Ermine Saw: The Extraordinary Journey of Leonardo da Vinci’s Most Mysterious Portrait, Author, Eden Collinsworth, Imprint, Doubleday]
		

	
		
			Copyright © 2022 by Eden Collinsworth

			All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, and distributed in Canada by Penguin Random House Canada Limited, Toronto.

			www.doubleday.com

			DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover art: Lady with an Ermine (detail) by Leonardo da Vinci.

			DeAgostini / Getty Images

			Cover design by Michael Windsor

			
			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Collinsworth, Eden, author.

			Title: What the ermine saw : the extraordinary journey of Leonardo da Vinci’s most mysterious portrait / Eden Collinsworth.

			Description: New York: Doubleday, [2022] | Includes bibliographical references.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2021057123 (print) | LCCN 2021057124 (ebook) | ISBN 9780385546119 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780385546126 (ebook)

			Subjects: LCSH: Leonardo, da Vinci, 1452–1519. Lady with an ermine. | Art—Provenance.

			Classification: LCC ND623.L5 A68 2022 (print) | LCC ND623.L5 (ebook) | DDC 759.5—dc23/eng/20220222

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021057123

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021057124

			Ebook ISBN 9780385546126

			ScoutAutomatedPrintCode

			a_prh_6.0_151269557_c0_r0

		

	
		
			To Nan A. Talese

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Cover

				Also by Eden Collinsworth

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Dedication

				Epigraph

				Author’s Note

				A Question to Begin

			

			
				Part One

				
					Chapter One

					Chapter Two

					Chapter Three

					Chapter Four

					Chapter Five

					Chapter Six

					Chapter Seven

					Chapter Eight

					Chapter Nine

					Chapter Ten

				

			

			
				Part Two

				
					Chapter Eleven

					Chapter Twelve

					Chapter Thirteen

					Chapter Fourteen

					Chapter Fifteen

					Chapter Sixteen

					Chapter Seventeen

					Chapter Eighteen

					Chapter Nineteen

					Chapter Twenty

				

			

			
				Part Three

				
					Chapter Twenty-one

					Chapter Twenty-two

					Chapter Twenty-three

					Chapter Twenty-four

					Chapter Twenty-five

				

			

			
				Part Four

				
					Chapter Twenty-six

					Chapter Twenty-seven

					Chapter Twenty-eight

					Chapter Twenty-nine

					Chapter Thirty

					Chapter Thirty-one

					Chapter Thirty-two

				

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				Time Line

				Primary Sources and Additional Reading

				Illustration Credits

				About the Author

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			If history were taught in the form of stories, it would never be forgotten.

			—Rudyard Kipling

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			I am neither a historian nor an art expert but have consulted a great many of both on the subject of this book. Only when no facts could be found did I engage in speculation.

		

	
		
			A QUESTION TO BEGIN
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					Put simply, Hans Frank did not look Aryan.

				
			
			It was fortunate for Hans Frank that he wasn’t expected to be an outward-facing example of Hitler’s conceived master race, because he lacked what the Nazis considered desirable Nordic racial features. Instead, Frank sat behind a desk in an office.

			Frank sat behind office desk after office desk until he rose in rank from Hitler’s personal lawyer to the critically important role of overseeing the expansion of Germany’s territorial base after its invasion of Poland in 1939. His position afforded him a desk in a grand and ancient building in the Polish city of Kraków, and on the wall behind him hung a small painting. As Hitler’s deputy, Frank worked diligently on several fronts: he implemented the deportation of Polish citizens to make way for German colonization; he enslaved what was left of the Poles; and he did what he could to eradicate the Jews. Murdering at a furious pace while complaining that his hand ached from writing so many death warrants, Hans Frank supervised the wholesale extermination in death camps that would kill 20 percent of the Polish population. He fled at the end of World War II, and Allied forces tracked him to his Bavarian vacation home; not far from where he stood, waiting to be arrested, was the small painting.

			Why would this coagulation of human evil—dead to shame but aware that he was facing his end—refuse to part with the image of a beautiful girl holding a white ermine?

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			
				

			

			Soldiers of fortune, a cunning Italian duke, a remarkable young woman, and the rare genius connecting them.

			
				

			

		

	
		
			ONE

			Some 530 years ago, a young Italian woman—not much older than a girl, really—sat for her portrait.

			It was a customary practice in Europe to commission a noblewoman’s portrait in anticipation of marriage—marriage being a transactional event with political or monetary value. The setting was a sprawling, opulent, Milanese castello, but the young woman’s simply styled dress revealed that she was neither noble nor soon to be married. Instead of being depicted as something akin to an object, she would be well and truly the portrait’s significant subject.

			In a time when her sex was expected to harbor unexpressed opinions, the young woman diverted herself during the long stretches of sitting for her portrait by enlisting a circle of learned men with whom to enjoy intellectual conversation. Often they would do this in Latin—a devilishly complicated language whose alphabet is derived from the Etruscan and Greek alphabets and features a nominative, a vocative, an accusative, a genitive, a dative, and an ablative. Some days, the young woman would recite poetry to the men or orate long passages by memory; on other days, they would debate philosophical issues in respectfully low voices so as not to disturb the concentration of the painter, whose focus was forensically trained on the purpose at hand.

			The painter was not just an artist. Indeed, he eluded any number of categorizations, but if there were a central knot of his being, it was curiosity. His fascination with science often informed the methods of how he worked; by studying the anatomy of the human eye, he had gained an understanding of the relationship between light and the size of the pupil, noting that “the pupil of the eye changes to as many different sizes as there are different degrees of brightness” and that in “the evening and when the weather is dull, what softness and delicacy you may perceive in the faces of men and women.” To benefit from this discovery, he would sometimes paint during overcast days or the early evenings when his enlarged pupils would have a sharper focus.

			He was in his early thirties and strikingly handsome: tall, lean, with auburn curls flowing past his shoulders and a neatly trimmed beard. He had a perfectly straight, Grecian nose and deep-set, soulful eyes. There was a brio in his style of clothes, which were convention flouting in the best possible way. While most of his male contemporaries wore long garments, he dressed in rakishly short tunics.

			As for his character, it was hard to read. He wasn’t thought to be broody as much as self-absorbed. There was a meditative nature about him, and his facial expression often rested in the unsettling border between open and not, making a reading of his thoughts difficult. He appeared most content when left on his own with his notebooks; on the other hand, he could offer himself to conversation with disarming ease and infectious charm. The combination of these two traits enabled him to portray the interior life of the subjects he painted while revealing very little of his own.

			The painter’s way of working required time, and his refusal to be rushed with a commissioned work often frustrated his patron, but so admired was he—so unrivaled were his talents—that he was granted as much time as was required. That said, the young woman and her retinue thought it odd that as they passed his easel while filing out of his studio after each of the sittings, they could see that no brushstrokes had been made on the wood panel where there was meant to be an emerging image. Unbeknownst to them, the painter had already conceived the portrait. In order to capture the fluidity of the young woman’s grace before painting her, he had investigated the mechanics of how her head and shoulders would move as she turned. To illustrate his understanding, he drew eighteen rapid compositional sketches of a model’s head in a revolving sequence.

			Just as the painter took a systematic approach to his working methods, so too did he pay fastidious attention to its preparations. The wood panel on which he would paint the portrait was small—a mere twenty-one and three-eighths inches high and fifteen and a half inches wide. So that it would remain impenetrable to worms, he instructed his assistant to wash it thoroughly with a solution of brandy mixed with sulfurous arsenic and carbolic acid. To fill the panel’s tiny holes and close any of its thin vein-like cracks, it was covered with a thin paste of alabaster. The panel was sealed by applying a lacquer of cypress resin and mastic. Once the lacquer dried, a flat iron rasp was used to smooth away any remaining asperities. Only then did the assistant prime the wood panel with a layer of white gesso—a binder of sorts, mixed with a combination of chalk from bone and gypsum. This was the immaculate surface on which the painter made a preparatory drawing using charcoal powder. The drawing was meant to accomplish nothing more than outline a contoured likeness of the young woman. The rest—the remarkable—was still to come.

			It was not the assistant who had moved the panel onto an easel, but the painter so that he could adjust it at his eye level. Under the easel was a centered table, reached easily from either direction. On the table were palettes and shallow cups of colors mixed with precisely calculated formulas. The formulas included certain minerals and seed oils judiciously selected. Nearby were paintbrushes. Some had a slight dusking of chalk on their tips applied the night before to prevent insect damage. The larger brushes were made of hog’s bristles held together by a band of lead; the delicate ones were formed with squirrel hair and goose quill. A number of both kinds had been made with longer handles whose utilitarian purpose was to provide enough distance between the panel and the painter, enabling him to view the entire image without stepping back from it.

			Accepting the commission to paint a portrait of the young woman would have obliged the artist to create a flattering impression of her. In this case, there would be no need to enhance reality. She was flawlessly beautiful. In a concession to one of the contemporary fashion trends at the time, gum arabic—a natural gum of the hardened sap from acacia trees imported from the East—smothered her long, shiny hair, which, wrapped around her face, gave her the appearance of a glistening lure. Running across her high forehead was a narrow long fillet holding in place a transparent veil that framed her delicate features. She was radiant: part child, part woman, with lips softened by a suggestion of innocence and clear eyes that had already learned much of life but were eager to see a great deal more of it.

			The painter thought her too young to comprehend the world outside the castello, but he admired her intelligence and something she had that he did not—an extensive knowledge of Latin. There were days when he would grant himself the pleasure of listening to the poetry she recited, but none of her silken words would charm the charcoal outline on the wood panel into becoming the painted portrait for which he had been commissioned. That would require an entirely different language, one understood only by him and only when everything else in the studio fell away but his entire concentration. He was ambidextrous. His habit was to draw with his left hand but to use both hands when he painted.

			It matters not at all which of his two hands reached for which brush resting on the table under the easel that held in place the wood panel. What matters is that five centuries ago this simple gesture led to the creation of a portrait that, even now, does something very little else can do. It astonishes.

			The painter was Leonardo da Vinci. “Learn how to see,” had been his advice. “Everything connects to everything else.”

			It is clear from the young woman’s entrancing gaze that something—or someone—has caught her attention. Still, she shows not the slightest sign of strain in the fleeting moment of turning away from the direction she was going in order to look back at that other person. There is a deep intimacy passing mutely between the young woman and someone we cannot see, and whoever that person is, they are more important than you—or for that matter anyone—will ever be.

			Had your eyes told you these things as they studied the portrait, they would not have failed their assignment. The young woman—with her sublime grace and guiltless beauty—seems to be relaying an unspoken message to just beyond the place we are standing. It is for this unseen person that the beginning of a smile plays across the corners of her mouth and passes over her cheeks to reach her eyes.
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					A glance to get lost in.

				
			
			And what of us?

			We are left with a multitude of unanswered questions about the enthralling young woman far away in time but exerting extraordinary power, and whose portrait is made more cryptic by an odd-looking creature cradled in her arms. The creature, too, is suggestive; its tiny claws grasp at a lush cloak that drapes around her as though holding secrets in its dark folds. With the creature’s half-turned head facing the same direction as the young woman, and its eyes fixed on the same object, their slender bodies appear almost as a single serpentine figure. There is something slightly erotic suggested by the serenity with which the young woman is languidly caressing the creature’s neck.

			She is known simply as Lady with an Ermine. The year she was painted is believed to be 1490, though even that date is disputable.

			

			—

			
				Leonardo’s genius unfurled during an era with changes occurring at an unprecedented rate: stunning technological advancements played out against the backdrop of social change and cynical self-interest; political divisions polarized people, setting them against each other; territorial fragmentation threatened to upend nations; the extravagances of the rich that flouted the privations of the poor had been further exposed by a deadly plague. With acutely realized visions of the future, Leonardo wrote in his diaries about the insidious impact of men “fouling the lucid streams.” His disobliging observations about humankind included a prescient warning that “men will throw down the great trees in the forests of the universe…there will be no creature on earth, under the earth, or in the water that they do not pursue, hunt down, spoil, and drive from one land to the other.” Illustrating the perils of taking nature for granted were the turbulent images he drew of a wind-whipped, water-drenched world of impermanence. His uncanny prophecies of man’s destruction were not only of nature but of each other, and he expressed his disheartened opinion of humankind in a series of caricatures that swelled into a gallery of grotesques. Despite—or because of—what he recognized as man’s endless cruelty and ignorance, Leonardo chose not only to record ugliness and destruction but to create beauty, and Lady with an Ermine is perhaps the most beautiful of only four known portraits of women he painted during his lifetime. Two other people were responsible for why and how the painting came to be: the ruthless Italian tyrant who commissioned it, and its young subject, admired as much for her formidable intelligence as for her beauty.

			Genius, power, beauty—each had its price.

		

	
		
			TWO

			It’s easy to believe that Lady with an Ermine exists in a rarefied realm of its own. But the cold, bare truth is that it was paid for with the ill-gotten gains from previous generations of professional killers.

			Between the ninth and the fifteenth centuries, what is now Italy was then a polycentric landscape consisting primarily of five regional city-states: the Duchy of Milan; the Republic of Venice; the Republic of Florence; the Papal States; and the Kingdom of Naples. These principal states were fragmented not only in territory but by diversities of climate and dialects. While each city-state advanced in wealth and organization, all five remained senselessly uninterested in joining forces to build a collective army, and in the event that neighboring countries encroached on their territory, they depended on foreign mercenaries for assistance—free agents of death who, unemployed after their own countries won or lost European wars, formed private mercenary companies that zigzagged across Europe taking advantage of political power vacuums wherever they sprang up.

			Service terms for mercenary companies that crossed into Italian terrain were outlined in a condotta, a contract; the contracted leader—the mercenary captain—was given the title of condottiero. All parties benefited in ways that were circular: taxation within the city-states covered the expense of hiring mercenaries, whose protection spurred an impetus for trade and business that generated renewed wealth, from which taxes could be levied that provided the funds to continue to hire the condottieri for protection during spasms of violence in the region.

			The condottieri were a culturally disparate group, but an Englishman from Essex could speak remorselessly for them all. John Hawkwood, a wolf in wolf’s clothing, began as a minor player in the last gasp of the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453) and took to killing with the kind of gleeful determination that could easily be misunderstood for enthusiasm. He worked his way up by drawing on a lethal combination of feral intelligence and a diabolically black heart. His battlefield tactics included feigned retreats, deadly ambushes, and false information. When business was slack, he and his men would often camp close to an affluent town with the purpose of extracting a bribe for not attacking it. If the tactic failed or the payment proved insufficient, they would torch the town and hold its wealthiest citizens for ransom.

			It would be easy to assume that a man who sought the barest pretext to kill, whose career path was littered with hundreds of slaughtered victims—one who, upon entering a room, would cause the temperature to drop—would make for bad marriage material. That wasn’t the case with Hawkwood. Not only was he married twice, but he married up: the second time to the daughter of the Milanese ruler, Bernabò Visconti, despite his previous attempts to kill various members of her family.

			Hawkwood’s massacres were long remembered as among the worst ever perpetrated in medieval times: his troops dismembered their enemies, sacked monasteries, raped women, and murdered children. But the forces of good did not punish Hawkwood. He died in 1394, extremely rich, at an advanced age, and from natural causes. Florence, his final and grateful employer, buried him with solemn pomp in a cathedral where he was recognized with a glorious monument. Far more enduring in the broader scheme of things, though, was the wealthy and powerful Visconti family, which rose to power during the Middle Ages and dominated the history of northern Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in ways that included marriage alliances and lucrative contracts awarded by the Italian prince-bishops in papal territory, a favorite recruiting ground for enlistees eager to fight battles led by foreign condottieri.

			Not all condottieri were foreign. By the early fifteenth century, a number of landless Italian knights had taken up arms. One was Giacomo Attendolo, who, in an acknowledgment to his strength, came to be known as Sforza.

			Notable among the early generations of Italian condottieri were those whose skills on the battlefield combined with enough physical strength to spend days on a horse. Subsequent generations of the condottieri were less enamored with the protection racket. The more educated among them learned that by employing diplomacy over force, they could avoid confrontations detrimental to their economic interests. The theory that war is a continuation of politics by other means makes it easier to understand why the most powerful and sophisticated Italian condottieri emerged from the murky corners of civic society as secular lords. Like the Roman emperors whose histories they read, these men became the founders of new Italian dynasties. The first perpetual Lord of Milan was a Visconti. A Sforza would take his place.
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					The Visconti’s coat of arms features the unnerving image of a viper swallowing a child.

				
			
		

	
		
			THREE

			Francesco Sforza, one of Giacomo Attendolo Sforza’s seven illegitimate sons, was a second-generation Italian condottiere who fought alongside his father. Francesco, legend had it, was able to bend metal bars with his bare hands. Such was the reputation he gained as a skilled field commander that the powerful alternatively sought to hire him and protect themselves from him. Bold as he was, even nerve couldn’t explain how, after defending Milan from the Venetians, he turned around and laid siege to it—the very city-state that had paid him and his army. After capturing the Visconti’s fourteenth-century Milanese fortification, he named himself duke.

			Claiming the ducal scepter and wielding it were two very different things. Francesco managed the latter by establishing several crucial beachheads, none calling on his otherwise aggressive nature: he played upon the sympathies and loyalty of the Milanese public; he enlisted the support of a significant member of the Medici family in Florence; and, most remarkably, in order to bestow upon himself further eminence, he married his way into the Visconti dynasty, despite its humiliating defeat at his hands.

			Francesco appropriated the distinctive image of a viper that appeared on the Visconti coat of arms for one he designed on behalf of a Sforza dynasty in the making. While he was rebuilding the Visconti fortress into the grand Sforza castello, his wife, Bianca Visconti, concentrated her energies on rearing their children. Underpinning those efforts was her strong belief that a learned person could cultivate noble
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