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For the craftsmen whose names

were not recorded in the chronicles.

 


 

"Every painter paints himself."

Cosimo de Medici (attributed)

"In painting, as in life, the surface is never the whole story."

Cennino Cennini, Il Libro dell'Arte, circa 1400
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Author's Note on Florence in 1494

 

A Note on Florence in 1494

The year 1494 was, for Florence, the end of an era. Lorenzo de' Medici, called the Magnificent, had died in April 1492, and the city he had guided for twenty-three years, with a combination of political genius, cultural patronage, and ruthless pragmatism, was already coming apart under his son Piero's inept management. By the autumn of 1494, Charles VIII of France was marching his army down the Italian peninsula, Piero de' Medici was negotiating a surrender so humiliating that the Florentines would drive him out of the city before winter, and the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola was preaching in the Duomo that all of this was God's judgment on a city that had given too much glory to art and too little to virtue.

The political crisis of 1494 is the specific historical background against which this novel is set. The events described are drawn from the documented record: the French invasion, the Medici expulsion, the role of Savonarola, the political realignments that followed. The specific conspiracy depicted in this novel is fictional, though it is constructed to be consistent with what we know about the political dynamics of the period.

The world of the Florentine artistic workshop, the bottega, is documented in considerable detail in the writings of the period, including the artist manuals and the biographical compilations of Giorgio Vasari, written in the following century but drawing on the living memory of workshop practice. The materials of Renaissance painting, the pigments and their properties, the preparation of the gesso ground, the techniques of fresco and tempera, are thoroughly documented in the technical literature, including the famous handbook of Cennino Cennini, who wrote in the late fourteenth century a comprehensive account of workshop practice that remained current through the fifteenth century.

The character of Luca Bertolini, the painter's apprentice of the title, is entirely fictional. His master, the fictional Maestro Giacomo di Taddeo, is also fictional, though he is constructed to represent a type of Florentine workshop master whose characteristics are documented in the records of the period. The historical figures who appear as background or secondary characters, including Lorenzo de' Medici (deceased by the novel's time), Piero de' Medici, Savonarola, and others, are depicted in accordance with the documented historical record.

The poisons of the Renaissance were real, and the knowledge of them was more widespread than modern readers might expect. The pharmacopoeia of the period, the herbals and the medical compendia and the alchemical literature, contained extensive discussion of toxic substances, their preparation, their effects, and their detection. The specific poison at the center of this novel's plot is drawn from the documented pharmacological literature of the period.

Readers who wish to explore the documented history of this extraordinary moment in Florentine history are directed to the bibliography at the conclusion of this book.

 


PROLOGUE

The Wrong Blue

Florence, October 1494.

The fresco had been drying for three days when Luca first noticed that something was wrong with the blue.

It was the lapis lazuli in the Madonna's robe. He had ground the pigment himself, in the tedious hours of workshop preparation that were the apprentice's lot, reducing the precious mineral to a powder so fine that it almost dissolved in the medium rather than suspending in it, the way Maestro Giacomo insisted it must be prepared if the color was to have that inner luminosity that distinguished genuine lapis from the cheaper azurite that lesser workshops used. He had ground it, and he had mixed it, and he had laid it on the wet plaster in the section assigned to him while the maestro worked on the more demanding sections of the composition, the central figures whose faces required a sureness of hand that Luca had not yet acquired.

But the blue was wrong. Not in its color, which was as deep and rich as it should have been, the color of the sky over Florence at the hour just after sunset when the last light goes out of the west and the blue that remains is the blue of something more ancient than daylight. The color was right. The problem was in its surface texture, which had a slight dulling at the edges of the robe where the plaster had been laid in the transition between his section and the maestro's, and this dulling, which the maestro had not noticed or had decided was within acceptable limits, struck Luca as the signal of something he could not quite identify.

He stood in front of the fresco in the early morning light, before the maestro or the other apprentices had arrived, and he looked at the blue robe with the specific attention that four years of training had given him: not the attention of someone admiring a picture but the attention of someone reading a surface for what it communicated about the conditions of its making.

The dulling was at the interface between two plaster sections. The intonaco, the final layer of plaster on which the painting was made, had been applied in giornate, daily sections corresponding to what could be painted in a single day before the plaster dried and lost the alkaline moisture that made fresco painting possible. The boundary between giornate was always slightly visible to a trained eye, and Luca had learned to see it in the way that he had learned to read the other signs that a fresco surface offered to someone who knew how to look.

What was wrong at this boundary was not the mechanical join of the sections. What was wrong was something in the chemistry of the surface, something that suggested that the plaster had been mixed differently in the maestro's section from how it had been mixed in Luca's own.

He reached out and touched the surface with one fingertip, very gently, the way he had been taught never to touch a finished fresco, and felt what the eye had only suggested: a slight roughness, a texture inconsistent with the smooth surface that lapis lazuli produced when properly prepared and properly applied.

He pulled his finger back and looked at the tip. There was the faintest trace of something pale, something that was not the blue of the lapis but a white that had no business being in a fresco's upper layers.

He looked at it for a long time.

Then he heard the maestro's footsteps on the stairs below, and he went to his station and began mixing the morning's pigments, and he said nothing, and he thought very hard about what he had found.

He did not know, that morning, that what he had found was going to get people killed.

 


 

PART ONE

The Discovery

October 1494

 


CHAPTER ONE

The City in the Balance

Florence in 1494 was a city that had been magnificent and was in the process of discovering that magnificence was not the same as permanence.

Lorenzo de' Medici had made it magnificent, or had presided over its magnificence, which amounted to the same thing in the vocabulary of political power that the city had developed over the two centuries of the Medici family's rise from wool merchants to bankers to the uncrowned rulers of a republic that technically had no rulers. Under Lorenzo, the city had become the center of the intellectual and artistic world that later ages would call the Renaissance, the rebirth of the classical tradition in painting and sculpture and architecture and philosophy, the recovery of what the ancient world had known and the creation of something new from the recovery. The workshops of Florence produced work that was exported to every court in Europe. The Platonic Academy that Lorenzo had patronized gathered the finest minds of the age to discuss philosophy in a villa outside the city walls. Botticelli and Ghirlandaio and Filippino Lippi painted the walls of churches and chapels that made Florence the most visually extraordinary city in the world.

Lorenzo was two years dead when this story begins, and the magnificence was already fraying at the edges.

Piero de' Medici, his son, had inherited the family's political position without inheriting his father's political intelligence, which is the most complete of all possible inheritances to miss. Piero was twenty-two in 1492 when his father died, and he had spent the two years since then demonstrating, in a series of increasingly poor decisions, that he did not understand the specific nature of the authority he held: that it was consensual rather than hereditary, that it depended on the continuous performance of the behaviors that had secured it, and that the performance required a quality of attention and restraint that was difficult to sustain when you had grown up watching your father make it look effortless.

The French invasion, which was the immediate background to the events of this novel, had been visible for years to anyone paying attention. Charles VIII of France had a claim to the kingdom of Naples through the house of Anjou, and he had been preparing to press that claim with an army since at least 1492. The Italian states, which included Florence, Venice, Milan, Naples, and the papal states, had failed to form a unified opposition, partly because each state calculated that it could benefit from the French intervention in some way and partly because the distrust between them was too deep and too old to be overcome by the shared threat.

By September 1494, the French army was in Italy. By October, it was approaching Florence.

Piero had responded to this crisis with the political acumen that had characterized his two-year reign: he traveled north to meet Charles without authorization from the city's governing councils, surrendered several important Florentine fortresses to the French, and agreed to terms that were so humiliating




























