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THE PASSION OF ARTEMISIA
Susan Vreeland is the author of the national bestseller Girl in Hyacinth Blue. Her short fiction has appeared in journals such as the Missouri Review, New England Review, and Alaska Quarterly Review. She lives in San Diego, California.

To Kip, amore mio,

for his understanding
About suffering they were never wrong,
The Old Masters: how well they understood
Its human position; how it takes place
While someone else is eating or opening a window

       or just walking dully along.
—W. H. Auden

“Musée des Beaux Arts,” 1940


Author’s Note
Any work of fiction about history or a historical person is and must be a work of the imagination, true to the time and character always, but true to fact only so long as fact furnishes believable drama. In order to serve my chosen thematic focus, I have combined actual personages into composite characters, eliminated others, and invented still others. Using what evidence is known, I have imagined the personalities and interaction of Artemisia Gentileschi, her father, and her husband. However, the trial record and her associations with Galileo, Cosimo de’ Medici II, and Michelangelo Buonarroti the Younger are documented in art histories. All paintings referred to are actual works indisputably ascribed to her in roughly the same chronology. Like a painter who clothes figures from centuries earlier in the garb of his or her own time, so have I sought to render Artemisia Gentileschi in a way meaningful to us three and half centuries later, yet concordant with the soul and passions of the real Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–1653), for whom the story behind the art was always vital.
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The Sibille
My father walked beside me to give me courage, his palm touching gently the back laces of my bodice. In the low-angled glare already baking the paving stones of the piazza and the top of my head, the still shadow of the Inquisitor’s noose hanging above the Tor di Nona, the papal court, stretched grotesquely down the wall, its shape the outline of a tear.
“A brief unpleasantness, Artemisia,” my father said, looking straight ahead. “Just a little squeezing.”
He meant the sibille.
If, while my hands were bound, I gave again the same testimony as I had the previous weeks, they would know it was the truth and the trial would be over. Not my trial. I kept telling myself that: I was not on trial. Agostino Tassi was on trial.
The words of the indictment my father had sent to Pope Paul V rang in my ears: “Agostino Tassi deflowered my daughter Artemisia and did carnal actions by force many times, acts that brought grave and enormous damage to me, Orazio Gentileschi, painter and citizen of Rome, the poor plaintiff, so that I could not sell her painting talent for so high a price.”
I hadn’t wanted anyone to know. I wasn’t even going to tell him, but he heard me crying once and forced it out of me. There was that missing painting, too, one Agostino had admired, and so he charged him.
“How much squeezing?” I asked.
“It will be over quickly.”
I didn’t look at any faces in the crowd gathering at the entrance to the Tor. I already knew what they’d show—lewd curiosity, accusation, contempt. Instead, I looked at the yellow honeysuckle blooming against stucco walls the color of Roman ochre. Each color made the other more vibrant. Papa had taught me that.
“Fragrant blossoms,” beggars cried, offering them to women coming to hear the proceedings in the musty courtroom. Anything for a giulio. A cripple thrust into my hand a wilted bloom, rank with urine. He knew I was Artemisia Gentileschi. I dropped it on his misshapen knee.
My dry throat tightened as we entered the dark, humid Sala del Tribunale. Leaving Papa at the front row of benches, I stepped up two steps and took my usual seat opposite Agostino Tassi, my father’s friend and collaborator. My rapist. Leaning on his elbow, he didn’t move when I sat down. His black hair and beard were overgrown and wild. His face, more handsome than he deserved, had the color and hardness of a bronze sculpture.
Behind a table, the papal notary, a small man swathed in deep purple, was sharpening his quills with a knife, letting the shavings fall to the floor. A dusty beam of light from a high window fell on his hands and lightened the folds of his sleeve to lavender. “Fourteen, May, 1612,” the notary muttered as he wrote. Two months, and this was the first day he didn’t have a bored look on his face. The day I would be vindicated. I pressed my hands tight against my ribs.
The Illustrious Lord Hieronimo Felicio, Locumtenente of Rome, appointed as judge and interrogator by His Holiness, swept in and sat on a raised chair, arranging his scarlet robes to be more voluminous. Papal functionaries were always posturing in public. Under his silk skull cap, his jowls sagged like overripe fruit. He was followed by a huge man with a shaved head whose shoulders bulged out of his sleeveless leather tunic—the Assistente di Tortura. A hot wave of fear rushed through me. With a flick of a finger the Lord High Locumtenente ordered him to draw a sheer curtain across the room separating us from Papa and the rabble crowded on benches on the other side. The curtain hadn’t been there before.
The Locumtenente scowled and his fierce black eyebrows joined, making a shadow. “You understand, Signorina Gentileschi, our purpose.” His voice was slick as linseed oil. “The Delphic sibyls always told the truth.”
I remembered the Delphic sibyl on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Michelangelo portrayed her as a powerful woman alarmed by what she sees. Papa and I had stood under it in silent awe, squeezing each other’s hands to contain our excitement. Maybe the sibille would only squeeze as hard as that.
“Likewise, the sibille is merely an instrument designed to bring truth to women’s lips. We will see whether you persist in what you have testified.” He squinted his goat’s eyes. “I wonder what tightening the cords might do to a painter’s ability to hold a brush—properly.” My stomach cramped. The Locumtenente turned to Agostino. “You are a painter too, Signor Tassi. Do you know what the sibille can do to a young girl’s fingers?”
Agostino didn’t even blink.
My fingers curled into fists. “What can it do? Tell me.”
The Assistente forced my hands flat and wound a long cord around the base of each finger, then tied my hands palm to palm at my wrists and ran the cord around each pair of fingers like a vine. He attached a monstrous wooden screw and turned it just enough for the cords to squeeze a little.
“What can it do?” I cried. I looked for Papa through the curtain. He was leaning forward pulling at his beard.
“Nothing,” the Locumtenente said. “It can do nothing, if you tell the truth.”
“It can’t cut off my fingers, can it?”
“That, signorina, is up to you.”
My fingers began to throb slightly. I looked at Papa. He gave me a reassuring nod.
“Tell us now, for I’m sure you see reason, have you had sexual relations with Geronimo the Modenese?”
“I don’t know anyone by that name.”
“With Pasquino Fiorentino?”
“I don’t know him either.”
“With Francesco Scarpellino?”
“The name means nothing to me.”
“With the cleric Artigenio?”
“I tell you, no. I don’t know these men.”
“That’s a lie. She lies. She wants to discredit me to take my commissions,” Agostino said. “She’s an insatiable whore.”
I couldn’t believe my ears.
“No,” Papa bellowed. “He’s trying to pass her off as a whore to avoid the nozze di riparazione. He wants to ruin the Gentileschi name. He’s jealous.”
The Locumtenente ignored Papa and curled back his lip. “Have you had sexual relations with your father, Orazio Gentileschi?”
“I would spit if you had said that outside this courtroom,” I whispered.
“Tighten it!” the Locumtenente ordered.
The hideous screw creaked. I sucked in my breath. Rough cords scraped across the base of my fingers, burning. Murmurs beyond the curtain roared in my ears.
“Signorina Gentileschi, how old are you?”
“Eighteen.”
“Eighteen. Not so young that you don’t know you should not offend your interrogator. Let us resume. Have you had sexual relations with an orderly to Our Holy Father, the late Cosimo Quorli?”
“He . . . he tried, Your Excellency. Agostino Tassi brought him into the house. I fought him away. They had both been hounding me. Giving me lewd looks. Whispering suggestions.”
“For how long?”
“Many months. A year. I was barely seventeen when it started.”
“What kind of suggestions?”
“I don’t like to say.” The Locumtenente flashed a look at the Assistente, who moved toward me. “Suggestions of my hidden beauty. Cosimo Quorli threatened to boast about having me if I didn’t submit.”
“And did you submit?”
“No.”
“This same Cosimo Quorli reported to other orderlies of the Palazzo Apostolico that he was, in truth, your father, that your mother, Prudenzia Montone, had frequently encouraged him to visit her privately, whereupon she conceived.” He paused and scrutinized my face. “You must admit you do have a resemblance. Has he, on any occasion, ever revealed this to you?”
“The claim is ludicrous. I must now defend my mother’s honor as well as mine against this mockery?”
It seemed enough to him that he had planted the idea. He cleared his throat and pretended to read some document.
“Did you not, on repeated occasions, engage in sexual relations willingly with Agostino Tassi?”
The room closed in. I held my breath.
The Assistente turned the screw.
I tightened all my muscles against it. The cords bit into my flesh. Rings of fire. Blood oozed between them in two places, three, all over. How could Papa let them? He didn’t tell me there would be blood. I sucked in air through my teeth. This was Agostino’s trial, not mine. How to make it stop? The truth.
“Not willingly. Agostino Tassi dishonored me. He raped me and violated my virginity.”
“When did this occur?”
“Last year. Just after Easter.”
“If a woman is raped, she must have done something to invite it. What were you doing?”
“Painting! In my bedchamber.” I squeezed shut my eyes to get out the words. “I was painting our housekeeper, Tuzia, and her baby as the Madonna and Child. She let him in. My father was away. She knew Agostino. He was my father’s friend. My father hired him to teach me perspective.”
“Why did you not cry out?”
“I couldn’t. He held a handkerchief over my mouth.”
“Did you not try to stop him?”
“I pulled his hair and scratched his face and . . . his member. I even threw a dagger at him.”
“A virtuous woman keeps a dagger in her bedchamber?”
My head was about to split. “A threatened woman does.”
“And after that occasion?”
“He came again, let in by Tuzia. He pushed himself on me . . . and in me.” Sweat trickled between my breasts.
“Did you resist?”
“I scratched and pushed him.”
“Did you always resist?”
I searched Agostino’s face. Immovable as a painting. “Say something.” Only two months ago he had said he loved me. “Agostino,” I pleaded. “Don’t let them do this.”
He looked down and dug dirt from his fingernails.
The Locumtenente turned to Agostino. “Do you wish to amend your claim of innocence?”
Agostino’s strong-featured face turned cold and ugly. I didn’t want to beg. Not him. Santa Maria, I prayed, don’t let me beg him.
“No,” he said. “She’s a whore just like her mother.”
“She thought she was betrothed!” Papa bellowed from beyond the curtain. “It was understood. He would marry her. A proper nozze di riparazione.”
The Locumtenente leaned toward me. “You haven’t answered the question, signorina. The sibille can be made to cut off a finger.”
“It’s Agostino who’s on trial, not I. Let him be subjected to the sibille.”
“Tighten!”
Madre di Dio, let me faint before I scream. Blood streamed. My new white sleeve was soaked in red. Papa, make them stop. What was I to do? Tell them what they want? Lie? Say I’m a whore? That would only set Agostino free. Another turn. “Oh oh oh oh stop!” Was I screaming?
“For the love of God, stop!” Papa shouted and stood up.
The Locumtenente snapped his fingers to have him gagged. “God loves those, Signor Gentileschi, who tell the truth.” He leered at me. “Now tell me, and tell me truthfully, signorina, after the first time did you always resist?”
The room blurred. The world swirled out of control. The screw, my hands—there was nothing else. Pain so wicked I—I—Che Dio mi salvi—would the cords touch bone?—Che Santa Maria mi salvi—Gesù—Madre di Dio—make it stop. I had to tell.
“I tried to, but in the end, no. He promised he would marry me, and I . . . I believed him.” Dio mi salvi, stop it stop it stop it. “So I allowed him . . . against my desires . . . so he would keep his promise. What else could I do?”
My breath. I couldn’t get my breath.
“Enough. Adjourned until tomorrow.” He waved his hand in disgust and triumph. “All parties to be present.”
The sibille was loosened and removed.
Rage hissed through me. My hands trembled, and shook blood onto my skirt. Agostino lurched toward me, but the guards grabbed him to take him away. I wanted to wait until the crowd left, but a guard pushed me out with everyone else and I had to walk through hoots and jeers with bleeding hands. In the glare of the street, I felt something thrown at my back. I didn’t turn around to see what it was. Beside me, Papa offered me his handkerchief.
“I’d rather bleed.”
“Artemisia, take this.”
“You didn’t tell me what the sibille could do.” I passed him, and walked faster than he could. At home I shoved my clothing cassapanca behind my chamber door with my knees, and flung myself onto my bed and cried.
How could he have let this happen? How could he be so selfish? My dearest papa. All those happy times on the Via Appia—picnics with Mama listening for doves and Papa gathering sage to scrub into the floor. Papa wrapping his feet and mine in scrubbing cloths soaked in sage water, sliding to the rhythm of his love songs, his voice warbling on the high notes, waving his arms like a cypress in the wind until I laughed. That was my papa.
Was.
And all his stories about great paintings—sitting on my bed, letting me snuggle in his arms, slipping me some candied orange rind. Wonderful stories. Rebekah at the well at Nahor, her skin so clear that when she raised her chin to drink, you could see the water flowing down her throat. Cleopatra floating the Nile on a barge piled with fruit and flowers. Danaë and the golden shower, Bathsheba, Judith, sibyls, muses, saints—he made them all real. He had made me want to be a painter, let me trace the drawings in his great leather-bound Iconologia, taught me how to hold a brush when I was five, how to grind pigments and mix colors when I was ten. He gave me my very own grinding muller and marble slab. He gave me my life.
What if I could never paint again with these hands? What was the use in living then? The dagger was still under the bed. I didn’t have to live if the world became too cruel.
But there was my Judith to paint—if I could. More than ever I wanted to do that now.
Papa rattled the door. “Artemisia, let me in.”
“I don’t want to talk to you. You knew what the sibille could do.”
“I didn’t think—”
“Sì, eh. You didn’t think.”
He wedged the door open and pushed the trunk out of the way. He brought in a bowl of water and cloths to clean my hands. I rolled away from him.
“Artemisia, permit me.”
“If Mama were still here she wouldn’t have let you allow it.”
“I didn’t realize. I—”
“She wouldn’t have wanted it public, like I didn’t.”
“In time, Artemisia, it won’t matter.”
“When a woman’s name is all she has, it matters.”
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Judith
A conversation at our neighborhood bakery shop ended abruptly with embarrassed looks when I came in with bound fingers. The baker’s boys held up their hands with their fingers splayed in mockery. On my way home our tailor’s wife leaning over her windowsill spat just as I walked by. Crossing the Via del Corso in the searing heat, I stopped to watch swallows careening among laundry strung from upper windows. “Puttana! Whore!” I heard. I looked down the street, but there was only an old woman selling fruit. “Puttana!” I heard again, a husky voice. I straightened my back and walked on, refusing to look around. From an upstairs window, a chamber pot splashed down not three steps ahead of me.
[image: ./img/pause-art.jpg]
The trial didn’t end. Whenever I was summoned, I had to go and sit through more accusations and lies. It drove me mad that I couldn’t work. When Papa pulled off the bandages to change them, the raw grooves around the base of each finger bled again. When they dried, if I bent them even slightly, the crusted blood cracked. I couldn’t hold a brush or a spoon. Papa told Tuzia to feed me. Ever since Mother died, Tuzia had wanted Papa’s love, not just his bed. She was jealous of his love for me. That’s why she let Agostino in. Better to starve than to let her feed me, and so I didn’t eat. Papa came home one afternoon raging that Tuzia had betrayed me in court. She had testified that she saw a stream of men enter my rooms, so he put her out on the street and asked our neighbor, Porzia Stiattesi, to feed me.
I tried to keep my fingers straight so they would heal and I could paint again. Still, they festered and oozed, and then the maddening itching began. All I could do was to pace the house, stare out windows, and study my rough sketches for my Judith, the heroine who saved the Jewish people. Papa had told me the story when he painted her. She stole into the enemy camp pretending to seduce the Assyrian tyrant, Holofernes, and got him drunk. She teased him, delaying the lovemaking, pouring him more wine until he fell asleep. Then she cut off his head and showed it to his soldiers the next day, and the army fled. That’s the kind of woman I wanted to paint. Papa’s Judith was so angelic and delicate she could never have done the deed without the intervention of God.
One morning a fishmonger came through our narrow Via della Croce carrying two baskets of dried fish. She had her sleeves rolled up and her muscular arms were thick and ropey like the veined arm of Moses in San Pietro in Vincoli. That’s what Judith’s arms had to be—thicker and stronger than I’d sketched them, with her sleeves pushed up too, ready for a bloodbath, stiff with determination and repugnance as she drove his steel blade through his neck. And Judith’s maidservant, Abra, also had to have strong arms to bear down on the tyrant’s chest. But more than arms, my Judith would have one knee up on the tyrant’s bed, hacking like a farm wife slaughtering a pig.
The fish hawker sang out “Cefalo, baccalà” and laughed uproariously at some children playing in the street. She was utterly free, and I envied her, for a moment. Not that I wanted to be a fishwife. I just didn’t want to spend my whole life confined at home to avoid humiliation.
I put on a shawl and tucked my hands inside, took side streets and crossed the large piazza to the church of Santa Maria del Popolo. Caravaggio’s Conversion of Saint Paul hung in a small chapel there. I studied his chiaroscuro, how he used bright light right against darkness, and I yearned to try it myself. Saint Paul was lying on his back at the moment of his conversion, head and shoulders forward in the picture plane and his body foreshortened. I could do Holofernes like that, with his head practically bursting through the canvas toward the viewer, upside down, at an impossible angle if it were fully attached, but still living, taking his last horrific breath as he thrust his fist into Abra’s chin.
I remembered being disappointed when Papa had shown me Caravaggio’s Judith. She was completely passive while she was sawing through a man’s neck. Caravaggio gave all the feeling to the man. Apparently, he couldn’t imagine a woman to have a single thought. I wanted to paint her thoughts, if such a thing were possible—determination and concentration and belief in the absolute necessity of the act. The fate of her people resting on her shoulders. Not relishing the act, just getting it done. And his thoughts too. Confusion and terror. The world out of control. Yes, I knew about that. I could do that part.
But could I do Judith?
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One day I was summoned to court and Agostino wasn’t. Opposite where I sat in my usual seat, two women laid a cloth over a long wooden table and brought a basin of water and rags. What for? Some new torture? The older, larger one, whose fleshy throat hung down under her chin, stared at me with contempt, the wrinkles of her lower lids tightening. The younger woman, so thin she seemed only a bundle of bones, wouldn’t look at me at all. I held my arms against my ribs. The notary sneered.
The Locumtenente cleared his throat to get order. “And so you say that you, a girl of a mere eighteen years, are no longer a virgin because of the action taken by Signor Tassi? Is that right?” he demanded in his relentless, implicating way.
I nodded. Admission that I wasn’t a virgin, no matter the circumstances, would brand me forever as lacking in control, and that would make me unmarriageable.
“Say it for the record.”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“What’s right? Say the words.”
“I am no longer a virgin.”
The Locumtenente thumbed through some documents and raised his arm toward the two women. “These are midwives of much experience and,” he paused to look at me, “unstained reputation. Diambra of Piazza San Pietro and Domina Caterina of the Court of Masiano. Signorina Gentileschi, you affirm with all your mind and proper being that you are no longer a virgin?”
I squeezed my legs together. “Yes, Your Lordship, on account of Agostino Tassi’s forceful—”
“Signorina will be silent.” He flipped his fingers at the midwives. “Proceed with the examination of the pudenda of Signorina Gentileschi, and let the notary observe.” He stretched out his legs, leaned back and folded his arms across his chest.
I froze.
Murmurs spread through the courtroom. “Believe her,” I heard Papa say. “She never lies.”
The young midwife pulled the curtain, but it was so sheer I could see shapes right through it. The bailiff set up a screen between the table and the Locumtenente, but the notary walked behind it to stand right at the table.
I couldn’t move. The courtroom hushed. The older midwife marched toward me. I held onto the arms of the chair even though I could feel my scabs bursting open. She grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me toward the table. The cloth covering it was stained. By some other poor woman violated the same way? How had she managed to keep on living? Or was she shut up in a convent somewhere?
What could this prove? Agostino would only say that someone else deflowered me.
I sat on the edge of the table. Expressionless, the older midwife motioned for me to lie down and bend my knees. The bones in my legs melted. The younger one smeared rancid-smelling animal fat over her fingers and then she lifted my skirt. She looked down at me the way a new serving girl looks down to gut a chicken for the first time. Her greasy fingers wormed into me. I squeezed all my muscles against her. The feel of squeezing against Agostino shot through me and I shuddered.
“It will go harder with you if you do that,” she whispered. “Loosen yourself and it will be over quicker.”
I willed myself to relax. “Don’t make me remember,” I whispered.
She pushed farther. A bitter taste filled my mouth, and my eyes stung. She withdrew and washed her hands in the basin of water.
The larger woman came toward me, pushing up her sleeves. Her fingers were thick and she was rougher than the first. I gasped, and squeezed my eyes shut. In spite of my effort, I felt that hot moment just before crying. I tried not to make a sound. I wouldn’t give them that.
I kept my eyes shut until I heard her splash water in the basin. I pulled down my skirt, rolled onto my side away from the courtroom and drew up my knees. Oh, let the floor open up and swallow me. Just like I had wished when, as a little girl, I had opened the bedroom door with a fistful of dandelions for Mama, tufted seeds tearing away as I rushed into the room, and found Papa naked with his back to me and Mama on the bed, knees up, skirt raised, showing that secret territory between her legs. Shock had seared me. How I’d cried for days and wouldn’t talk to her, wouldn’t even let her near me. That was how they wanted to display me—as if caught in the act.
“It is as she has said,” I heard the thin woman say beside me.
“State the report for the record.” The Locumtenente’s voice was casual, as if they had just performed some inconsequential, routine task.
“I, Diambra Blasio, have touched and examined the vagina of Donna Artemisia, and I can say that she is not a virgin. I know this because I have placed my finger inside her vagina, and found that the hymen is broken. I can say this because of the experience of being a midwife for ten or eleven years.”
I tried to shut my mind to everything around me.
“And you?”
“I, Caterina of the Court of Masiano, have examined . . . touched her vagina . . . put a finger . . . deflowered . . . hymen broken . . . a while ago, not recently . . . my experience . . . fifteen years.”
I waited there on the table until the court was adjourned, looked that notary dead in the eye, and dared him to lift one scornful eyebrow at me over that hook of a nose.
Papa and I were all the way home with our door closed before either of us said a word. “If Mama were here, you’d have been ashamed.”
“I’m ashamed now.”
“Of what? Your daughter lying there for all the world to see, or yourself?”
He shook his head, like a dog shaking off water.
“Madre di Dio, what’s going to be next?” I said.
“But it proves it, don’t you see? The damages I claimed.”
“I am not a painting,” I shouted. “I’m a person! Your daughter.”
He tipped over a jar of brushes, gathered his painting things, and left. Just like that. Off to paint in Cardinal Borghese’s Casino of the Muses in the Palazzo Pallavicini where he had been working with Agostino before the trial. Like it was any other day. As if nothing had happened. As if there would be no consequences.
I didn’t want to be there when he came back. I put on my short gray cape and, as I left, I pulled the hood over my head even though the heat shimmered up from the ground ahead of me. On the way down Via del Babuino to Piazza di Spagna, I kept my head down so our apothecary might not recognize me from the door of his shop. Going up the Pincian hill, I straddled the ruts and avoided loose stones as I made a wide arc around the shiftless men who always lounged on this steep course between city and church. They’d be the first to shout some epithet at me. Toward the top of the hill, I climbed more slowly, up to the twin bell towers of Santa Trinità dei Monti. Breathing heavily, I turned at the church and went up the long stairway next to it, which led to the convent. I pulled the bell rope.
I knew Sister Paola would come to the door. As one of the few Italian nuns in this French convent, it was her job to answer the bell, to sell the medicinal herbs the nuns cultivated, and to communicate with the outside world.
“Ooh, Artemisia! So good to see you.” Her smile always reminded me of Cupid’s mischievous grin in paintings of classical subjects, but now her face was drawn into worry lines.
“Have you been well?” I asked.
She opened the creaking wooden door to let me into the small anteroom. “As well as God wishes, which is good enough for me.” Her voice rose and fell like birdsong. An otherworldliness hung in the air of the convent. I felt myself breathe more easily.
“And the garden? How is it doing?”
“It’s glorious this summer. Come and look. Sister Margherita’s rosemary and chamomile are in bloom, and my San Giovanni’s wort is just about to bud. Sister Graziela’s oregano is thick on the stalks and stretching up to God.”
Walking behind Paola through the straw scattered on the flinty stone floor of the cloisters, I noticed her shoes worn down at the heels. A sadness outside my own difficulties made me feel ashamed. Papa should have paid the convent more while I lived here those few years after Mama died.
“We even have lavender hanging to dry in the kitchen. It smells like Heaven itself.”
We crossed the rose-colored stucco cloister and went through a corridor to the garden in back. Rows of herbs were in their leafy prime. A nun I didn’t know was pinching off blossoms.
“It looks beautiful. Santa Maria must have smiled on it,” I said.
“And it’s making a little money for the convent too,” Sister Paola added impishly, raising her shoulders and eyebrows and plump cheeks all at once.
“Beware of such dangerous forays into worldly enterprises,” I said, putting on a stern look.
She giggled. “Oh, I give away the medicinal herbs to people even if they can’t pay. True recompense is from the Lord.” She smiled sweetly. “Do you want to see Sister Graziela now? We must go to vespers soon.”
We went back inside. I knew how to find Sister Graziela in the workroom, but I let Sister Paola lead me there.
“Have you given up on me yet?” I asked.
“Certainly not,” she said with exaggerated forcefulness. “We believe in miracles here. Someday I’ll come to the door and there you will be, saying, ‘I am ready now.’ And I’ll take you in to our holy sisterhood, and we’ll all send up a grazie a Dio.”
It might be easy coming here forever, slipping out of the world unnoticed, letting the trial go on without me, never having to face that beast of a judge, that sneering notary who pretended he was just doing his job, never having to fear encountering Tuzia or Agostino on the street. And Papa—I’d make him miss me.
Sister Graziela was alone, sitting on a tall stool by the narrow window where a shaft of pale honey-colored light shone on her cheeks and the tip of her pointed nose. Dust motes floated around her in a golden swirl. Her black habit and white cowl framed her unlined, oval face, which glowed with contentment and absorption. Her downward gaze was fixed on painting the border of a page. She reminded me of Mary in Michelangelo’s marble Pietà in St. Peter’s. Like Mary, she was lost in peaceful thought, and, like Mary, she was beautiful to me.
She had placed the oyster shells I had given her years ago along the edge of her worktable. Each shell held pigments of the most glorious, pure, saturated colors—dark red madder, bright vermilion, the deep ultramarine blue of crushed lapis lazuli, the yellow of saffron, and a green as bright as spring parsley. It made me happy that she still used them.
She looked up. “Artemisia! Bless you for coming. I’ve longed to see you.”
She motioned for me to bring over a low stool. She was illuminating a page with delicate vines and tendrils tied in intricate, loose knots and studded with bright red blossoms.
I could do that, sitting here with Graziela. If I lived here forever, I could do whole books. The convent would become famous for its illuminated manuscripts.
“It’s lovely. I like the yellow bird.”
“It’s a Psalter for Cardinal Bellarmino, that hammer of the heretics who crushes anyone with an idea of his own. People don’t make these books by hand much anymore, but this is a gift from the convent. We’re hoping he’ll take a moment from his Holy Inquisitions to pay attention to our request for roof repair. For years we’ve had buckets in our upstairs cells to catch the rain.”
She waited for Sister Paola to leave. “I get so little done every day, just the smallest section.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Always, it seems, it’s time to go to Office just when I get absorbed in the work. Sometimes from one week to the next, it seems I’ve done nothing.”
“I have something to tell you.”
She laid down the tiniest brush I had ever seen and placed her hand gently on my arm. “We have known it.”
“The trial?”
“Even though we’re cloistered, the convent walls would have to be thick indeed for such a tale not to find its way in. We have been greatly grieved.”
“You know everything?”
“We know more than we need to. Are you all right?”
I brought my hands out from under the cape. They were still swollen and oozing under the stained bandages.
She gasped. “Poor lamb. Where was your father when this happened?”
“He let them. He said it would prove my innocence if I kept to my testimony while the cords were on. I don’t know which was worse, my hands or . . . today. Today they had two midwives examine me, you know where, with a notary watching. I know people could see through the curtain. They wanted to show me lying that way.”
“Dio ti salvi.” She held me and I laid my head on her lap. “It’s just another way to break any woman who accuses a man. They are without conscience.”
“They’re beasts, all of them,” I wailed into her habit.
“They may be, but they cannot destroy you.” She cradled me, stroking the back of my head and my hair, letting me cry.
“My own papa let them.”
“Cara mia,” she crooned. “Fathers aren’t always fatherly. They may try, but many fail. They’re only mortal.”
I turned my head to one side, and saw that my dress was smeared with the midwives’ grease. I pulled it away from Graziela’s black wool and noticed her shoes were as worn as Paola’s.
“There is no way in to the fortress of the soul,” she murmured. “Our Heavenly Father is the guard thereof. He does not betray us. Remember that, Artemisia. Though they might make you a victim, they cannot make you a sinner.”
I could only sob.
“Paint it out of you, carissima. Paint out the pain until there’s none left. Don’t take on shame from their mockery. That’s what they want. They want you to shrivel up and die, and you know why?”
I shook my head in her lap.
“Because your talent is a threat. Promise me—don’t pray as a penitent when you have no need to be one. Don’t plead. Approach the Lord with dignity, and affirm His goodness. No matter what.”
“He abandoned me.”
“Then love Him all the more. That will please Him most.”
“But everybody thinks—”
“Don’t care a fig for what they think. The world is larger than Rome, Artemisia. Remember that. Think of your Susanna and the Elders. When that painting becomes famous, the whole world will know your innocence.”
“How?”
“Because in that painting you showed her intimidation at the lewd looks of those two men, her vulnerability and fear. It shows you understood her struggle against forces beyond her control. Beyond her control, Artemisia.”
“You remember all that?”
“I’ll never forget it. Her face averted and her arms raised, fending off their menace? The night after you brought it here, her face was blazing in my dreams. By the way you had her turn from that leering elder shushing her so she wouldn’t cry out and reveal them, I knew then that you were being threatened.”
“I painted that before it happened.”
“Yes, but I could tell you were suffering some menace just as Susanna was. That’s the brilliance of your skill, to have a masterpiece reflect your own feelings and experience.”
“I can’t even hold a brush now.”
“You will. Nothing can stop you from bringing your talent to fruition. You are young yet. Never forget that the world needs to know what you have to show them.”
“The world. What does the world care? The world is full of cruelty.” I touched the rough edge of one of the oyster shells. “If I stayed in here with you, the world wouldn’t matter.”
“Artemisia.” The word rang with a tone of authority. “One doesn’t live a cloistered life to get away from something. One lives here to serve God because one feels an undeniable voice calling. Any other reason is illegitimate.”
“I might discover a calling.”
“You already have. Your art.”
The bell rang for vespers, which meant I had to go.
She walked me out through the cloister, stopped at the well in the center, and spoke softly. “You do not want to live where all you ever see is the same nine arches in each arcade, the same few frescoes, the same scraggly pear tree, the same crucifix every day for the rest of your life.” She walked toward the tree and twisted a yellow-green pear until it came loose in her hand. “Here. Remember what I said as you eat it. You have your calling already. Don’t pray as a penitent over someone else’s sin. See yourself as God made you.”
“Have you ever felt abandoned by God?”
Her chin pulled back a little, the only hint of her surprise. A disturbance passed over her face that I had never seen before.
“By God and man.”
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Outside the convent at the top of the stairs, I stopped to feel the wind in my face. There was something light and purifying about being up this high. After a few moments I heard the sisters singing the Magnificat which I loved. “My soul doth magnify the Lord.” Sister Paola had taught me what the Latin words meant when I’d had my first lady’s blood.
Before that, when Mother had told me I would bleed periodically, I thought she meant it would be God punishing me for pushing her away after I’d seen her in bed that way with Papa. Later, in the convent when my first blood came, I was sure it was God reprimanding me for my unforgiving nature. I prayed to Our Lady to forgive me for treating her that way. The blood still came, gushing like the Red Sea. I ran to Sister Paola thinking that I was dying, and told her everything. She said the blood was part of blessed womanhood just like forgiveness was, and that I didn’t need to be afraid. She told me how the angel came to Mary and said, “Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found favor with God.” Sister Paola said I had found favor too, because I was contrite, and then she taught me the Magnificat. Repeating the words to remember them, I had felt them all the way down to where the blood flowed. My soul doth magnify the Lord, just like Mary’s soul. My soul, even my little soul, makes the Lord more magnificent by something I had to offer. Maybe that’s what Graziela meant today by my calling.
This late in the day the ponentino cooled the leaden air and ruffled my hair, and I imagined it coming all the way from Spain, skimming across the Mediterranean and up the valley of the Tiber to bless me here, high above the city’s pulsing heat. Here the coarseness of the city couldn’t crush me. From the piazza at the base of the hill, streets spread out in three directions. The Via dei Condotti stretched straight ahead, lined with four-story buildings of pale peach and Roman ochre. Farther away the street did get narrower and the buildings shorter, just like Agostino had said they would when he taught me perspective, until street and buildings all came together at a vanishing point far away.
Why had I thought of him? I plunged down the steep path into the thick of streets and people.
When I turned onto Via della Croce, a woman I didn’t know stood waiting near our house. She was as stiff as a Vatican guard, dressed in deep green with a black sash. As I came abreast of her, she said in a hoarse whisper, “Do not love him.”
Another scandalmonger. I turned my shoulder to her and she followed me to my door. I walked with a straight back, looking ahead only.
“I am Agostino’s sister,” she said behind me. “Listen to me.”
I stopped.
She came up next to me. “I saw what they did to you today in court. I’m sorry.”
I looked around to see if anyone heard.
“Do not love him,” she said again.
“Love him!”
“He’s been a scoundrel since the day he was born. He raped a woman in Lucca so that she was forced to marry him.”
“He’s married?”
“That didn’t stop him from making a mistress of his wife’s sister. And now he’s hired two murderers to kill that same wife so he could marry you. As one woman to another, do not believe a word from him.”




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/PassionOfArtemisia-thumb.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pause-art.jpg





OEBPS/Images/PassionOfArtemisia-cover.jpg
THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER
Lo
PAS STON

s

ATREVE MIUSTTEA

SUSAN VREELAND

author of

GIRL IN HYACINTH BLUE





OEBPS/Images/PassionOfArtemisia_0017_1.jpg





