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Sic transit gloria mundi. 'Thus passes worldly glory, indeed. This was
not a city. [t was a ruin, a relic. The boy was astounded. Beneath him
in every direction spread a scene of crumbling wreckage. The Glory
That Was Rome! A myth then? Less even than a memory. The tinkling
waters of the Acqua Marcia sang from behind him. Before him,
instead, acrid smoke from open cooking fires rose in the haze, along
with the sweet smell of fresh dung and the putrid stench of human
excrement and decay. The sky above the skeleton of the Colosseum
was of a cerulean hue he had never before seen except in paintings.
The lapis lazuli sky of the paintings of Fra Angelico in San Marco.

‘I thought ...” Lorenzo’s lip trembled. ‘I thought it would be, well,
more ...’

Leon Battista Alberti smiled at the small boy. ‘More like the
stories, Lorenzo? It is all still here. But much time has passed since
Rome’s decline. Much has happened. A thousand years is a long time,
is it not?’

Lorenzo nodded. He did not look consoled.

‘Perspective, said Leon Battista briskly. ‘It is all about perspective.’
He took the child by the shoulders, turning him slowly to take in
the panorama. ‘You see the Colosseum, Lorenzo — now watch the
narrowing from here.” He spread his arms wide, gradually narrowing

them until the distant Colosseum was the only object in the frame.



Leon Battista had talked much about perspective and of Masaccio’s
work in the Church of the Carmine in Florence, of the excitement of
what Mantegna was doing in Mantua, of Brunelleschi, and of course
in his own most important field of architecture. And of Vitruvius,
the famous Roman architect and the reason for their visit. But now,
gazing at the remnants of the greatest city on earth after Athens, it was
perspective of another sort that gave the small boy a shiver. For the
first time he was struck by the transience of things.

Wild fennel sprouted in great viridescent tufts from the walls of
the mighty amphitheatre that once upon a time held fifty thousand
Romans every day. Florence barely had, even now, fifty thousand
inhabitants! Where once, luminous white travertine covered the walls,
gaping holes attested to the continuous theft of the iron cleats that
held them together: iron which was now used to hold together other,
more humble edifices. Marble statues of emperors and the mighty —
divinities and gods that had once filled the arches on high, said Leon
Battista — lay unheeded with arms raised in supplication and heads
missing, hardly visible in the detritus of a thousand years.

The gold leaf that originally decorated many of them had long
since been purloined, and the once vibrant colours worn away. The
pale stone cadavers were of no use to anyone. Cats wound and mewed
about the statues and the fallen columns; bushes leaned groggily
against towering triumphal arches; creepers devoured famous tombs.
Itinerants picked through garbage and thieves dug away bronze
plaques and carted away stone blocks. Cowbells jangled softly as
cattle ambled between triumphal arches, depositing their steaming
pats in soft piles along the once paved streets trodden by the feet of
the Caesars.

Lorenzo was entranced. And appalled. Could this happen to
Florence too one day? His certainties tilted. The Eternal City, the
magic of that gilded past, the shadows of the ghosts of those marvellous
architects and engineers and orators and philosophers — he had always
wanted to be part of that magnificence.

Leon Battista wanted to incorporate that glorious past into a new



form for the present. He had designed the airy lines of the marvellous
and light-filled villa in Fiesole for Lorenzo’s beloved uncle Giovanni.
Nothing like it had ever been built before. Leon Battista had written
his by now famous architectural treatise, De re aedificatoria, during
the building of the villa. He was the best teacher a boy could have.
Pay attention to Leon Battista, his grandfather had instructed him.
Cosimo was the best, if sternest, grandfather a boy could have, and
Lorenzo ached to learn.

From five years old, he had learnt by heart his Greek derivation
and Latin declensions, and his grandfather was proud of him. Now at
ten, he had been itching to begin this new phase. But unexpectedly,
out of the smoky air, the sheer, smothering weight of the task and of
Cosimo’s expectations slumped upon him. His father’s admonition
rang loud in his mind: Be @ man, Lorenzo. Not a boy.

But, he sulked silently, 7 am a boy! Just a boy! If I ever have sons, 1
will not do this to them!

‘Lorenzo, are you listening to me?” Leon Battista turned him now
towards yet another arch of yet another triumphant emperor.

“You have been born, Lorenzo, into immense privilege. There
has never been a family like yours. Some even regard it as shocking
privilege.” Leon Battista sighed and lifted a hand at the spectacle
below them.

Lorenzo was uncertain what Leon Battista’s gesture meant. He
scrubbed at his teary eyes with a thumb, straightened his features
and turned back to his teacher. In recent years, under Pope Nicholas,
Leon Battista continued, a vision for a Rome rebuilt had emerged.
There was a new pope now, and Rome was about to become powerful
and glorious once more. Pope Pius II, Enea Silvio Piccolomini, was
a worthy successor to Pope Nicholas — a man of great culture and
influence and a man of vision.

“You will see, Lorenzo, you will find him of much assistance. He is
a friend to Cosimo. Rome will rise again. Florence will flower. We are
entering a new golden age, Lorenzo, and great things are expected.’

Of you, he meant.



o

That night Lorenzo sat to write an answer to his grandmother,
Contessina. Her letter had reached him yesterday, accompanied by the
cakes she always sent. This particular letter was precious, as it was in
her own cramped, meticulous hand. Contessina did not always write
herself. She was very busy running household matters for Cosimo and
often dictated her letters to Caterina. She had ensured that Caterina
learned to read and write and do her sums, and not just at the basic
level that houschold slaves were often taught, but well. Very well.
Contessina, his uncle Giovanni once said, needed someone reliable
to help her with the heavy burden of being all things to all people in
the management of this tight clan. Once his mother, Lucrezia, came
along, she shared much of the work. She too took Caterina under her
wing until Caterina had become indispensable to all of them.

It seems like a thousand years since you left and the house is very quiet
without you, my dearest boy, his grandmother wrote. Your little brother
misses you terribly.

Lorenzo loved his diminutive, busy, matter-of-fact grandmother.
It was a gentle, comfortable love that filled him with certainty. Not
the all-consuming, passionate love that burned in him for his graceful,
clever and wise mother. Lucrezia was much loved by her husband and
both his parents, indeed by everyone. Lorenzo adored her. He spent
a great deal of time thinking about love in all its multifarious forms.
Love was deeply felt but not a subject much talked about within this
practical family, and he did not share his thoughts with anyone but
his mother. Through her poetry and his own, he could express things
that otherwise he had no words for.

[t seemed to him already, at barely ten years old, that love in all its
forms was the most important thing in the world, and that it came in
infinite varieties. The welling, protective love he felt for his sisters and
especially for Giuliano, his adored and adoring little brother, filled
him with pride and responsibility. He missed Giuliano and wished

that he could have come on this journey with him. Lorenzo took his
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role as tutor to the child in Latin and Greek very seriously. Giuliano
was easily distracted and would rather play with toy swords than
study, and was quite heedless of danger. He was gentle and sweet and
Lorenzo worried for him. He would always, always be the little boy’s
protector, he swore to himself; nothing must ever hurt him. For his
reserved, taciturn father, Lorenzo’s love was also gentle, distant, caring
and always tinged with concern, owing to the poor state of Piero’s
health. Lorenzo had much more in common with his captivating,
rambunctious uncle Giovanni.

Of his grandfather Cosimo, Lorenzo went in awe and sometimes
fear — fear of failing, fear of not being the man his grandfather was.
Unfairly, he knew, because Cosimo was kindly and never roared at
him, but he was a stern personage, already known as The Elder, 7/
Vecchio. Which might as well have meant The Ruler. That was difficult
to live up to.

Your dear mother, Contessina continued, is taking the waters at the
Baths and sends her love and says she has written too. Your grandfather
wants you to know that Benozzo Gozzoli is making fine progress with his
[rescoes for the chapel. He sends you his best wishes and reminds you to
curb your temper and to learn well from Leon Battista.

Cosimo always sent encouragement. Contessina always sent love

and cakes.

ool

Palazzo Medici
CATERINA
23rd September 1463

Cosimo got a bargain when he bought me so long ago. Too
small, too young, but fair of hair and skin, and cheap. I
turned out to be useful to him. The best twenty florins he
ever spent, he once said, even after he paid the registration
fee and duty.

Maddalena, Cosimo’s concubine, was heavy with child
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soon enough in Rome and she needed someone to help in
the house. Then when her baby, Carlo, was born and they
were moving back to Flovence, it was a just a given that
I would go with them. It was not an easy time for anyone.
Mona Contessina did her best, but taking into the family the
illegitimate child of her husband by a slave could not have
been easy, even if she had already safely delivered two sons
and therefore had ensured the succession. It was not easy for
Maddalena either, for her son was lost to her, even though
she was never really separated from him. She was also no
longer concubine to Cosimo. But that is how things worked

for everyone, then and now.

Rome. Back then, in Rome, when the baby came, Caterina was seven
years old. She used to carry him about in a sling, loving the gentle
warmth of the tiny breathing body. It was the first memory Caterina
had of the feel of another human being. She soothed him whilst
Maddalena attended to the work of the household, and let him suck
and gnaw on her finger when he cried. She marvelled at the pink and
olive satin of his cheeks and she sometimes tucked him into the curve
of her throat to feel that skin against her own. Soon of course, he grew
too heavy for her to carry for long periods, for she did not grow as
fast as he did, and before long he had teeth and bit her finger. But by
then it was almost time for the family to go to Florence, she was told.

Caterina now replaced the quill with care that it did not drip, and
pushed back in her heavy chair, its claw feet grating across the flagged
floor. It was barely daylight and the house was quiet. Should she be
writing this or not? She had agonised over it for some time, writing
furtively and in spare moments. She was not using the expensive inks
and papers, of course, only the flimsy everyday hemp paper used for
domestic letters, and the common carbon ink she shaved and mixed
daily from the ink-sticks. But these were still commodities that did
not belong to her. They were carefully accounted for in the scrupulous
bookkeeping she assisted with. It worried her that it could be thought
of as stealing.
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The very idea of keeping a book of ricordi about her life was
ridiculous. But this was a household unlike any other. A household
where everyone wrote, everyone kept records; everyone knew that in
some way they were part of a story that was older and longer than
they were. That was an idea that she had never even heard of. The very
thought that a slave, particularly a female slave, might be tutored as
she had been, was also peculiar. But slaves here, especially nowadays,
were little different from many of the other servants, and unlike
some households that she knew of, the Medici servants were treated
well. You could tell a lot about a person by the way they treated their
servants. Mona Contessina could not have managed without her help.
And afterwards, when Lucrezia married into the family, bringing her
unusual and progressive ideas, she too liked the thought of pursuing
Caterina’s education. Caterina certainly had not, however, mentioned
this journal to anyone. Yet? Ever?

The decision to record her life within the family had come to
Caterina some time before, when she heard Lorenzo and his father
discussing a Roman called Cicero and his Greek slave Tiro, who had
been a scribe. 7he life of the dead, Lorenzo quoted Cicero as saying,
resides in the memory of the living.

Might she too leave a memory? Caterina had marvelled at the
daring idea and it niggled at her constantly as she went about her
daily tasks. We are invisible in a room, she thought, and life unfolds
around us; we see more. Not that she would ever betray the secrets of
this family. But she had seen a lot in her time. Finally, the desire to
record that life of hers had become irresistible.

But enough for now, she scolded herself. She had a lot to do today.
She tied the leather thongs about the book, placed it carefully in the
deep placket of her smock and turned back to the massive oaken
table with its waiting household accounts and correspondence. Mona
Lucrezia liked them to be arranged in order and ready for her to begin
the day’s work.

She began with the letters awaiting filing: a pile of correspondence

between Lorenzo and his parents, Lucrezia and Piero, all regarding
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little Giuliano whose recent illness had caused them so much
anguish. Lorenzo had been beside himself; his piteous missives to his
little brother had flown off each day to his mother who was nursing
Giuliano at Pisa. Lorenzo could not eat or sleep for worry. He paced
back and forth at night. The tiny flushed face of the boy haunted his
dreams. The golden child, the rosy-cheeked impish boy, then so limp
and pallid, cast a pall over every member of the family.

There had been plague about and you could never tell; they were
terrified for the child, whose fever had been so high. Caterina drew
the last letter from the top of the pile and smoothed it. To Ser Piero,
in Lucrezia’s own hand and clearly rushed.

1 write thee several letters on the same day so that should one

go astray, thou wilt have news of Giuliano as you so much desire.

Last night I told you the fever had returned as usual. He did not

rest so quietly as on other nights. I wish thee to know every small

change as I know thou must. Now though, his pulse is good and

all functions are natural. He is not so lively during the days as I

could hope, but the Maestro says this is caused by the nature of the

phlegm in him. But do not be anxious, for Giuliano is strong. 1

do believe he is much improved.

Thy Lucrezia

Caterina smiled. Thanks be to God the child was home and
seemed entirely recovered, for the family had been in pieces, for fear.
So recently after the death of the other little grandchild, Giovanni’s
son, Lorenzo’s cousin Cosimino, which had torn the family to shreds.
If anything should happen to Giuliano, they would shatter. But for
now, all was well.

o

‘Mia Madye?’ Lorenzo poked his head around the door, looking about,
but did not enter.

Caterina straightened from the long piles of documents still
spread along the oak table. ‘No.” She smiled at him. He should be

at his lessons. “You know your mother is not here at this time of day.
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I thought she must be down with you. Should you not be at your
studies, Master Lorenzo?’

It was mid-morning and fingers of late autumn light slanted
through the mullioned eastern windows, gilding the boy’s face for
just a moment.

‘My dear Caterina, for two hours past I have been persecuted
by Gentile with the writings of Marcus Aurelius.” Lorenzo smiled to
show that he did not mind at all. His black eyes were merry. He
revered Gentile Becchi, his tutor.

‘Well, is that one of your Greeks again?’ asked Caterina, thinking
that boy had the smile of an angel.

‘No, he was a Roman emperor. A Stoic too.”

‘Ah well, whatever that means, said Caterina. ‘Could you be
lifting me down the ledger then?” Those Greeks and Romans, she
thought, a bit confusing. So many of them.

Lorenzo crossed the wide room in a few paces, hefting the weighty
ledger onto an intricately carved lectern almost as tall as Caterina.
The boy is outgrowing himself, Caterina thought. At fourteen, he was
suddenly much taller than her. His shoulders were filling out but
those legs of his, in their dark hose, they were like chicken legs. His
health was not good and he had been getting more headaches of late.
Perhaps he needed different herbs and simples. She gathered many
herself but she was learning as much as she possibly could from the
speziali, the herboristi too. These days there were so many herbalists
and apothecaries in Florence, you didnt know which was best; more
than a hundred, she had been told. Luckily, the boy loved all her
potions and took them like a lamb.

“You don't eat enough, she said.

Lorenzo flashed another of his sweet smiles. ‘I eat like a horse and
you know it. You worry too much.’

‘I have finished here. Tell Mona Lucrezia I will be up in the loggia
with the laundry, should she require me, she called, as Lorenzo saluted
and slid out the door. Now whar mischief was he up to, she wondered
with another smile. That boy just made her happy.
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