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‘This sparkling first novel is a treat for lovers of elegant mystery and exquisite prose … a delight’

The Times

‘The Bellini Madonna achieves more than mischief as it explores the complexities of desire in a narrative suffused with comedy and a mounting sense of loss … Lowry has composed her novel with tremendous care, daring to set puzzles for the reader that, once solved, form a portrait of lonely people with a talent for “self-sabotage”. A mystery story, a love story and a comedy of errors set in that most familiar of locations – a ruinous country house – The Bellini Madonna is a compelling debut that entertains and unsettles in equal measure’

Guardian

‘Fusing the techniques of the thriller writer with those of historical fiction, Lowry … invokes an authentically Bellinian sense of distantly exact perspectives to create a first novel of genuine subtlety and distinction’

Times Literary Supplement

‘A complex narrative twists and turns back in time to Baedeker’s Italy, and Robert Browning’s aphrodisiac asparagus. This is a first novel and Lowry has thrown a very considerable talent into it, creating a splendidly quirky art historian’

Independent

‘The Bellini Madonna is a quite remarkable debut novel – one which takes the reader into several worlds, each so perfectly drawn that you can smell the dusty rooms of Mawle, the fragrance of roses blooming in a secret garden and come to understand the complexities that drive the central characters towards their separate ends’

Oxford Times

‘This is an unusual book; a debut novel that doesn’t feel like one. A multi-layered detective story wrapped in a sardonic confession of a not-very-likeable individual, its tone is caustic and intriguing … marks the arrival of an interesting new talent’

Irish Examiner


For Ralph, William and Emma

 

What if all’s appearance?

Is not outside seeming

Real as substance inside?

Both are facts, so leave me dreaming.

Robert Browning, Asolando


Part One


CHAPTER ONE

I met Anna Roper last month while I was trying to rob her at her home, in the village of Mawle in Berkshire.

I write this. I write this to explain – no, that is not the beginning. Let me start again. I write this out of an overwhelming need to confess, to record, and, just possibly, to apologize. There. I have set down the first few strokes of the pattern. To apologize to whom? To Anna? To myself, for making such a hopeless hash of everything? Or to the universe? I feel that it somehow deserves my most abject assurances of regret. I know that running away to Asolo now, at the end of this terrible summer, was a mistake. The stones of the buildings are still as ripe with sun as honeycombs, fat and warm with false promise. The Italian sun itself rises each day as though nothing has happened, awful in its innocence. Only the noonday shutters avert their faces, as if in sorrow or in shame. So this is what has become of my life’s ambition—

There was a moment, on the flight over, when it all seemed insignificant. As the plane flopped down through the crevasse of summer sky that opened sheer above Treviso, the true proportions of things were suddenly revealed: a toy cow; a child’s blue hair ribbon, negligently draped in imitation of a stream; a putty church. The last three weeks were erased. They belonged elsewhere, to another time and place. Here everything was newly hatched, blameless. I took a fierce gulp of aeroplane gin and peered down through the dusty doubled glass of the window at a landscape that, miraculously, did not contain me. If I could have held things there forever, with my maudlin, drunken self permanently suspended above the unsuspecting life below, I swear I would have. But then the craft dipped and we were plummeting down towards the black lip of a reservoir, a looming farm, the unscrolling tarmac of a landing strip. I had arrived in Italy, and within a few minutes everything was life-sized again.

My confession should begin here. My name is Thomas Joseph Lynch. I am fifty years old and until last year I was an art historian. In spite of everything, the term still suggests to me something harmlessly quixotic: a savant in a skull cap, a scholar in his robe; or at the very least a distinguished old fart with elbow patches, dedicated to the complex understanding of simple beauty. Simple beauty! As if the human eye is capable of perceiving any such thing! We cook up meanings, endless interpretations of what is. We smear and smudge everything with our quest for pattern, with our insane appetite for words—

Let me introduce a lapidary pause while the camera lenses sparkle and flash in the chilly shadows of the temple of justice. My reader, I know that you will be the jury in this case. Most certainly you will be my judge.

Why did I do it? Because I couldn’t help myself, of course. Because Anna stood before me so meekly, holding the front door invitingly open. Question: what do such innocents have in common? They never knew what hit them – casualties, all, of a lethal convergence of apparently random currents, of an accumulation of old wrongs and hurts, not to mention old obsessions, gathering purpose in the fetid cockles of the human heart. A weal on tender skin. The cry of a child. In Anna’s case, a by now faded picture in a shilling book, many years ago.

Enough; I can’t bear it. Enough.

It is a shock to be here at last, in Asolo. What do the guide books say? ‘Town of a hundred horizons.’ ‘Renaissance gem of the Veneto.’ ‘Home of exiled royalty and poets.’ Originally home – did I dream the whole thing? No, the diary is lying here in front of me on Professor Ludovico Puppi’s writing table, torn but perfectly real – of my Madonna. It was naturally to Asolo, just a few miles north of Treviso, that I came when everything went belly-up at Mawle; can you see the connection? I had to run somewhere; I could no longer live with myself. Where better for the disappointed pilgrim-scholar to go? Home, then, yes. I admit that I was hoping for some sort of miracle; for a welcome, for redemption. Instead I merely found my own self lying in wait for me here, as the little shit always does.

So what now? This is the 1st of September. Puppi, my host and former rival, is holidaying in Switzerland and cannot be reached. It’s bound to be a matter of mere days before he and Maddalena discover that I am here. They’ll try to squeeze the truth out of Anna. What will she tell or not tell them? How will I explain my ungainly flight from Mawle and my lubberly presence in Puppi’s palazzo a full five weeks before the start of the autumn vacanze for which I was invited? And worse still, how am I going to account for my sudden indifference to Bellini and all things connected with him?

I am full of shame and pain. Asleep in bed at night I am troubled by dreams of a frightening delicacy and tenderness: an open sash window, a shadowed lake, a silver sandal, still bearing the impress of a woman’s foot, left out in the spluttering rain. I awoke this morning with a numbness cauterizing my left arm from shoulder to elbow, as if an invisible body had been pressing against it all night.

The other, physical and more unsettling change in me continues, occurring just as regularly as it did at Mawle. Once or twice a day, for no apparent reason, all six foot two of me, lean and red-haired, starts to shake. During these fits I imagine that the mesh of fine lines on my hands and arms begins to blur, and the contours of my limbs themselves to dissolve in an electric trembling, until I resemble an enormous insect, a large fly perhaps, the last of the summer flies, twitching its wings and rubbing its forelegs together. But then, when I peer into the mirror in Puppi’s bathroom (the large oval mirror, gilt-framed but not too ostentatious; although this is a palazzo it is, in spite of its ornate stuccoes, its marble stairway, its courtyard and well, its stables and barchessa, subdued and shabby), I see that I am after all still the same middle-aged man I was before the shaking started, T-bone of sternum and clavicles in place, my weak heart thud-thudding in its tented ribcage that still insists on rising and falling; my offending organ asleep, finally, in its bed of coir-like hair.

The self-hatred I feel is never-ending.

Artemisia, Puppi’s housekeeper, goes about with as much commotion as possible during the daytime, hauling pots and pans to the cortile to be scoured, and beating assorted rugs and pillowcases with a rattan whisk. The transistor radio which her son bought for her is on in the chilly mornings, through the hazy orange afternoons, into the chirruping dusk, belting out ‘Buongiorno Tristezza’ (Buongiorno … tristezza! Oggi ho imparato che cosa è rimpianto, l’amaro rimpianto, l’eterno rimpianto …) and other hits about unattainable women by Claudio Villa. They send a battery of fiery darts straight into my heart. The boy appears at midday on his scooter, forks down a silent plate of macaroni in the kitchen, and disappears in a cloud of rattling red dust.

Then I am fed. If I could just once cook my own food, dice a potato or peel a carrot, perhaps I would feel more like myself! But Artemisia has even the vegetal life of the villa under control.

Too afraid of what I might say if I were to use the telephone, I have begun two letters to Anna, one apologetic and firmly regretful and the other apologetic and tender, but the monotonous beating of rugs, so much like the pounding of a human heart, and the crooning, and the dust, make me feel like a fool.

All together it is, as my students would say, a bum deal.

To be frank, I think the heat is getting to me. Slumped between waking and sleep in the mornings I think again of the night a week ago when I crept upstairs to my old room at Mawle and saw Anna through the chink of her door, head averted and dressing gown partly unbuttoned, trying to pull the elastic band from her hair. A small porcelain lamp burning on the dressing table threw a shadow into each tired fold of her body. She must have been reading: an open magazine lay in the indentation on the bed. She did not hear me and as I could hardly bear to look at her I stared instead at her elbows moving vaguely in their loose sleeves. The August wind, more heat than air, blew through the branches of the elms outside and lifted the curtain, exposing a moon as thick as a cheese. She got up to close the window and I left.

What can I say? She was radiant, heavy, impassable, and I waited for hours for the light under her door to go out so that I would not have to feel the weight of her wakeful presence across the corridor.

Time passes very slowly here. Getting through it is no mean feat. I either crawl about the town, my heart shuddering in the heat, or sit inertly at my north-facing bedroom window, breathing in the cool slope of the Dolomites. More often – and since my stay at Mawle this has become my real occupation, one which I try to put off but always give in to – I do some purposeful snooping.

The palazzo is full of curious junk and old bric-a-brac: behind a sparse frontier population of sheeted winter coats and flaccid trousers every cupboard seems to conceal a secret interior life rich with yellowing suitcases, chipped flowerpots, cracked picture frames, skittering mothballs and, most annoying of all, shoeboxes stuffed with tight-lipped family photographs and trite Puppi family correspondence.


My darling Ludo, beware of the American, Lynch. That slippery fish knows everything, he knows about the existence of the Bellini and has even been sending me insinuating letters! Shall I invite him to Mawle in order to reel him in? Surely he can find the damn thing, if anyone can? Write soon to your anxious Maddalena, my big stud [stallone maschio mio].



No, I lie. I made that one up. There is no such vulgar and incriminating message in Signora Roper’s hand, just as there is no exact Italian equivalent for ‘my big stud’.

One afternoon I thought that I had at last found what I had been looking for. My wits weighed down as if with lead sinkers by Artemisia’s gnocchi margherita (potato dumplings, pulpy pomodoro, glittering green oil, a talcum spray of parmesan; you try it), prowling through the flagged rooms in search of something that would pull together the bizarre web of secrets into which I had so recently stumbled, I came across a low, dusty glass-panelled bookshelf with a tasselled key, standing all on its own in a snug alcove.

Here, surely, I would discover, among a stash of calf- and leather-bound volumes, a second diary or notebook – its thick coffee-coloured pages crisp under my prehensile fingers – that would at last give me the full account of how my Madonna had arrived at Mawle in the possession of Anna’s great-grandfather, James Roper; the frank story of his tragically brief marriage – every last detail! But in it I found nothing, nothing at all, except for a pile of curling National Geographics (‘Lucy: the real Eve? An interview with Richard Leakey’), an old flower press of the kind constructed from blotting paper pinned down between wooden boards by metal screws – releasing, at a twist, a starry head of silver-haired Edelweiss – and a first edition, with some of its furry pages still uncut, of Robert Browning’s last collection of poems, Asolando.

*

On Sunday, three days ago, I left the house a little after midday to escape Artemisia’s pitying glances and strolled for an hour in the thin shade of the Foresto Vecchio. Across the rooftops the old clock-tower of Catarina Cornaro’s castle stood white as a bone in the glare, its empty colonnades crowded with sunlight. The campanile of the cathedral tolled one slow saffron note: mass was long over, the throng dispersed. Behind Santa Maria a cramped piazzetta gave way to a row of stone steps, above which the faultless cornflower-bright sky unfurled its smooth banner of heat. The whole day, caught in a globe of pure colour, seemed to proclaim its radical innocence. Even the trees on the horizon looked self-sufficient, their undersides gleaming as if stroked by a glazing brush, each tiny scalloped leaf outlined by a cloisonné shadow.

I bounded up the steps into the main piazza of the town and there was the familiar lion with its left paw hooked over a shield, stone wings splayed stiffly in the windless air. I stood stock still, sweating heavily. I recognized it at once. It was the very same lion as the one hidden in the overgrown rose garden at Mawle.

At this distance the ruddy three-storey brick front of the house seems shrunken, its ten slender pilasters, pedimented door and Ionian bosses pathetically out of place, as if stuck on the face of an apple that has shrivelled too long in the sun. There is no going back. All that is left to me now is self-imposed banishment from the one place where I have been happy. Perversely, patchily, but undeniably happy. I want to confess, to confess it all; and perhaps, if there is time – if I can bring myself to do it, if I have the courage – to say goodbye.


CHAPTER TWO

Up till now I have managed to live quietly – discreetly, modestly, even. Until last autumn, when the strange sequence of events which I am about to relate was set in motion, I was content – yes, even admitting the odd lapse, mostly content, whatever spiteful rumours to the contrary may recently have been doing the rounds in the faculty – to deliver my quota of lectures, grade my hillock of paper, attend conferences, devise budgets, sit on committees, show goodwill by fraternizing with unimpressionable young minds in the cafeteria, and generally conduct myself as any senior, but unstuffy, representative of our venerable academic tradition might be expected to do. Quite apart from the problem with my heart (a slight arrhythmia; the odd angina-like twinge), this is as it should be. But you may read the board transcripts detailing the circumstances of my dismissal for yourself.

My erstwhile career? Must we? Very well; there’s not much to tell. I was, as I say, once an art historian, or more precisely, Professor of Fine Art at one of those little New England colleges where the residential halls are hidden in drifts of russet leaves and the smell of spun sugar lies thick in the frosty air as gaggles of frisky students go tobogganing home. On a certain shelf in our college library in the backwoods of Vermont you will on most days be able to find my book, Painting and Daily Life in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History of the Northern Italian Pictorial Tradition (1980), a volume that, with its florid colour-plates, inept enthusiasms and sudden flushes of rhetorical heat, no doubt affords the chance browser a garish contrast to the composed north-American landscape beyond the window pane.

In our little world the seasons used to come and go with a decent swiftness. The winter sky dutifully discharged its daily ration of snowflakes: many-armed, relentless, a conquering army settling into efficient possession of a country which the natives, tucked away in dorms, had abandoned. Spring I imagined as a long-haired sophomore grown pallid from hours of study in the college’s leathery library (clutching a paperback edition of Whitman, perhaps), stumbling out into the sunbathed courtyard as she blinked the dusty motes from her blonde lashes. When summer reappeared, like a rosy-limbed games mistress summoning her charges to the field, her occupation was equally brisk. Out came the tennis racquets, and soon the pok-pok of rubber balls could be heard in every green shade, a cosy aestival Olympics lit up here and there by the swinging purple tassels of the redbud.

Then on the 23rd of September sharp Vermont revolved on its axis with an audible tchk! and the shadow of the autumn equinox descended. The black earth began to round out its plump pumpkins in good time for November and Mrs Platt, my next door neighbour, strained and decanted her first twenty bottles of elderberry wine (‘Delicious with any savoury dish.’ Dear Mrs Platt! Your last Thanksgiving offering probably still casts its lonely stoppered gules in the darkness of what was once my little pantry.) But all the eating up of shoo-fly pie, and the cooking up of gauzy cumuli of pink candy, and the toffeeing of crab apples, couldn’t hide the fact that we were winter-bound. The reek of autumnal smoke filled the thin air. By early December the first crystal flakes would begin to make their determined descent (see above).

Where are they now, the velvety campus nights full of drawling voices, the sappy afternoons in the shade of the maples?

October had just come again last year. I had collected my bottle of plonk from Mrs Platt and a favourite student from the cafeteria, and set out with a protective hand on each for the college park, which at that season was a haven of crispy hollows and amber dells.

But the excursion did not go as I might have wished. No sooner had we reached the shady nook I had in mind than my disciple and I quarrelled bitterly. My young friend took one look at the wine and had a sudden change of heart. He pleaded a broken zipper, a torn fingernail. Although from my pockets I hopefully produced analgesics of various strengths, I was nevertheless sent packing, rotgut still in hand, to take solace in my solitary study.

After rebuffing me in the park my student had collected his dignity along with his trousers and lodged an official complaint. In the little broom cupboard off the main lecture theatre that served as my office I was told, one dirty grey afternoon towards the end of that week, by a special delegation of the Faculty Disciplinary Board, led by Professor Heidi Klug-Birkenstock, the faculty chairperson, that my time was up, finished.

‘Is this the sum total of all your research, Thomas Joseph?’ she shrilled, holding up a pair of stained Y-fronts, the spoils of an illicit raid on my desk. ‘How in God’s name are these briefs part of your brief? There have been rumours, of course, and now at last here’s proof! So far I’ve tolerated your overblown ego and your flagrant lack of productivity; even your drinking, but sleeping with students – this really is the bottom line!’

I laughed encouragingly, but she was not, alas, intending to let me off with a mere double entendre or two.

On my sullen way home I met Mrs Platt, innocent accessory to all this trouble, coming up our shared driveway with a basket of her poisonous wine over one arm. When she saw her handsome neighbour slouching along, withdrawn and moody, her withered cheeks glowed bright red. I had barely got halfway through my accusation before she seized my tweed elbow in her eager fist and promised to make reparations of a most intimate kind, which simply confirmed me in my decision to flee – that driveway, the college, Vermont, New England, America; the whole crock of shit.

To be perfectly truthful, I was relieved to be shot of the place. I’m sure the place was equally relieved to be shot of me. How ridiculous I must have seemed, with my degraded good looks, my carefully distressed corduroys, my talent for complicating things – my air of pique. Back then I prided myself on not merely being a fiddler crab with an overdeveloped right claw, as so many of my colleagues were, and Heidi was starting to get on my nerves. Although I had long focused on the Italian Renaissance – particularly Bellini and his contemporaries – I preferred to think that I was a specialist not only in the iconography of the Renaissance Madonna, but in representations of the female figure in Western art per se. In spite of this I hadn’t published much for some years, though, and what I did squeeze out had latterly been received with wounding indifference.

Take my article comparing Titian’s Venus of Urbino with his Annunciation in the Duomo in Treviso, which appeared in the faculty journal Insight to some acclaim, and more controversy. A week before the incident in the park I had received a letter from Heidi, conceding that my analysis of the contrast between the fabric and the geometry of the floor tiles in the Venus was nicely stated. She was also grudgingly impressed by my remark that the two paintings, in spite of their radically different subject matter – the courtesan and the Madonna – nevertheless have in common the fact that ‘each is less a narrative of choice than a poignant awareness of the impossibility of any choice – the divinely elected Virgin being perhaps ultimately as powerless in the disbursement of her sexuality as the whore.’ I was feeling pretty pleased, but then of course the megalomaniac harpy had to go and spoil it all.


Can one really argue though, as you do, that the Madonna of the Annunciation is an object of desire? And was it really necessary for you to go into quite so much detail about the possible parallels between Titian’s own (entirely speculative!) lust for his fleshly female subject (we do not even know who the model was!) and what you call ‘the Creator’s yearning to possess his creation’?



‘I am sad to report, Thomas Joseph,’ she concluded, swooping in for the kill, ‘that this rather tasteless element in your paper was the occasion of a meeting last Tuesday between myself and the President of the College’s Episcopalian prayer group, and his subsequent, rather stiff letter to the Governing Body.’ Blah, blah. (But still, the pain this caused me: genuine, sterling pain!) ‘I must,’ yodelled Heidi, ‘urge you most strongly, in your own interests and in the interests of the faculty in this year of the funding audit, to withdraw this essay from circulation. Art is art, but we must be sensitive to the public mood, if possible even sensitive and pragmatic at the same time.’ And then, with a clank, she pulled the lavatory chain.


Incidentally, Thomas Joseph, it would be nice – bearing the aforementioned audit in mind – to see something slightly more solid by you in another journal soon. A little bird tells me that you spend almost all of your time in the library stacks, pursuing your own private research into Giovanni Bellini’s friendship with Albrecht Dürer. Are we ever to see the fruits of your labour? I think I’m right in saying that you haven’t published anything substantial in quite a while? You can’t rest forever on the glory of the Kraus Codex, you know. That was a whole decade ago now.

I look forward to discussing this matter further with you if necessary. As always, the Renaissance remains such fun.

With kind regards,

Professor Heidi Klug-Birkenstock



Hi, clever-clogs Heidi on your mountain top! Heidi on Parnassus, heil! OK, OK. I admit that the high-flown tone of your letter galled me at the time, but I am ready to let bygones be bygones. I won’t bleat. Except for the occasional moment of weakness, you see, I have always tried to let myself be guided in times of trial, and indeed in the most ordinary aspects of my daily life, by the serene example of the great Giambellino himself.

If I haven’t published a great deal lately it is because for the last ten years, on the evidence of a paragraph or two in an old letter, I have been searching for one of Bellini’s lost Madonnas. I mean of course not Jacopo or Gentile but Giovanni Bellini, the great Master of the Venetian Renaissance; the celebrated painter, in tempera and oils, of over eighty unparalleled studies of the Virgin and Child, and many more of the Venetian landscape.

Have you ever seen a Bellini? An idiotic question! The experience is unforgettable. One might almost say that Bellini invented the Venetian terra ferma or mainland with its winding roads, its biscuity towers and cypressed slopes, for Italian art. It is the backdrop to almost every one of his late pictures, and it is always there in the Madonnas, grounded in impeccably observed fact, but ineffably transmuted by the imagination. Colour and light are the means used to express mood; a mood not of detachment, but of a worldly serenity. Bellini’s landscapes and his figures are always poised and still, for his is an art of contemplation rather than action. It is made up of a harmony of elements, a fusion of opposites, a dissolution of parts in a whole. It means nothing in particular; it means everything. It does not explain. It does not want to speak. It is, in fact, the very opposite of a pattern. It is embodied mystery, purely.

I had never seen a Bellini before when, as an aimlessly unhappy schoolboy of sixteen, I came across a bad print of his Madonna of the Meadow in a book. It was the surface effect of the thing that drew me back then: the trembling colour, the spent fall of a fold of drapery, the bruised light … It is only recently that I have been able to trace the deeper contusion, the mortal ache beneath the perfection. But I knew in that moment that I had come into my real inheritance. I thought that the rest of my life would be spent in pursuit of some sort of truth – or at the very least in pleasant pootling. After leaving my boarding school I took my degree, duly completed a doctorate on Bellini’s altarpieces, and landed the post in Vermont. News of my discerning eye was soon bruited about by those in the know. And so, in the 1980s and 90s, I came to sport a tinsel wreath of fame in the international art world when I was commissioned to update the copious catalogues of the Samuel E. Kraus Collection in New York, a superlative stash of Old Masters raked together by the founder of a famous chain of five and ten cent stores; which task had last been undertaken in 1968 by a Professor Albert Ehrlich and his assistant, Mrs Nancy Fromm. In rising to this Herculean challenge I was of course fortunate to have the help of trained graduate students as numerous as they were devoted – but even so. Cataloguing can be an energetic and highly stimulating scholarly activity, yet clearly neither pious Nancy nor honest Albert had construed their work as anything more than a passive undertaking. The result was a miserable hodge-podge of fearful speculation and feeble feints at connoisseurship, in revising which I was pleased to point out several errors of attribution.

The Kraus Collection, you see, though the trustees of the foundation did not know it, contained two Bellinis. There was no way that one could have mistaken them; except that the Ehrlich-Fromm catalogue did, hilariously attributing one, a sublimely compact altarpiece showing Christ engaged in some al fresco washing of the feet of his apostles, to Bernardino Butinone; and the other, a self-conscious teenage Madonna with a deliciously gauche underbite, to Francesco Botticine. Butinone and Botticine – a Lombard and a Florentine! Not only did certain landscape details in the upper part of the altarpiece – a stream, diapered with wavelets, making a loop around a hill town to one side of the picture, crossed by a small arched bridge and with a bare aspen on its bank – clearly suggest an origin around Venice, but the execution and formal treatment, the most original way in which the problem of perspective in the background was tackled through moth-like gradations of light, the easy breadth of movement in the arrangement of the figures and the fine pathos of their expressions – so delicate as to suggest the hand, almost, of a miniaturist – all pointed to only one possible source. And so too with the little Virgin. It was outrageous to suggest a connection between this quiet picture of a dishevelled, brave child – her wimple had unpinned itself and was falling down – and the declamatory style of Botticine. The poor little soul’s bump was trimmed (oh, telling, tender domestic detail) with a flicker of lace. I corrected the description of its colour from ‘clair-de-lune’ to ‘pale sage green’ and went off to apprise my patrons of my suspicions.

I flatter myself that Lynch’s Kraus Codex, as it came to be known, remains a touchstone of scholarly chutzpah and finesse. The trustees were extravagantly grateful: I was given a fat cheque and carte blanche to mine the Kraus hoard for my own research in perpetuity. On my triumphant return to Vermont I took some of my prettier acolytes out for a champagne celebration that lasted till dawn and is still referred to in the Faculty of Arts as the Homecoming of Solomon.

And then, without fanfare or forewarning, when I was forty, enfin, and hard at work on thus furthering my career, I discovered it – the letter that would fix my destiny.

A decade ago, for reasons which I will shortly relate, I realized I had found conclusive proof that Bellini had painted a last Madonna, unique in its ambivalent treatment of its subject, shortly before his death. I was at the peak of my powers, with years of frantic tramping, had I only known, ahead of me. This quarry was potentially far greater, and more elusive, than anything I had ever pitted my wits against before. At times the chances that I would find it and repeat my earlier success seemed nil. But then, only a year before this story begins, I at last succeeded against all my expectations in tracing the painting to a house in England. And so I managed, without meaning it, to launch an engine of misery and destruction that has demolished every hope I have ever had. No doubt I should have looked more closely at what I was pursuing, at the sinister machinery that had delivered it up to me, and run away in fear while there was still time. Too late now! And so here I sit.

I was in Nürnberg ten years ago on a research jaunt connected with the Codex, working on a problem of provenance for some German religious lithographs that were possibly by Albrecht Dürer but showed an unmistakable Italian influence. It was while I was holed up in the archive of the Stadtbibliothek, transcribing the letters that Dürer had written about his encounters with Bellini in Venice in 1506, that I stumbled onto the most tantalizing lure.

When he was nearly eighty, Bellini was visited in Venice by the then thirty-five-year-old Dürer, who found the old Master, as he wrote in a letter to his friend the humanist Willibald Pirkheimer in Germany, ‘still the best painter of them all’, but also ‘most equable and content, enjoying an existence of the utmost simplicity and untroubled delight, in spite of his fame and the many temptations to vexation that beset him.’ I like to think of Bellini as he was in the last decade of his life: weary, reluctant to take on any more public commissions; but always gracious, always humble, always serenissimo; tender to his pupils, frank with his creditors, and charming in his commercial negotiations with the poet Pietro Bembo, who was then living in nearby Asolo as secretary to the exiled Cypriot queen, Catarina Cornaro.

Bellini was old, he was coming to the end. His reputation was assured; his workshop was in the hands of his sons. He had nothing left to prove, either to himself or others. Late one afternoon that autumn, in the September of 1506, Dürer nevertheless found him at work, in a small studio at the back of his bottega, on a picture that was quite unlike anything the Master had ever attempted before. It was a Madonna, but what a Madonna! It appeared to be an uncommissioned or occasional piece – Bellini mentioned in passing that the painting would eventually go to one of the queen’s courtiers at Asolo, old Buccari, in payment of a debt – but Dürer was so struck by the picture that he took the trouble to describe it in some detail to Pirkheimer.

Moments before, Bellini had looked over Dürer’s sketchbook and some small watercolours of the countryside which the younger man had executed after arriving in the Veneto. ‘Of a barren hilltop scene which I was at pains to pick out in white lake and sienna, and to crown, by way of a pious allegory, with the figure of Christ crucified, Giambellin remarked that it resembled paint trying to turn itself into line, saying, “You forget Signore, that while ideas and words themselves may be abstract, painting is not.”’ Stung, Dürer asked Bellini what he meant. Bellini replied, ‘Signore, your art has too much rhetoric about it. It is mass, the heavy solidity of things, that we recognize about the world, not so? Paint has the power to recreate mass with mass, for paint too is a physical thing. And like all material things it reflects light, and so can share in the very qualities of what it represents.’ Dürer was sceptical as to whether such a transformation were possible, at which Bellini asserted that it was indeed, and that he would prove it.

Bellini led Dürer into his work-room, which was as usual cluttered with mixing pots, stacked canvases and drying boards, old apparel, clay casts, and all the other paraphernalia of their trade, and, pushing a way through these, lifted the corner of a heavy tapestry which the German had previously admired, upon which the latter saw that there was a low door set into the wall behind it. To Dürer’s surprise this proved to be the entrance to a second room or large closet, surmounted by a high window and differing from the first in being completely bare, except for an easel supporting something shrouded with a linen cloth. ‘Now,’ said Bellini, removing this covering, ‘you may see what I have not yet shown the world.’


There stood a rectangular board of some five or six palms in length, on which was painted a Madonna in a style such as I have never seen before. She was seated in a pebbled field, her hands laid slackly on her knees. This landscape was executed with the lightest of strokes on a plain ground, the strokes smudged a little here and there, as if with the fingertips, so that it seemed at once both weighty and transparent, as if the pigments had been mixed with light instead of oil.

There was no underdrawing at all. The whole was framed by a pearling autumn sky, such a sky as we see here every afternoon in the Veneto when the day is nearing its close and it is about to rain. In the distance I noticed a walled city, surrounded by waving aspens and crested by a pale square turris, and to the right of all these a well with a winch. The arm of the winch was snapped into two pieces.

The painting was indeed wonderful, but there was something more than technique, something perversely vital about it that seemed to resist explanation. The winch was the first thing to strike me, fool, as peculiar, for I looked with a painter’s eye, and not as an ordinary man would look.

‘Why do you paint the winch in this way?’ I asked. ‘Has the well run dry?’

‘It has,’ the Master replied. ‘Look closely.’

Then I realized that the lady herself was no longer young, but well past the age of childbearing, and that her narrow brown face had the finely quilted texture that you see on the faces of ageing women in hot countries. Her robe was a leaden black and the dress beneath was neither blue nor red, but a souring white.

Yet it was not this that had troubled me. No, my discomfort stemmed from the hard, hollow gaze which met mine. It had the anguished persistence of a suffering thing, as if the paint, mask-like, concealed a breathing body.



And at that Dürer grasped the most glaring detail of the composition, which had so far escaped him: the Madonna’s lap was empty. There was no Christ figure at all: no infant Jesus or deposed body, not even an empty cross. The painting was of the Madonna only. That was its point. ‘In the past,’ Bellini murmured, ‘I have painted the Virgin in the prescribed way. Now that I am old myself I can only see her as she was when her son had at last left her, the great work of her life, the work of her imagination, behind her, but with the weary days of her earthly life still to be lived. Sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia tangunt. There are tears at the heart of all mortal things.’

Though it bears some similarities (the looming Madonna, the ochre landscape in the distance) to two other traditional Madonne de’ prati or meadow scenes which Bellini produced around this time, the Madonna of the Meadow in London’s National Gallery, and a Pietà in the Accademia in Venice, the picture in Dürer’s account has never been identified. The conclusion was inescapable: towards the end of his life, at the height of his powers, Bellini had painted not two but three Madonne de’ prati, the first two for public consumption, but the third – ah, the third! Into this he had distilled all his bold sympathy, his shrewd tenderness for his human subject, preferring to draw the Virgin not as a divinely favoured mother, or even as a brooding young girl, but as a bereft middle-aged woman, emptied out by her terrible sacrifice. His last Madonna is disappointed. She is profoundly alone. Perhaps she is even bitter! The centre, the whole focus, of the picture was not the executed man-god, but the cost of his life and death to the woman who bore him. If located, this painting would create a sensation. It would be nothing less than the first humanist portrait of a religious figure.

Imagine my delirium when I read this description in the original, instead of in the lopped standard translations of Dürer’s correspondence, and realized that I was the first to have spotted its significance! Yet outside Dürer’s letter there has been no other trace of this Madonna; no record in any catalogue, sale or collection. For nearly ten years I ransacked every archive, rifled every inventory, insinuated my way into every known stash and bolthole in Europe and America, but I finally had to admit that the picture was lost, irretrievably lost.

Then, last October, shortly before my ignominious dismissal, I made an astonishing discovery.

Where does the would-be snoop in search of art that has been overlooked go? Why, to the catalogues. The amateur catalogues are the most promising, assembled as they are by obsessive-compulsives with too much time on their hands. It was in one of these, buried in a welter of dross, that I finally found the glinting clue that would set me on the right track.

The minor Victorian collector James Roper (the sixth James Roper, that is, 1866–1940) is mentioned at some length by Henry Sanderson in the few remaining copies of his Private Picture Galleries (London, 1972). I have often used my copy as a doorstop or a teapot stand. Occasionally I have pressed a sentimental maple leaf or two, the souvenir of a happy afternoon with a favoured student, between its generous pages.

The Ropers, Sanderson noted, were a modest landed Berkshire family, Catholics all, who rose from humble trade origins in Liverpool about three hundred years ago. Their home was a square, red-brick seventeenth-century manor house with Victorian accretions in the village of Mawle, not far from Abingdon. The Roper heirs did to the house as heirs to large houses have always done, digging and soldering, papering and plastering, adding a kitchen here, a stable there, walling the garden and planting shrubberies. When James Roper inherited Mawle House shortly after his twenty-first birthday in 1887 there was very little left to improve. He’d just come down from Christ Church, Oxford; he was bored and, not being inclined to play with bricks and mortar, made the Grand Tour and set about covering the interior of his property with paintings instead.

It was that very afternoon of the kerfuffle in the college park. I had hoped, as usual, to commemorate the interlude with my acolyte by pressing a leaf from our bower as a tender memento to Eros, and I had optimistically selected a particularly delicate example – all sticky surfaces and tender veins – to pop into Sanderson. Now all that had gone bust. What the hell. I cracked open the book and tossed it in. Perhaps the afternoon’s little tussle in the park had cleared my brain; in any case, I found myself, all at once, reading Sanderson’s convoluted paragraphs for the first time in years. The answer to the question which had puzzled me for so long shivered in my hands, laid bare for anyone to see.

James Roper (wrote Sanderson) had an Italian wife, a Contessa Giulia Buccari. Apart from this girl, by the late nineteenth century only a cousin and a couple of others were still living at the Palazzo Buccari in the little hillside town of Asolo near Venice. The rest had simply drained away into the purple Venetian plain, were picked off regularly by the summer fever that rose from the Musone, or dabbled fatally in one war or another; so that the old house, with its quiet corners, its shadowed canvases and threadbare tapestries, stood almost empty. By great good luck the Contessina, Catholic, an heiress, and in every other way suitable, was married off to Roper, whom she had met – though Sanderson did not say how – while he was touring the countryside around Venice in 1889, and just managed to bear him a son before following her parents to the grave. Sanderson notes that all her effects, including the paintings which the Buccari had ignored for centuries, were carried off to Mawle. Among them, he writes, tossing out this titbit exactly like the garrulous master of ceremonies at some vulgar wedding, ‘according to a long tradition repeated in the bride’s family’, was a previously uncatalogued Madonna del prato attributed to the workshop of Bellini, which had ‘regrettably still to be located in the collection’.

Buccari! This was the name of the courtier to whom Bellini had promised his marvellous Madonna in payment of a debt. How sublimely and simply the pattern revealed itself! The workshop of Bellini. Still to be located … Fingers of brindled sunshine scampered from behind the shutters of my study and came to rest on the page. The room was bathed in a strange effulgence. Somewhere outside on the pavement a bicycle wheel creaked. A girl’s laugh peaked and dwindled in the syrupy air. There was a peculiar ticking sound in my left ear. I was hardly aware, even, of the beating of my heart: its breathless knocking seemed to come from somewhere outside me, as if someone were rapping at the door. I almost leaped to my feet to answer it. I felt winded, light-headed. Light-hearted!

I did eventually get up, and poured myself a liberal slug of grappa, my usual tipple, to steady my nerves. The dry and drear months ahead were suddenly, unexpectedly shot through with an unearthly splendour. Did I guess even then that my life would soon be changed, that I would imminently come to live and breathe in this state of chattering expectation? Did I hear Anna tick-ticking away in my future? I did not. I was filled with a blind longing, a dumb craving for possession, and so I’m afraid I did not, at all.
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